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Introduction

Between Camps

COLD WAR:  SOMETHING PEOPLE CAN UNDERSTAND

When did the cold war begin? Was it in March 1946, when Winston Churchill as-
serted that an iron curtain had descended across Europe “from Stettin in the Baltic
to Trieste in the Adriatic”? Or twelve months later, when President Truman com-
mitted the United States to the defense of “free peoples” wherever they were men-
aced by “armed minorities or outside pressures”? Alternatively, if the first volley
was fired from the Soviet side, the triggerman may have been Andrei Zhdanov, the
Politburo member who proclaimed in September 1947 that the world was divided
between “democratic” and “imperialist” camps—the latter, led by Washington, bent
on war. Or perhaps the United States and USSR had been waging a cold war ever
since 1917, even if the phrase wasn’t coined for another thirty years. Scholars have
broached all these possibilities and numerous others.1 But a voluminous literature
crammed with opening salvoes, crisis points, and bellicose declarations yields no
mention of August 12, 1948—the day when, in Newsweek’s estimation, the cold
war became “Something People Can Understand.”2

August 1948 was an especially eventful month in the cold war’s infancy. In Berlin,
American planes were engaged in a massive airlift to provision a city that the So-
viets had attempted to blockade. In London, several athletes from eastern Europe
announced their intention to defect after the first postwar Olympic games, protest-
ing the lack of freedom in their newly Stalinized homelands. Washington, D.C.,
meanwhile, was reeling from testimony delivered by a disheveled Time magazine
editor and repentant ex-communist named Whittaker Chambers. Appearing be-
fore the House Committee on Un-American Activities (HUAC), he claimed that
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Alger Hiss, a former State Department official, had belonged to an underground
party cell in the 1930s—proof positive, in some eyes at least, that the administra-
tion was riddled with Red subversives.3 Yet it was neither the threat of war in Eu-
rope nor the specter of internal collapse that prompted Newsweek to announce that
the cold war had, at last, become universally intelligible. Rather, the inspiration was
a fifty-two-year-old chemistry teacher, Oksana Kasenkina, who on August 12, 1948,
leapt from an upper story of the Soviet consulate in New York City.

Historians have failed to memorialize Kasenkina’s role as a precipitant of the
cold war, but for some weeks in 1948 the tale of a desperate Soviet schoolteacher
who sought to avoid forcible repatriation to the USSR monopolized the headlines:
“a melodrama more hair-raising than a Grade B-thriller.” Full of baffling reversals,
accusations, and counterclaims, the story reached its climax when Kasenkina
plummeted from a third-floor window after five days’ entrapment in the consulate.
Captured by photographers, her fall was instantly dubbed a “Leap for Freedom”—
a stirring example of the lengths to which a Soviet citizen would go to escape her
state’s tyrannous clutches. With her dramatic exit from the consulate, Kasenkina
appeared to validate a fundamental truth about two antithetical ways of life. While
the “workers’ paradise” was a country one would court death to flee, the United
States beckoned as an asylum for which one would risk life itself. “No casting di-
rector would ever have put Oksana Kasenkina in a dramatic role intended for an
Ethel Barrymore or a Bette Davis,” opined Newsweek. Nevertheless, this unlikely
heroine had redeemed her unprepossessing appearance by providing the “West-
ern democracies . . . their biggest break in the three year propaganda war” with
Moscow.4

If these grandiloquent sentiments struck a eulogistic note, no obituary was re-
quired. Despite multiple fractures and contusions, Kasenkina lived, her fall bro-
ken by a tangle of telephone wires strung across the consulate’s courtyard. Neither
dead nor Red, she became a prominent icon of anticommunism, hastily leaping
into the “high income bracket,” thanks to the lucrative sale of her story to the Hearst
press.5 The schoolteacher’s swift recovery and speedy reversal of fortune were not
replicated at the level of intergovernmental relations, however. Kasenkina had trig-
gered a “first-class diplomatic incident,” with testy exchanges and consular expul-
sions marking a new nadir in U.S.-Soviet relations. In August 1948, the two coun-
tries’ simmering dispute reached its “tensest point in recent years,” announced the
Chicago Daily Tribune—a judgment all the more remarkable given that columnists
were simultaneously calculating odds on war breaking out in Berlin.6 By the time
the State Department declared the Kasenkina case shut in September, consular re-
lations between the two states had been severed altogether. The rift would take
sixteen years to close.

As 1948 drew to a conclusion, news reviews listed Kasenkina’s fateful leap among
the year’s top ten stories, somewhere between the birth of Israel, the death of Babe
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Ruth, and the assassination of Mahatma Gandhi.7 But in the eyes of many colum-
nists the biggest story wasn’t a single event but a process of crystallization that ren-
dered 1948 a “year of resolution.” For Time magazine, it had been a “fighting year”—
when Americans finally committed themselves to battle after “the last trace of doubt
about the nature of the enemy” dissolved. “More than speeches, reports or eye-
witness accounts of life under Communism,” it was the action of a distressed school-
teacher that “nakedly revealed the bitter despair behind the glowing promises in
Communism’s workers’ paradise.”8

To disinter the long-buried story of Oksana Kasenkina (as chapter 1 does at
greater length) is thus to propose a different kind of starting point for the cold war:
the point at which that phenomenon became emotionally resonant for “ordinary
Americans.” By any other reckoning, confrontation between the two antagonistic
blocs was well advanced by August 1948, as events in Europe attested. For months
the White House had sought to rally support for an expanded U.S. role that would
encompass not only assistance to embattled regimes in Greece and Turkey but de-
fense of “free peoples” wherever they were imperiled by “terror and oppression.”
As every standard cold war history recounts, Truman heeded the advice of Re-
publican Senator Arthur Vandenberg, who insisted that the only way to dispel
Americans’ innate isolationism and postwar lethargy was to “scare hell out of the
country.”9 Announcing what would become known as the Truman Doctrine on
March 12, 1947, the president did his best to electrify the nation. In a speech of
some eighteen minutes’ duration, the words free and freedom recurred no less than
twenty-four times as Truman conjured a world riven between “alternative ways of
life” in which freedom was everywhere imperiled.10 It was “as cold a war speech
against Russia as any President has ever made except on the occasion of going be-
fore Congress to ask for a declaration of war,” editorialized the Chicago Tribune,
though the Soviet Union was nowhere mentioned.11

Yet despite much press acclamation, Truman’s exhortation apparently failed to
fuel popular fervor for this all-out confrontation. To a war-weary population that
had vigorously protested American troops’ tardy demobilization in 1945, the no-
tion of an embattled “free world” must have sounded as familiar as it was unwel-
come. Elaborating national war aims, Franklin Delano Roosevelt and Vice Presi-
dent Wallace had repeatedly invoked a world “divided between human slavery and
human freedom”—a motif that, in the opinion of intellectual historian Daniel
Rodgers, “slipped unchanged into place as the controlling metaphor of the Cold
War.”12 But “freedom” showed signs of battle fatigue after 1945, like many of those
who had fought in its name. As a “fighting word” it required recuperation and re-
orientation for cold war service.13

It was for her role in resuscitating an exhausted abstraction that columnists and
policy makers congratulated Oksana Kasenkina. “The incident on Sixty-first Street
will strengthen popular resolve,” the New York Times predicted, attributing the po-
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tency of l’affaire Kasenkina to its stirring properties and alarming proximity. That
it had happened here demonstrated that the Red menace didn’t simply lie beyond
the Iron Curtain. It lurked in neighborhoods as exclusive as Manhattan’s Upper
East Side, where the Soviet consul had turned an elegant mansion into a miniature
police state. This “house of fear” replicated the defining traits of the “slave world”—
oppressive, confining, and impossible to leave except at mortal risk.14 Rejecting slav-
ery in favor of freedom, Kasenkina vividly illuminated the cold war’s terms of en-
gagement, providing a model for individuals and nations the world over.

To contemporary observers, the consular crisis of August 1948 provided a wake-
up call to the high drama and moral imperatives of the age. “Life in these United
States nowadays is not without some resemblance to life in wards seven and eight
of the county insane asylum,” noted a Washington Post editorial. “If you think you
are about to perish of boredom, it is your own fault, because it shows that you
haven’t made use of the opportunities that await you on every side.”15 But if the
saga of the Soviet schoolteacher seemed to brim with novelty, there was also some-
thing familiar about its plot. Kasenkina’s was, at root, a captivity story. As such, it
offered a cold war variation on a well-worn theme: the innocent captive beset by a
savage captor.

From the colonial era onwards, captivity has occupied a privileged place in the
American imaginary as a fixture of national speech, symbology, and statuary. Ar-
riving in the New World, the Puritans understood their passage across the At-
lantic as a recapitulation of the Israelites’ flight over the Jordan.16 As God’s cho-
sen people, they too were redeemed captives freed from bondage. Yet the North
American wilderness appeared an insecure sanctuary to European settlers: the
threat of death, dismemberment, or enslavement at the hands of marauding In-
dians seemed ever present. This national self-conception—a people under the
 perpetual shadow of a raised tomahawk—proved stubbornly persistent. For a cen-
tury, Horatio Greenough’s The Rescue stood at the east entrance to the U.S. Capi-
tol Building: a massive tableau in which a classically attired, oversize European male
rescues a huddling, partially disrobed woman and infant from a tomahawk-
 wielding, nearly nude Indian predator. Despite earlier protests that it represented
an affront to Native Americans, the statue occupied this site until 1958, when the
Capitol was  remodeled.17

If captivity symbolically overshadowed the seat of U.S. government, it also pro-
vided a dominant motif in American storytelling, an enduring template for con-
structions of identity and difference. “Captivity narratives constitute the first co-
herent myth-literature developed in America for American audiences,” proposes
Richard Slotkin, “as if the only experience of intimacy with the Indians that New
England readers would accept was the experience of the captive.”18 Similarly, the
new republic’s early encounters with Islam were filtered through the prism of cap-
tivity in accounts of American “enslavement” on the Barbary coast. Thereafter, para-
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bles of imperiled national virtue remained a staple of American literature, assum-
ing increasingly secular and sentimental forms in the nineteenth century.19

Noting the genre’s flexibility and longevity, literary scholars have identified cap-
tivity’s tendency to resurface at times of insecurity, whether as an invitation to self-
scrutiny or a prompt to patriotic outrage (if not both): an arc stretching from the
kidnapping of Patty Hearst to the Iranian Embassy siege and the “rescue” of Jessica
Lynch in Iraq.20 Rarely, however, do cultural critics include the early cold war in
this canon. Yet during the late 1940s and 1950s, captivity suffused American un-
derstandings of the eastern bloc and its inhabitants. Those “captive peoples” trapped
behind the Iron Curtain were, as Dean Acheson put it, “prisoners of a tyranny”
presided over by “prisoners of a dream of power and a doctrine of  destiny.”21

Enslavement was simultaneously corporeal, mental, and spiritual, a plight both
figurative and literal. “The Russians do not grab merely real estate,” Leland Stowe
warned in Reader’s Digest in 1952. “They also grab people. . . . No-one is too small
or insignificant, too young or too old, to be shackled and regimented or pauper-
ized and destroyed.”22 This threat to bodies, minds, and souls was not, however,
confined to totalitarian states, nor was it exclusively a communist menace. In the
1950s, captivity served as a metaphor for a lengthening list of domestic social and
psychological maladies, from the anomie of suburban housewives to the “slave
world” of drug addiction, which, as the Los Angeles Times cautioned, trapped ad-
dicts in a “twilight world as vile and degrading and brutal as any slave camp be-
hind the Iron Curtain.”23

Like a fine mist, captivity saturated the language and thought of early cold war
America, diffusing into the atmosphere without becoming an object of historical
scrutiny. To many at the time, though, the prospect of “menticide”—the “rape of
the mind,” as the Columbia psychologist Joost Meerloo explained his coinage—
appeared more terrifying than the threat of atomic annihilation. Even as Ameri-
cans were learning to duck and cover in preparation for the looming nuclear apoc-
alypse, leading figures warned (as John Foster Dulles did in his 1950 treatise War
or Peace) that they should be as “concerned about the mass destruction of minds
and spirits” as they were about weapons of mass destruction.24

Cold War Captives examines captivity as a dense matrix of ideas, images, and
practices. It is, in part, a study of the storytelling that makes popular sense of geopol-
itics. Metaphors of enslavement played a crucial role in transforming the Soviet
Union and China from courageous wartime allies into barbarous foes implacably
opposed to the “free world.” This cold war vision of a globe fractured between good
and evil—half free, half slave—drew on a peculiarly American tradition of configur-
ing any infringement of liberty as “slavery” and any such challenge as an existen-
tial threat to national survival that required total annihilation. In its denial of the
antagonist’s right to exist, the cold war was a U.S. ideology, the historian Anders
Stephanson argues.25 But the specter of enslavement that menaced postwar Amer-
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ica was not simply a phantasm dredged from the deep reservoirs of collective mem-
ory. Captivity’s ubiquity also reflected material circumstance in that millions of in-
dividuals experienced different forms of incarceration during and after the war.
Confinement—of prisoners of war, forced laborers in the gulag, satellite popula-
tions, and isolated Americans behind the Iron Curtain—profoundly shaped both
the early cold war’s international politics and its imaginative practices.

THE INTERNATIONAL POLITICS OF IM/MOBILITY

Barely into middle age, the twentieth century had already attracted many sobri-
quets. For Henry Luce, writing in 1941, it was categorically the “American Cen-
tury.” One year later, Henry Wallace offered a more egalitarian alternative when
he vowed that “the century which will come out of this war can and must be the
century of the common man.”26 What soon emerged, however, was rather less el-
evating. With the war leaving millions of refugees in its wake, and postwar conflict
uprooting approximately one thousand people a day, the twentieth century was
better understood as the “century of the homeless man,” proposed Dr. Elfan Rees
(adviser on refugee affairs to the World Council of Churches) in 1952. The New
York Times concurred, noting that “the displaced person is as much the symbol of
this century as the broken atom.”27

Twenty years later, the German author Heinrich Böll would offer a different
summative verdict. “It may be that our century is the century of camps, of pris-
oners,” he ventured in an essay on Alexander Solzhenitsyn, “and whoever has never
been imprisoned, whether he boasts or is ashamed of his good or bad fortune—
has been spared the experience of the century.” If displacement and incarceration
are conceived as opposite poles of an experiential spectrum, Böll’s judgment might
appear to contradict Rees’s.28 Yet mobility and immobilization were both promi-
nent phenomena during a tumultuous century, and they were far from mutually
exclusive. Millions of people were successively uprooted and confined, released
and displaced, encamped then resettled—particularly in the decade that encom-
passed World War II and its chaotic aftermath. Camps were variously sites of shel-
ter and places of perdition.

From a sixty-year remove, it is hard to comprehend how prevalent a plight cap-
tivity was at midcentury. Of ninety-six million men mobilized for war, more than
one-third spent time as prisoners of war—an experience many did not survive. So-
viet casualties, in this regard as in others, were staggeringly high. Approximately
3.3 million Red Army POWs perished in German camps, a death rate approach-
ing 58 percent.29 In all, some thirty-five million men were held as POWs during
and after the war. This enormous figure includes neither the inmates of Nazi con-
centration and extermination camps nor the millions of forced laborers—men and
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women—conveyed from their homes and confined by the Third Reich, the USSR,
and imperial Japan in various forms of war-related exploitation.30

U.S. servicemen experienced far lower rates of imprisonment than most other
combatant forces, with fewer than 1 percent becoming POWs.31 But wartime Amer-
ica was hardly a stranger to captivity. Nearly 120,000 Japanese Americans spent the
war in internment camps, a sweeping move justified in the name of quarantining
society against Japanese sabotage and “Americanizing” a population viewed as trou-
blingly alien.32 Since the first objective took precedence over the second, the en-
campments that housed these internees were purposely constructed in remote spots.
Camps accommodating Italian and German POWs, by contrast, became a common
enough sight across rural America during the latter stages of the war and for some
time thereafter—from Michigan to Massachusetts, the Carolinas to  California.

For millions of prisoners, the surrender of Germany and Japan did not bring a
swift end to their confinement. From the defeated Axis powers, the Soviet gov-
ernment sought reparations in the form of human labor—an asset that could be
stripped more readily than heavy industrial machinery, though that too was dis-
mantled and carted off to aid the shattered motherland’s reconstruction. Several
thousand German and Japanese POWs would remain in the USSR until after Stalin’s
death in 1953. Meanwhile, many Red Army personnel newly released from Ger-
man camps became the postwar captives of their own state. Reviled as traitors who
had surrendered to (or even fought on behalf of ) the enemy, and mistrusted on ac-
count of what they had observed of life beyond the USSR, many Soviet former
POWs returned east to face imprisonment.33

Many others were incarcerated or impressed into forced labor for the first time
in the wave of ethnic expulsions, population transfers, and refugee movements that
followed the Third Reich’s collapse. As the historian Tony Judt observes, “At the
conclusion of the First World War it was borders that were invented and adjusted,
while people were on the whole left in place. After 1945 what happened was rather
the opposite: with one major exception boundaries stayed broadly intact and people
were moved instead.” During this violent convulsion some twelve to thirteen mil-
lion Germans were “transferred” west from eastern Europe, while seven million
refugees of other nationalities were forced from their homes in a frenzy of what
would later be called “ethnic cleansing.”34 Across Europe, not just in the USSR,
camps dotted the postwar landscape. No sooner had POW and concentration
camps disgorged their inmates than new reception centers for displaced persons
(DPs) sprang up. By late 1945, the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Ad-
ministration (UNRRA) was operating 227 camps in Germany alone. In some cases,
former Nazi concentration camps, like Dachau, abruptly changed function to be-
come DP shelters. Within two years, UNRRA was running some 762 camps and
relief centers in western Europe, and while these were ostensibly temporary places
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of accommodation, many refugees found themselves long-term residents of insti-
tutions that could feel decidedly punitive.35

As even this preliminary sketch indicates, the plight of POWs, camp survivors,
forced laborers, and myriad others bombed out of their homes or too fearful to stay
in them—an estimated thirty million people in Europe alone, with millions more
refugees in Asia—constituted a humanitarian crisis of incomprehensible magni-
tude. Witnesses to this abjection struggled to convey the scale of human misery to
distant Americans, who, by contrast, were “in the pleasant predicament of learn-
ing to live 50 percent better than they ever lived before.”36 Writing in the New York
Times six weeks after V-E Day, Anne O’Hare McCormick chronicled a “story of
retrogression that has no precedent since the collapse of the Roman Empire”: “A
considerable part of Europe is already living in this new cave age. . . . Millions of
people are moving over the roads with all their possessions on their backs. Mil-
lions are moored where they are, with no means of getting anywhere else. Millions
are living in all kinds of temporary shelters. When one sees people who once had
homes, decent clothes, ambitions, human manners, grubbing in the fields like an-
imals for roots to eat, one does not see revolutionary forces, or constructive forces,
but only spent forces, the breakdown of a civilization.”37 In the judgment of Dean
Acheson (then assistant secretary of state), the “whole world structure and order
that we had inherited from the nineteenth century” lay in ruins.38

Within months, it became clear that Moscow and Washington favored incom-
patible designs for the postwar architecture that would arise from the rubble. Diplo-
matic historians commonly locate the sources of their estrangement in disputes
over boundaries, successor regimes, and spheres of influence: realpolitik at its
bluntest. Undoubtedly these questions preoccupied the fractious victors as they set
about the daunting business of reconstruction. But Washington and Moscow
weren’t simply concerned with which parties would govern the reconstituted
states of Europe and where these polities’ boundaries would lie. They also disputed
who, in effect, belonged to whom. The politics of mobile and immobilized humanity
encompassed an array of interlocking issues: repatriation and reparations; the re-
location of refugees; and the freedom with which people could (or could not) move
across national borders. Since captive bodies represent a form of capital, and were
explicitly regarded as such in 1945, these questions were no less the stuff of power
politics than the boundary drawing, election rigging, and geopolitical jockeying
more customarily considered under that rubric.

Yet since captive bodies are also considerably more than a source of symbolic
lucre or disposable labor, their confinement stoked sentiment in ways that less cor-
poreal issues often did not. Certainly, in the estimation of John Deane (commanding
general of the U.S. military mission to the Red Army), the American people “had
more sympathy” for their own POWs than for any other casualties of war.39 While
comparatively few U.S. servicemen were taken prisoner, their privations in cap-



introduction 9

tivity generated profound bitterness and a corresponding clamor for the early re-
turn of those who survived. But Soviet intransigence threatened to impede this goal.
In early 1945, American observers became concerned that the Soviets were failing
to expedite the return of U.S. personnel freed from German-run camps after their
liberation by Red Army troops. More alarming yet were the reports that Russian
soldiers were mistreating, starving, and stealing from American troops waiting to
be repatriated.

Anxiety over the welfare of these men was not restricted to civilians fretful over
the fate of loved ones in uniform. Statesmen also approached POW issues through
a haze of intense emotionality, taking umbrage at Moscow’s reluctance to return
former prisoners of war and airmen downed in Poland. U.S. military and civilian
officials’ reports bristled with incidences of “barbarism” perpetrated by the Red
Army against American soldiers. These estimations of Soviet mistreatment of
POWs may have been exaggerated. Nevertheless, a widespread perception prevailed
that Red Army troops handled Americans with callous disregard for their welfare
at best and calculated viciousness at worst. Moscow did little to alleviate Ameri-
can concerns, ignoring Washington’s entreaties to respect reciprocal agreements
on repatriation. Over time, U.S. military personnel became increasingly uneasy
about maintaining their side of the bargain: namely, helping the Red Army repa-
triate some five million displaced Soviet citizens, thousands of whom had to be sent
back under duress.

Disputes over repatriation did not cause the cold war, as several scholars have
noted. Undoubtedly, though, they hastened the disintegration of the wartime al-
liance.40 In 1949, cooperation over repatriation came to a halt after years of ever
more acrimonious dispute. By then U.S. personnel had helped dispatch approxi-
mately two million people to the USSR. All this is reasonably well known. Less fully
appreciated, however, is that Truman’s administration didn’t simply stop assist-
ing Soviet repatriation efforts; it fashioned an elaborate agenda around a new de-
claratory “Fifth Freedom”—a development anticipated by Life in August 1948.
“When a frightened little Soviet schoolteacher, Mrs. Oksana Kasenkina, jumps from
the third-story window of the Russian consulate in New York to keep from being
sent back to the Russian Fatherland, the case for a Fifth Freedom—freedom of
movement—becomes incontrovertible,” the magazine presciently editorialized.41

Over the course of the early cold war, the Truman and Eisenhower adminis-
trations in turn developed an array of unorthodox policies to promote defection,
assist (and variously exploit) eastern bloc escapees, embolden the “captive peoples,”
and champion POWs’ right to refuse repatriation—a putative way to prevail in the
cold war by deterring the Kremlin from sending troops of unreliable loyalty into
the field. A radical departure from the Geneva Conventions, the principle of vol-
untary repatriation would bedevil the Korean War armistice talks. After all other
points of disagreement had been settled, hostilities continued for an additional fif-
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teen months, with settlement frustrated by American insistence on “nonforcible
repatriation.” Intended to salvage a symbolic victory from military stalemate in the
form of a mass refusal by North Korean and Chinese prisoners to return behind
the “Bamboo Curtain,” Washington’s stance also prolonged the captivity of some
four thousand American POWs. But as later chapters reveal, this was only one of
many paradoxes inherent in a commitment to the “Fifth Freedom” that was tested
and strained in numerous ways, not least by the decision of twenty-one American
POWs to repudiate their country in favor of Mao’s China—assuredly not a choice
U.S. officials intended to promote.

THE CAMP AS MICROCOSM

Like all identities, America’s self-conception as leader of the “free world” was re-
lational, forged in opposition to an Other imagined as its absolute antithesis: the
“slave world” of communism. As Moscow consolidated its grip over eastern Eu-
rope in the late 1940s and Mao triumphed over his nationalist adversaries in 1949,
this area of darkness appeared to be expanding inexorably—“full of dead men’s
bones, and of all uncleanness,” John Foster Dulles warned, quoting the Gospel of
Matthew. In 1953, Dulles used his first televised appearance as secretary of state to
map a zone of barbarism that extended from Berlin to Kamchatka, a short distance
across the Bering Sea from Alaska. This vast landmass was home to some eight hun-
dred million of America’s “proclaimed enemies”—a proposition that would not
necessarily have struck his audience as hyperbolic.42 During the early cold war,
Americans were constantly told that one-third of the world’s population lived “in
virtual bondage” and that communists—“Satan-inspired slave-men,” in the phrase-
ology of New York’s Cardinal Spellman—languished in shackles at once mental
and physical.43

The concept of totalitarianism did much to fix the “slave world” as a universe
of irredeemable difference, hastily extinguishing more positive views of the USSR
that had been common in the 1930s and more or less mandatory during the war
years. This point bears stressing. Cold war constructions of the Soviet bloc were so
uniform as to appear a transparent representation of life’s uniformity behind the
Iron Curtain. But we should not be misled by the tendency of dominant interpre-
tive frames to erase their compositors’ fingerprints. It required work to reimagine
the Soviet bloc as the “slave world,” not least because during the war Americans
had been encouraged to conceive their Russian ally in entirely different terms. For
four years, Washington’s Office of War Information had worked hard to burnish
the Soviets’ image, with no little success. Moviegoers who watched wartime enter-
tainments such as Samuel Goldwyn’s The North Star, United Artists’ Three Rus-
sian Girls, or MGM’s Song of Russia (all released in 1943) would have found that
ordinary Russians, while more prone to spontaneous singing and dancing than their



figure 1. “Welcome to Moscow!” Jerry Costello’s cartoon from the Knickerbocker News,
June 10, 1952, imagines the “slave world” of communism as America’s antithesis.
Reproduced courtesy of the Library of Congress.
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American counterparts, had very similar values and aspirations. Fighting to de-
fend their motherland, they too nurtured hopes for a better, more peaceful and pros-
perous future for the “common man.”44

This rosy image outlived the war, fortified by the Red Army’s undeniable con-
tribution to Germany’s defeat and by the Soviets’ unimaginable loss of some twenty-
seven million lives. For several months after V-E Day, American correspondents
continued to depict the Soviet Union as a rapidly modernizing society where op-
timism prevailed despite years of wartime privation and boundless suffering. Writ-
ing in July 1946, the New York Times’s Drew Middleton enthused over Moscow’s
“wide, magnificent streets,” its “imposing shops whose full windows promise
much,” and the “physical strength and mental hope” of a citizenry dedicated to con-
structing a “richer future”; such was the “pro-Soviet euphoria of the period around
the end of World War II” recalled by George Kennan in his memoirs.45

This enthusiasm did not survive the great postwar geopolitical reversal, how-
ever. By the late 1940s, the Soviet Union as a place of promise and plenty would
be not only altogether absent from American popular commentary but regarded
as an absurd inversion of what everyone knew to be true of the “slave world”—that
it was a realm of deprivation and despair. With Middleton’s soft-focus lens dis-
carded, Soviet citizens were depicted shuffling through a drab landscape of iden-
tikit buildings, absorbing a sterile communist ideology that dulled resistance to the
state that stunted their lives. No longer irrepressible workers, they appeared joy-
less automatons trapped in a giant prison or vast DP camp. “The saddest people
on earth are those who are homeless at home, people forced to live under a system
so alien to their own instincts and desires that their homelands are strange pris-
ons,” proposed Anne O’Hare McCormick in 1952, gesturing behind the Iron Cur-
tain. “These are people who are displaced without moving; their spiritual exile is
far worse than physical deportation.”46 Driven into inner emigration, Soviet citi-
zens were simultaneously prisoners of their state and stateless refugees.

How did this discursive volte-face occur with such speed and totality? The an-
swer owes much to the ascendancy of totalitarianism as the “great mobilizing and
unifying concept of the Cold War.” After hovering on the margins of political phi-
losophy for two decades, this theory may not have been unique to postwar Amer-
ica, but it was uniquely serviceable.47 Its central postulate was that regimes hith-
erto plotted as the outer extremes on a horizontal left-right axis in fact converged
in circular fashion. Theorists of totalitarianism maintained that there was no fun-
damental difference between Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union: both were “to-
tal states” that shared the same annihilatory aspiration not only to regiment
human behavior but to extinguish every last spark of inner vitality. Communism,
J. Edgar Hoover asserted in 1947, was merely “red fascism.”48

Since many distinctions had to be finessed in order to elide Nazism and Soviet
communism, theorists of totalitarianism focused not on political ideology but
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metaphysical essence: on the will to absolute power that united Hitler and Stalin.
Nowhere was this essence more palpable or more apparent as an emanation of
absolute evil than in the concentration camp. As the total state’s defining institu-
tion, the camp occupied center stage in theories of totalitarianism—the precise
point where “obsolete political differentiations” between Nazi Germany and the
Soviet Union collapsed and definitional hair-splitting became a moral obscenity.
The camp, proposed Hannah Arendt in The Origins of Totalitarianism (1951),
functioned as the “laboratory” in which totalitarians perfected the malign science
of reducing humans to “mere bundles of reactions”—“ghastly marionettes with
human faces, which all behave like the dog in Pavlov’s experiments, which all re-
act with perfect reliability even when going to their own death, and which do noth-
ing but react.”49

Americans knew well enough what these “laboratories” looked like. In the spring
and summer of 1945 they had seen numerous still and moving images of Nazi con-
centration and extermination camps—shocking pictures of skeletal survivors and
stacked corpses, of SS perpetrators and German bystanders.50 Soviet camps, by con-
trast, remained invisible to western cameras, but they occupied an increasingly
prominent place in postwar portrayals of the communist bloc. Containing millions
of forced laborers, the vast network of camps scattered across the Soviet Union
served to literalize the descriptor “slave world.” Theorists of totalitarianism often
made this point rather abstrusely; U.S. policy makers would popularize it in plain
language, on the assumption that workers and peasants worldwide would reject
communism once they became aware of its crimes.

As chapter 3 of Cold War Captives shows, Washington waged a concerted cam-
paign to draw attention to the Soviet gulag during the late 1940s and early 1950s.
However, the notion of the camp/prison as a microcosm of communist society
was hardly unique to government publications. Literary representations of the “to-
tal state” also made confinement a central theme. Privileged fictions of the early
cold war—Arthur Koestler’s Darkness at Noon (1941) and George Orwell’s 1984
(1949) in particular—rendered its quintessential milieu as a suffocating space with
a door bolted shut and a grille through which the occupant could be observed but
from which nothing could be glimpsed of the world beyond. The quintessence of
totalitarianism, as these novels conceived it, lay in a dank prison cell or the dreaded
Room 101.

Works of imagination seemingly shaped U.S. diplomats’ perceptions and pre-
scriptions just as much as intellectual theorizations of totalitarianism. George Ken-
nan, who had served as a diplomat in both Nazi Germany and the USSR (before
and after the war), insisted that fiction offered a superior way of apprehending “its
power as a dream, or as a nightmare.” It was the phantasmic dimension of the to-
tal state—a trick collectively played on and by captive minds—that Kennan regarded
as its most singular, and ineffable, attribute. “When I try to picture totalitarianism
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to myself as a general phenomenon,” he mused in 1953, “what comes into my mind
most prominently is neither the Soviet picture nor the Nazi picture as I have known
them in the flesh, but rather the fictional and symbolic images created by such
people as Orwell or Kafka or Koestler or the early Soviet satirists.”51

Whether derived from literature, political theory, or personal experience,
carceral motifs loomed large in leading cold warriors’ interpretations of Soviet be-
havior. Kennan’s famous “Long Telegram” of February 22, 1946, portrayed the So-
viet Union as a “dim half world” governed by “oriental” secretiveness—with rulers
so fearful of “foreign penetration” that they kept their own citizens locked in and
others shut out.52 Sixteen months later, writing under the pseudonym “X” in For-
eign Affairs, Kennan expanded his earlier depiction of mass immobilization to stress
imprisonment at its most literal. Anticipating State Department initiatives to in-
dict “slave labor,” he noted that Soviet industrialization had “necessitated the use
of forced labor on a scale unprecedented in modern times.”53

The foundational document of cold war grand strategy, National Security Coun-
cil Report 68 (NSC 68), fashioned its entire exegesis around the Soviet Union’s en-
slaving tendencies, which threatened “the fulfillment or destruction not only of this
Republic but of civilization itself.” Imputing an eliminationist impulse to the “idea
of slavery,” Paul Nitze and his coauthors anticipated a war of extermination that
brooked no possibility of coexistence or compromise. The “slave power” would not
rest content until the “idea of freedom” had been annihilated, for the “implacable
purpose of the slave state is to eliminate the challenge of freedom.” The very exis-
tence of freedom—so irresistible in its allure—represented a mortal danger to the
slave world. This “antipathy of slavery to freedom,” NSC 68 proposed, explained
“the iron curtain, the isolation, the autarchy of the society whose end is absolute
power.”54

In urging that the United States cultivate its inner vitality while applying pres-
sure wherever the Soviet Union threatened to “penetrate” (or overwhelm) free in-
stitutions, NSC 68 sounded notes familiar from Kennan’s earlier jeremiads. But its
account of the sources of Soviet behavior exceeded the Long Telegram’s elabora-
tion of the compound of Russian “secretiveness,” Marxist dogmatism, and post-
war insecurity that impelled Stalin toward confrontation with the western powers.
Minimizing the role of Marxist-Leninism in the Soviet worldview, NSC 68 advanced
a psychosexual interpretation of the dynamics that shaped the “slave society.”
“Where the despot holds absolute power—the absolute power of the absolutely
powerful will—all other wills must be subjugated in an act of willing submission,
a degradation willed by the individual upon himself under the compulsion of a per-
verted faith.” In the eyes of Nitze and his coauthors, the “slave state” not only sought
but received its subjects’ unconditional surrender to the pleasures of passivity and
masochistic delights of “degradation.”55

This remarkable account of the “perverted faith” that kept slaves in ecstatic thrall
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to their masters was not authored by students of Soviet politics, Russia specialists,
or those who (at a later stage of the cold war) would become known as Kremlinol-
ogists. Elaborated over fifty dense pages, NSC 68’s characterization of the “slave
world”—swollen with metaphysical implications and sexual connotations—cited no
concrete empirical evidence. Challenged later on its inflation of the total state’s om-
nipotence, Nitze defensively cast his blueprint for containment as “very much a prod-
uct of its times.”56 This it certainly was. NSC 68’s vision of the slave power’s sadis-
tic desire for utter abnegation could have been lifted straight from 1984, published
the previous year. “Power is in inflicting pain and humiliation,” the state interrogator
O’Brien informs Winston Smith: “Power is in tearing human minds to pieces and
putting them together again in new shapes of your own choosing.” From these re-
assembled beings, Big Brother demands fervent assent, not mute  acquiescence.57

What decisively marked NSC 68 as a product of its time was less its account of
a leviathan’s insatiable will to power—a recurrent figuration of political theory from
Hobbes to Nietzsche—than its depiction of the “slavish” abandonment of those who
gladly yielded to the “boot stamping on the human face.” Here Nitze sounded a
note that reverberated through the work of contemporaries in a range of fields: Erich
Fromm on the “escape from freedom”; Bruno Bettelheim on the psychology of con-
centration camp inmates; and Stanley Elkins on the plantation mentality.58 These
authors’ influential treatises all stressed the readiness with which individuals ceded
their autonomy under “totalizing” circumstances that encouraged a relinquishment
of the burdensome self. Fearful that there lurked (in Arthur Schlesinger’s phrase)
a “Stalin in every breast” surreptitiously whispering “Freedom is Slavery,” Amer-
ican liberals conjured up the nightmarish prospect that not every subject might jeal-
ously guard and cherish his or her individual agency.59 Modern selves seemed only
too eager for submission. By the mid-1950s many critics had come to regard pas-
sivity as the greatest malaise to afflict postwar society. Plumped and coddled into
complacency, Americans were turning into the affectless pod people of Don Siegel’s
Invasion of the Body Snatchers (1956). Abundance, wrote Schlesinger, “has burned
up the mortgage, but at the same time sealed us in a subtler slavery.”60 For Betty
Friedan, affluent suburbia was nothing but a “comfortable concentration camp.”61

SENTIMENTAL ANTICOMMUNISM

Captivity occupied the commanding heights of the cold war’s ideological economy
in the United States. But as the fissile material of anticommunism, its effects proved
more unpredictable than strategists like Kennan, Nitze, or Dulles may have antic-
ipated or desired. This volatility of feeling was especially pronounced when Amer-
icans turned their attention from the eastern bloc’s slave laborers and captive
peoples to the plight of captured U.S. citizens. Before the Korean War delivered
several thousand American soldiers and airmen into communist captivity in the
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winter of 1950–51, a handful of incarcerations in China and eastern Europe gen-
erated intensive publicity and equally intense emotion. Early cold war opinion for-
mers ascribed revelatory power to these captivities, echoing Harriet Beecher
Stowe’s assertion that to “realize the miseries of captivity” it was necessary to turn
from “the idea of hundreds of thousands languishing in dungeons” to “the picture
of one poor, solitary captive pining in his cell.”62

Over the course of two years, a series of cases claimed the headlines. In Octo-
ber 1948, Angus Ward, the flamboyant U.S. consul general in Mukden (the prin-
cipal city in Manchuria), was placed under house arrest and held incommunicado
for thirteen months by Chinese communist forces.63 Several more Americans—
as many as two hundred, Life speculated—met a similar fate.64 In May 1950, Sen-
ator Joseph McCarthy took up the cause of Marine Sgt. Elmer Bender and Navy
Chief Machinist’s Mate William C. Smith, who had spent twenty months impris-
oned in the People’s Republic, and used their plight as a stick with which to beat
the State Department for “losing” China and subsequently failing to retaliate
against communist provocation with sufficient vigor.65

While thousands of American missionaries and businessmen joined the Na-
tionalist scramble to flee the People’s Republic, eastern Europe was also becoming
a terra incognita for western travelers and traders. Several American businessmen
were briefly imprisoned in Hungary in 1949 but released after confessing to sundry
offenses and paying fines to Budapest’s pro-Soviet government. This pattern of ha-
rassment assumed more alarming proportions in November 1949, when an IT&T
executive, Robert A. Vogeler, was charged with leading a “pro-fascist” spy ring and
sabotaging reconstruction efforts in the Hungarian people’s democracy. In Febru-
ary 1950, Vogeler (the subject of chapter 4) became the first American to appear
in what fellow citizens unhesitatingly called a “show trial,” or, more provocatively,
a “lynching under the cloak of law.”66 His imprisonment overlapped with a simi-
lar episode in neighboring Czechoslovakia, where William Oatis, the Associated
Press bureau chief in Prague, was incarcerated on espionage charges in 1951. And
while Americans continued to smart over this affront, four U.S. airmen, downed
in Hungary in November 1951, were jailed and “ransomed” for $120,000 by
Mátyas Rákosi’s regime in a fresh manifestation of what reporters dubbed “com-
munist gangsterism.” “All that is lacking,” proposed C. L. Sulzberger, the doyen of
U.S. foreign correspondents, “is the traditional Albanian custom of sending together
with the ransom note a small portion of the victim’s body.”67

Contemporary responses to these developments frequently invoked the horri-
ble ordeal of earlier American captives, particularly those citizens of the fledgling
republic “enslaved” by Barbary pirates a century and a half earlier. Communist
blows to national honor aggravated old wounds, and vice versa. But at the same
time history (to those minded to read it in a particular way) recommended proven
responses to barbarism. Invariably, administration critics proposed tactics more
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bellicose than those favored by the State Department. The most pugnacious urged
that communist ransom demands be parried with the defiant Jeffersonian riposte,
“Not one cent for tribute!” Rather than succumb to blackmail, the United States
should put its ballistic advantage to use, prompted Senator William Jenner (R-IN):
“It is time to tell the government of Czechoslovakia to release Oatis or we will send
an air missile to Prague and take him.”68 If freeing American captives meant war
with the “communist world,” then so be it.

By the time Jenner made his provocative recommendation, America was at war
with the “communist world”—in Asia if not in Europe. Indeed, the imprisonment
of some five thousand U.S. service personnel in camps along North Korea’s
Manchurian border stoked the rage with which many Americans responded to
events behind the Iron Curtain. With the war in Korea at a military impasse, it was
easy to interpret captivity as evidence of American powerlessness; frequent analo-
gies with rape underscored the humiliatingly feminine character of this degrada-
tion. But in the eyes of many midcentury Americans, incarceration by communists
was worse than a violation of bodily integrity or a deprivation of physical liberty,
for the captive was also stripped of mental autonomy.

Such fears have a long history in North America. The captivity narratives of Pu-
ritan New England brimmed with anxiety that “unredeemed” captives would
adopt Indian ways or (worse yet) lose their souls to papacy. Similarly, imprison-
ment on the Barbary coast raised the specter that beleaguered American sailors
would “turn Turk,” embracing their captors’ Mohammedan religion. Yet while
shadowed by the threat of transgression, most narratives affirmed the ultimate tri-
umph of Christian faith and civilized ways over savagery. Early cold war stories,
by contrast, reversed this pattern. Commonly, they were tales of American cow-
ardice, confession, or even conversion in captivity that were all the more troub -
ling for this antiheroic cast. What many Americans found most disturbing in the
Vogeler story was that he had confessed to the “absurd” charges against him—as
had Cardinal Mindszenty (prince-primate of the Hungarian Catholic Church) one
year earlier.

At the time of Mindszenty’s trial in February 1949, Americans lacked a term for
the trancelike state in which the cardinal had delivered his mea culpa and the “di-
abolical” treatment that had rendered him so obedient—whether drugs, hypnosis,
or torture had effected the transformation. Eighteen months later, they had a word
for this perplexing process, brainwashing, now applied liberally to discussion of
Vogeler’s collapse and American POWs’ collaboration with their captors. “Some
people have asserted that there is no such thing as brain-washing, or individual
psychological conquest,” cautioned Gladwin Hill (the New York Times bureau chief
in Los Angeles). “They can hardly have been aware of the Russian purge trials; ev-
idently they did not read Arthur Koestler; or they did not believe the harrowing
stories of Robert Vogeler and Williams Oatis, who came from behind the Iron Cur-
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tain.” After brainwashing’s “grisly success with civilians,” it was only to be expected
that “the Communists would try it out in the military field.”69

No one knew, or could ever agree on, exactly how a brain was washed. There
was similar disagreement over whether mental erasure could be reversed under be-
nign influences or whether brainwashing was more akin to boiling a wool sweater:
a process that left behind something forever shrunken and useless. Rather than lim-
iting the term’s utility, however, this mysterious vagueness made it all the more
serviceable for an ever-expanding array of psychopathologies that purportedly ren-
dered Americans suggestible, listless, and inclined to “give-up-itis.”70 Several of
these conditions had nothing to do with communism and only an allusive con-
nection to captivity, yet they all betokened a terrible corrosion of national charac-
ter, or so numerous social critics insisted. As chapter 5 shows, by mid-decade many
commentators had devoted far greater energy to probing the enfeebled American
psyche—the real enemy within—than to exploring or excoriating the “communist
threat” from without.

As in times past, captivity was generative of intense sentiment during the early
cold war. Where tales of captivation in Puritan New England issued an invitation
to Indian hating, their cold war counterparts rallied what we might call sentimen-
tal anticommunism, an unstable compound of empathy and fury. Understood as
an affront to national pride, captivity stirred a retaliatory animus as sympathy for
pitiable victims hardened into vengefulness, and vengeance in turn promised na-
tional “regeneration through violence.”71 Yet whatever violent impulses stories of
victimization licensed, their real sting was often aimed less at the “captivating Other”
than at the sinful self who had succumbed to captivity. Conceived as a test of in-
dividual and collective mettle, captivity, in early cold war America as on the colo-
nial frontier, prompted ferocious self-criticism, replete with admonitions against
the perils of sloth, greed, and heedlessness of the Almighty. When Kennan (writ-
ing as X) thanked Providence for providing the American people with an “im-
placable challenge” that stood to renew national cohesion and restore collective pur-
pose, he struck a note redolent of Puritan sermons that had interpreted captivity
as a divinely mandated ordeal, an opportunity for the elect to prove their worthi-
ness and consecrate their covenant anew.72

At once thrilling and terrifying to contemplate, an appalling prospect and an
appealing fantasy, captivity served as a stimulus to protest, prayer, and play in early
cold war America. This double-edged character can be seen in an elaborately cho-
reographed “Red take-over,” staged in the small Wisconsin town of Mosinee on
May Day, 1950. Aiming to heighten awareness of how grim daily life would be if
communists took over and thereby to prove “how lucky we are to have a democ-
racy,” the American Legion hit on the idea of a municipal role-playing exercise with
“smashing” pictorial possibilities.73 With Joseph Zach Kornfeder and Ben Gitlow
(two former Communist Party USA members who had become friendly witnesses



introduction 19

for HUAC) on hand to ensure the verisimilitude of this performance, Mosinee’s
new rulers forced residents onto the streets to demonstrate fealty to the Red flag.
Restaurants were compelled to serve a restricted menu of unedifying fare. And the
movie theater was “nationalized,” depriving townsfolk of the opportunity to watch
Guilty of Treason, Felix Feist’s dramatization of the Mindszenty story, which the
“commissars” no doubt found especially objectionable.

The central artifact of Mosinee’s takeover, however, was a “concentration camp”
erected in the town’s newly renamed Red Square, to which ideological reprobates
were unceremoniously dispatched by what the Washington Post referred to as “red
gorilla squads.” A photograph carried in the New York Times showed three nuns
behind the barbed wire: godless communism at its most sacrilegious. Meanwhile,
the mayor’s expulsion from his home, dressed only in polka-dot pajamas and robe,
was a moment of such rich visual piquancy that it had to be rehearsed several times
until photographers and cameramen were satisfied that they had captured its drama
to best effect.74 It was unfortunate, then, that within a week of the “communist coup”
both Mayor Kronenwetter and a Mosinee clergyman, also consigned to the con-
centration camp, were dead—one the victim of an cerebral hemorrhage and the

figure 2. Playing at captivity. During a staged communist takeover at Mosinee,
Wisconsin, on May Day, 1950, objectionable citizens are consigned by role-playing Red
commissars to a makeshift “concentration camp.” © The Associated Press.
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other of a heart attack. Two unscripted fatalities lent greater irrevocability to the
simulation than the legionnaires doubtless intended, though neither these deaths
nor any potentially discomforting wartime memories deterred the Legion from pro-
posing at its annual convention (just two months later) that all “proven Commu-
nists” be interned in the interests of “national defense.”75

A monstrous affront to individual dignity and civilized values when communists
practiced it, confinement carried a different valence when Americans proposed it.
Containment was, after all, the early cold war’s grand strategic concept. Meanwhile,
civil defense officials urged vigilant citizens to embrace another form of voluntary
incarceration, conceiving the fallout shelter as a place of deliverance or even a sub-
terranean site of erotic possibility—a point Life magazine elaborated by devoting an
August 1959 photo story to one newlywed couple’s “Sheltered Honeymoon.”76

Truman’s cold warriors invested “containment” with an array of positive con-
notations. More recently, though, cultural critics have recoded the term as short-
hand for the scattershot smears and stigmatizing maneuvers that constrained
speech, straitened subjectivity, and policed “deviance” in postwar America.77 Not
restricted to figurative closetings, “containment culture” also assumed more literal,
and invasively punitive, forms. Several leftist intellectuals, artists, and activists who
critiqued forms of “unfreedom” in America found themselves incarcerated and de-
ported, like the Austrian-born communist leader Gerhart Eisler and Trinidadian
Trotskyist C. L. R. James, or prohibited from traveling beyond U.S. borders, like
Paul Robeson. At the Red Scare’s zenith, the Truman and Eisenhower adminis-
trations proved as reluctant to let out “fellow-traveling” residents as to let in for-
eigners who had once been, or might remain, Communist Party members.

In assuming free world leadership, Washington wrestled with multiple incon-
sistencies—none sharper than the discrepancy between a declaratory language of
freedom and the palpable legacies of slavery that continued to stratify black and
white citizens along racialized lines. Such contradictions were, of course, grist to
Moscow’s mill. To State Department attacks on “slave labor,” the Soviets replied
by assailing the persistence of racial discrimination in the United States, the status
of American women as “kitchen slaves,” and, more broadly, the “wage slavery” of
capitalism. To charges that Moscow had dropped an impenetrable iron curtain
across Europe, Soviet commentators pointed to a color line every bit as rigid. U.S.
cold warriors accordingly strove to recast, obfuscate, or disavow slavery’s history
in the “free world.” When, for example, John Foster Dulles took an editorial pen-
cil to a draft “Resolution on Enslavement of Peoples” in February 1953, he alighted
on a sentence proclaiming that America would “never acquiesce” to the “enslave-
ment of any people”—a declaration couched in the conditional future tense. This
formulation evidently dissatisfied Dulles, who substituted a timeless historical as-
sertion that “the people of the United States, in fidelity to their tradition and her-



itage of freedom, have never acquiesced in such enslavement of any people.” At a
stroke, he reconceived U.S. history as, in effect, always already abolitionist.78

This book explores captivity’s contribution to the work of imagining the cold war
as a contest between “slave world” and “free.” Elements of this story have been told
before. Other authors have anatomized cold war rhetoric, dissected the social con-
struction of the “communist threat,” analyzed the role of totalitarianism as a gal-
vanizing concept, and pondered the origins of Americans’ alarmist response to
brainwashing. Over the past decade, the “cultural cold war” has received sustained
scholarly attention, as have U.S. attempts to perforate the Iron Curtain and roll back
communism by clandestine means. Cold War Captives pursues a different tack,
however, showing how the rhetorical opposition between slavery and freedom took
shape around concrete struggles over repatriation, defection, forced labor, incar-
ceration, and mind control: issues that, to prominent opinion formers of the day,
appeared just as consequential as the threat of atomic war.

America’s cold war imaginary was, then, profoundly informed by the dichotomy
between mobility and captivity. Yet standard diplomatic histories typically tell us
little about how Washington’s projections involving captives and escapees evolved,
while most cultural critiques of the “cold war within” are similarly inattentive to
captivity, whether as allegory or lived experience. To a striking degree, these two
literatures have developed in near-isolation from one another. One of the larger
objectives of this book is thus to transcend the schism between accounts of the cold
war without and within. Even as scholars have deconstructed the categories “for-
eign” and “domestic,” insisting on their mutually constitutive character, cold war
history continues to be conceived in ways that implicitly reify the notion of a do-
mestic “inside” distinct and separate from a foreign “outside.”

Inwardly focused studies of the “age of McCarthy” often neglect the interna-
tional context within which the man and his -ism flourished, treating the politics
of the Red Scare and the blacklists as peculiarly introverted phenomena, the out-
growth of a long American tradition of witch-hunting and countersubversive dem-
agoguery. On the other side of this historiographical iron curtain, we find analy-
ses of a parallel cold war of arms races and missile gaps, puppet regimes and proxy
wars, in which domestic opinion barely surfaces. Where “ordinary people” fleet-
ingly appear in these externally oriented histories, it is generally with the assump-
tion that their collective will was bludgeoned or duped into passive assent to the
schemes of diplomats, premiers, and generals.

Placing captivity at the center of the early cold war’s cultural and international
politics offers a way to breach this conceptual boundary. Drawing on sources that
range from declassified documents to glossy magazines and heavy-handed Holly-
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wood B movies, Cold War Captives explores what it meant to Americans to be en-
gaged in a cold war, asking why and how this peculiar conflict so often found ex-
pression in practices, images, and allegories of captivity—and to what effect. It seeks
answers at the point where foreign and domestic intersect: where high politics co-
incides with popular culture and top-down pressure meets bottom-up agency.

Exploring the role of elite opinion formers in mobilizing support for a world-
wide, open-ended struggle, this study is equally concerned with popular interpre-
tations and appropriations of captivity, many of which surpassed officially man-
dated responses in their extravagant emotionalism. It was, after all, a curious thing
to be mobilized for cold war, not least when America was simultaneously  fighting—
and failing to win (or perhaps even refusing to win)—a hot war in Korea. Captiv-
ity variously provided a reason to fight harder or to quit altogether. To some, it ap-
peared a symptom of weakness that signaled the need to deploy superior strength;
to others, it demonstrated the perils of overstretch and need for retrenchment. In-
fusing anticommunism with a volatile sentimentality, captivity animated displays
of intolerance and venom toward enemies without and within. If there was indeed
a “cold war consensus,” it was neither mute nor passive, and certainly not lacking
an adrenalin rush of anger.

22 introduction
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Upper East Side Story
Repatriation, Romance, and Cold War Mobilization

THE HOUSE ON SIXTY-FIRST STREET

In August 1948 a ferocious heat wave claimed scores of lives and provoked a rash
of unusual behavior across the United States. As a mass of tropical air drifted up
the Mississippi Valley—“like a soldering iron being run slowly up a dowager’s
spine”—chickens dropped dead and asphalt sidewalks turned to molten taffy. In-
dianapolis experienced a “plague of Peeping Toms,” while in Washington, D.C.,
Tom Collinses were the order of the day. Desperate to escape the heat, twenty thou-
sand autoworkers in Detroit boycotted the assembly line, just as baseball fans na-
tionwide stayed away from big league games. Louder, hotter, and more crowded
than anywhere else, New York City formed the center of this maelstrom. As the
New York Telephone Company answered 190,000 calls from individuals inquiring,
“Hey, Mac—how hot?” the city’s police were “driven wild by wrench-wielding gangs
who turned on hundreds of hydrants,” reported Time. Photographers, meanwhile,
were driven wild by the city’s fashion-conscious women, who were stripping down
to nothing more than a sheet worn “toga-style” to have their hair set.1 But none of
this hot weather drama was more peculiar, or more compelling, than the events
played out on August 12 at 7 East Sixty-first Street.

A sultry Thursday afternoon found numerous reporters and cameramen milling
outside the ornate mansion that housed the Soviet consulate, smoking, chatting,
or resting on car fenders. Their presence attracted a growing throng of curious loi-
terers. All were anxious for news of the woman being held captive inside, Oksana
Kasenkina—a schoolteacher who had fled Manhattan some days earlier in a bid to
avoid repatriation to the USSR by the diplomats whose children she had spent two
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years tutoring. Removed from her upstate sanctuary by the consul on August 7,
Kasenkina had been confined in the consulate ever since. Her entrapment prompted
the anticommunist organization Common Cause, Inc., to seek a habeas corpus writ
that required Consul Lomakin to produce her in court on August 12. When Lo-
makin blithely ignored the summons he left the press braced for fresh developments
in this baffling consular melodrama. A showdown seemed imminent. Yet its pre-
cise form surely caught even the most seasoned hacks off guard, for who could have
anticipated that the suspense would be punctured not by further bluster from the
consul but by the appearance of Kasenkina herself—plunging from a third-floor
window?

This news broke at about 4:00 p.m., when a liveried employee of the private club
next door to the consulate dashed out to alert the press pack to what he’d just seen.
His cry—“Hey fellows! A woman just jumped out the back window!”—triggered
a rush by reporters to clamber across the fence for a better view of the action in
the adjacent courtyard.2 Through the railings, they observed a woman on her back
with telephone wires tangled around her legs, her body blocking a doorway from
which Soviet staff members were trying to emerge. A skein of cables—ripped loose
from the masonry by the impact of her descent—had broken the teacher’s fall.
“There was an instant of silence,” related Time. “Then the whole neighborhood was
in uproar.”3

Police officers raced to reach the injured woman, while a trio of consular at-
tachés struggled to push the door open from the inside. The latter succeeded after
a couple of minutes, and as they started dragging Kasenkina across the threshold,
she could be heard crying “Ostavte, ostavte! ”—“Leave me alone, leave me alone.”
Meanwhile, a police officer managed to “hoist his 170 pounds over a 8 foot wall”
with “the skill healthy young men have for such occasions.” Shouldering his way
into the consulate, he breached the “Red Iron Curtain,” the Chicago Daily Tribune
approvingly noted.4 By the time an ambulance arrived at 4:35 p.m., a crowd of three
hundred had amassed on the street outside. Within a few minutes, it had grown
“considerably larger.” Scuffles broke out between reporters and police patrolmen
before an unconscious Kasenkina was stretchered out at 5:00 p.m. and whisked
across town to the Roosevelt Hospital.5 Thus the summer’s most mysterious saga
reached its cliff-hanging “Perils of Pauline” climax, as Newsweek put it, invoking
the silent movie heroine who invariably managed to extricate herself from the jaws
of disaster.6

A “first class diplomatic incident,” the Kasenkina affair became an instant cause
célèbre.7 For several days, her vertiginous “leap for freedom” was indisputably
the story, lavishly illustrated with photographic spreads and breathlessly narrated
by the newsreels. Americans—seemingly unmoved by distant wrangling over
Berlin and the creeping Stalinization of eastern Europe—thrilled to a drama that
brought the opposition between two antithetical ways of life into sharp relief,
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 underscoring “the gulf between the philosophy of the ant heap and the philoso-
phy of a free person in a free society.”8 But the story resonated far beyond U.S.
borders. “The crash of her body on the pavement was heard around the world,”
one columnist remarked with little exaggeration. Voice of America broadcasters
amplified the thud, boasting that they’d taken just forty-one minutes to beam
news of Kasenkina’s “leap for freedom” to audiences behind the Iron Curtain.
“This is what we have been waiting for in our war of words,” one official remarked.
“This is something that can be easily understood by people all over the world.”9

Many opinion formers were just as eager for the anti-Soviet ammunition that
Kasenkina’s story supplied, though it required some ingenuity to marshal mean-
ing from events as hazy in circumstantial detail as they were rich in symbolic sig-
nificance. Yet despite journalists’ enthusiastic flame fanning, the actions of an ob-
scure chemistry teacher need not have sparked a major international incident. Why,
then, did Washington and Moscow choose to escalate what might otherwise have
been an inconsequential episode? What was at stake in the fate of Oksana Kasen -
kina that so many parties rushed to wrangle over her?

Contemporary observers understood the larger significance of this episode in
different ways. For some, most notably the influential columnists Joseph and
Stewart Alsop, the tussle over Kasenkina was rooted in the conflicted postwar pol-
itics of repatriation. Viewed in this way, the chemistry teacher represented one
among thousands of Soviet citizens who had resisted return to the USSR since 1945,

figure 3. Kasenkina’s “leap for freedom” captured the moment
after she landed in the Soviet consulate’s rear courtyard on August 12,
1948. © The Associated Press.

Consult the print edition for this illustration
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her desperation mirroring the distress—or suicidal despair—of innumerable dis-
placed persons (DPs). If the events on East Sixty-first Street shed oblique light on
conditions in refugee camps across Europe, they also constituted an argument for
a new U.S. policy to accommodate and employ this growing legion of “free world”
 recruits.10

Others interpreted the Kasenkina affair as a uniquely consular crisis, one that
signaled the dangers of trying to conduct diplomacy as normal under increasingly
abnormal conditions. Consul Lomakin’s attempt to exercise “police power” over
an exclusive portion of the Upper East Side called into question the desirability of
permitting a Soviet presence on U.S. soil—or of sending American representatives
to the USSR only to be harassed and surveilled.11 With the two states curtailing
movement and association within and between their territories, U.S. diplomats in
Moscow soon concluded that they too had become cold war captives.

If the “case of the defenestrated schoolteacher,” as the Alsops called it, lowered
the temperature of U.S.-Soviet relations by several degrees, it also quickened the
pulse of domestic anticommunism, pumping oxygen through the capillaries that
connect high politics and popular culture.12 A diplomatic crisis, the incident on
Sixty-first Street was in rapid succession a media event and a cultural phenome-
non. Soon after her fateful leap, Kasenkina announced that she had been embold-
ened by a biopic on the Soviet defector Igor Gouzenko, William Wellman’s The
Iron Curtain. Roused to action by Hollywood’s fictional version of a real-life de-
fection, she in turn inspired both cultural producers and consumers. While she may
have been no Ethel Barrymore or Bette Davis, the “little Russian schoolteacher”
agitated popular feeling in unexpected ways, catalyzing a string of copycat escapes
and kindling a variety of rescue fantasies that were charged with both ideological
and emotional significance.

THE MYSTERY OF THE KIDNAPPED RUSSIAN

For a clarifying moment, the Kasenkina story was remarkably muddled. Even
columnists who hailed its capacity to crystallize the cold war’s terms of engage-
ment acknowledged that readers had to negotiate no less than three competing ver-
sions of the schoolteacher’s “three-story jump”—a conservative estimate, given the
sizable array of parties vying to stamp their authority over a convoluted sequence
of events and the woman at its center.13 “At first,” wrote Life magazine, “only one
fact was clear. When the Russian steamship Pobeda sailed from New York harbor
on July 31 . . . Mrs. Kosenkina, a 52-year old woman who dressed carelessly but
liked to use large amounts of US cosmetics, was not on board.”14

American newspaper readers received their first introduction to this ungainly
character on August 8, 1948. Under front-page headlines, reporters recounted a
“bizarre tug-of-war between White and Red Russians.”15 At a press conference con-
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vened in the Soviet consulate on August 7, Jakov Lomakin, the Soviet consul gen-
eral, related a gripping cloak-and-dagger tale that cast the FBI and “white Russian
bandits” as malign conspirators in an abduction plot. His story went as follows. On
July 31, three teachers, colleagues at the school for Soviet diplomats’ children in Man-
 hattan, vanished shortly before they were due to board a ship bound for home. Two
members of this trio, Mikhail and Klavdia Samarin, remained at large, spirited away
by the FBI. The third, Oksana Kasenkina, had fallen foul of the machinations of
anticommunist émigrés—“white Russian bandits” in Lomakin’s terminology—
determined to prevent her return to the USSR. Intent on spreading vicious calum-
nies about the Soviet Union to disoriented Russians in America, Kasenkina’s shad-
owy pursuers had latched onto the impassive woman who now sat before the press
corps. Dressed in a black skirt, white blouse, turquoise-colored bobby socks, and
red moccasins, with eyes lowered and legs demurely crossed at the ankle, Kasen-
kina did indeed appear adrift between generations and cultures—a fifty-two-year-
old widow approximating the attire of an American adolescent.16

White Russian gangsters had thrown this helpless woman into turmoil, Lomakin
announced. They had bamboozled her with repeated assertions that she would be
sent to Siberia on return to the USSR; that her soldier son was dead; that her hus-
band, missing since 1937, had been “liquidated.” Not content with poisoning her
mind, one of these “bandits” had lured the teacher to a shady spot on Riverside
Drive, where he had plunged a hypodermic needle into her arm. (Kasenkina, al-
most mute throughout, obligingly rolled up her sleeve to reveal a blotchy rash.)
Whatever mind-altering substance the syringe contained had left the poor crea-
ture quite devoid of will. “Everything went black,” Lomakin theatrically intoned.
Insensible, Kasenkina had permitted her abductors to drive her some thirty miles
north of New York City to Reed Farm, a hostel for “reactionaries” run by Alexan-
dra Tolstoy, the author’s youngest daughter.

When Kasenkina had regained her senses, Lomakin continued, she had imme-
diately written him—a letter smuggled out of the White Russian vipers’ nest by a
passing stranger with a vegetable cart. She had implored the consul to fetch her at
once, terrified lest her captors prevent her return to the beloved Soviet homeland.
At his point, Lomakin brandished a two-page letter and read a couple of impas-
sioned sentences: “Once more I beg you not to let me perish here. . . . I have been
deprived of my freedom.”17 He and his staff had duly responded to her cry for help,
arriving at Reed Farm to find the poor woman at the kitchen sink, subjected to “slave
labor.” Despite the best efforts of Tolstoy’s reactionaries to prevent their depar-
ture, the consular motorcade had managed to get away under a hail of sticks and
stones.

Not surprisingly, reporters greeted this “lurid” tale with much skepticism. Dis-
missing Lomakin’s story as a “lot of baloney,” Alexandra Tolstoy offered an alter-
native version that reversed the identities of rescuer and kidnapper, assigning the
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virtuous role to Russian émigrés and attributing an abduction (or something akin
to it) to the consul and his staff. In Tolstoy’s telling, Kasenkina had come to Reed
Farm willingly, after making contact with various anti-Soviet Russians in Man-
hattan. Tolstoy confessed initial doubt as to whether Kasenkina was a plant who
was posing as a defector to glean intelligence for the Soviets on the “underground
railway” for fugitive Russians that she helped operate.18 But Tolstoy’s suspicions
had been allayed by the teacher’s agitated demeanor: the woman had been so fear-
ful for her life that she refused to sleep in a room alone at night. Had she wished
to leave, she could have done so at any time. Reed Farm, its proprietor pointedly
remarked, was not a prison camp. Since no one policed its perimeter, Kasenkina
had only to summon a taxi or walk to a bus stop if she wished to leave. She did not,
and when consular staff suddenly appeared six days later, the hysterical teacher ac-
companied them in a state of suicidal resignation, having abandoned herself to the
prospect of imminent liquidation. Kasenkina’s parting words—“If they shoot me

figure 4. Meet the Press. Soviet consul Jakov Lomakin introduces Oksana Kasenkina 
to American reporters on August 7, 1948, displaying the letter in which she asked to be
rescued from Reed Farm. © The Associated Press.

Consult the print edition for this illustration
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maybe it’s the best way out”—did not suggest tremendous eagerness for return
 either to the consulate or to the Soviet Union.19

Clearly, these two accounts were incompatible, yet neither one added up to a
coherent whole. In Lomakin’s narrative, the influence of mind-altering drugs was
required to explain the oddity of Kasenkina placing herself in the hands of her al-
leged abductors. As Tolstoy recounted events, it was unclear why the school-
teacher—if she were eager to evade return to the USSR—would write a letter alert-
ing the consul to her whereabouts, possibly even inviting him to come and fetch
her from a place of sanctuary. (Or had she, perhaps, written no such letter at all?)
In both stories, Kasenkina appeared perplexingly acquiescent to her own captiv-
ity, whether at the hands of White Russians or Soviet officials.

Something curious was going on. However, the predicament of a discombobu-
lated Soviet schoolteacher—once again in the custody of her consulate—was not
necessarily dry tinder for a major diplomatic conflagration. Conceivably, the affair
might have ended after this initial flurry of accusations had various protagonists
not wished to bring matters to a head by enlisting the law to substantiate their ver-
sion of events. The Soviets attempted to initiate a criminal investigation into
Kasenkina’s “kidnapping,” the illicit activities of White Russian “gangster” organi -
zations, and the FBI’s role in the disappearance of three teachers.20 From Foreign
Minister Molotov downwards, Soviet officials furiously repudiated the State De-
partment’s claim that Lomakin had imprisoned Kasenkina against her will in the
consulate. The very suggestion that he had detained “a citizeness” was “incompat-
ible with the dignity of a Soviet Consul.”21 Tolstoy, meanwhile, filed a report with
the New York State Police regarding the seizure of Kasenkina from Reed Farm by
consular personnel.

Into this melee stepped Representative Karl Mundt, acting chair of the House
Committee on Un-American Activities (HUAC), determined to bring the runaway
teachers into the committee’s ambit—and sensing, no doubt, an opportunity to at-
tract further media attention to its activities.22 Not that publicity was lacking. In
August 1948, HUAC was very visibly investigating allegations of a communist es-
pionage ring within the U.S. government in hearings that introduced audiences
to Elizabeth Bentley, the so-called red spy queen, and produced the first airing of
Whittaker Chambers’s explosive claims regarding the subversive activities of  Alger
Hiss.23 With their inside knowledge of the consulate, the Samarins and Kasenkina
might be able to shed further light on Soviet spying operations, Mundt asserted.

Claiming to know that Kasenkina wished to make herself a “stateless person”
and eager to appraise HUAC of “the whole Soviet system of world controls,” Mundt
planned to subpoena her: an unorthodox means of extending U.S. state protection
over a woman he cast as the consulate’s unwilling captive. “To have what amounts
to a branch of the NKVD [Narodnyi Komissariat Vnutrennikh Del (People’s Com-
missariat of Internal Affairs), the Russian secret police] pick up a person in a pri-
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vate American home and put them in virtual seclusion—in what amounts to house
arrest—seems to us unprecedented,” he announced. His point was clear, if not elo-
quently expressed: “We feel that that kind of goings-on cannot be tolerated.” But
rescuing Kasenkina required adjudication of the extraterritoriality of consular prop-
erty, which in Mundt’s words occupied a “twilight zone”—claiming the same im-
munities as embassies, though possibly without equivalent entitlement.24

Was the Soviets’ elegant Upper East Side mansion beyond the reach of U.S. police
officers as they investigated competing criminal allegations made about Kasen-
kina’s removal to and then from Reed Farm? Could HUAC subpoena a woman now
apparently immured within the consulate if she wasn’t allowed out and they weren’t
allowed in?25 By this stage, the initially tight-lipped State Department was also em-
broiled in the affair. Consul Lomakin and Ambassador Panyushkin had leveled
 serious allegations of criminal malfeasance against U.S. state agencies, taking their
lead from the Soviet foreign minister, who delivered a “vigorously worded protest”
to U.S. ambassador Walter Bedell Smith in Moscow. Summoning the American at
midnight, the “usually coldly self-possessed” Molotov appeared incoherent with
rage—the only time Smith ever saw him “really flustered,” stuttering over a mess-
ily drafted protest note, his entire office in disarray.26 Meanwhile in New York, a
Supreme Court judge approved a habeas corpus writ sought by Com mon Cause,
Inc., requiring Lomakin to produce Kasenkina in court.27 The teacher would then
have “the chance to be free if she really wants to be,” explained Christopher Emmet,
its chairman.28

Thus was the scene set for the climactic events of August 12 that left Kasenkina
suffering fractures to her femur, patella, and lumbar vertebrae, a broken pelvis, mul-
tiple contusions, and traumatic shock.29 While she recovered in hospital—every
fluctuation of her temperature, blood transfusions, and surgical procedures atten-
tively monitored by the press—U.S. and Soviet officials waged war over her future,
simultaneously disputing the motives behind, and meaning of, her leap.

Had Kasenkina leapt rather than tumbled? Did her action represent a bid for
freedom or for death? Having gained entry to the consulate, New York police
officers searched for “a suicide note or any other evidence that she had intended
to destroy herself.”30 Or had she, perhaps, been pushed? Six months earlier, the
ousted Czech foreign minister Jan Masaryk had fallen to his death from an open
window in Prague. U.S. news media reported his death “in mysterious circum-
stances” as a wake-up call to Americans who still harbored fraternal sentiments to-
ward “Uncle Joe.” Whether Czech (or Soviet) communists had actually delivered
the coup de grâce or whether their coup d’état had simply extinguished Masaryk’s
will to live, his fatal fall struck many observers as the result of Soviet propulsion.
“It was the communists who killed him,” the popular travel writer John Gunther
pronounced, “for his death was murder—even if a suicide.”31 In Kasenkina’s case,
while foul play could not be ruled out, it seemed unlikely that consular staff would
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choose such an unreliable method of ridding themselves of so very public a prob-
lem as the errant schoolteacher.

Over the next few days, Soviet sources produced several explanations for the
teacher’s misadventure. According to Pravda, Kasenkina had fallen by accident
through an open window, disoriented by her traumatic weeklong abduction at Reed
Farm.32 Lomakin’s version, however, held that she had jumped in suicidal despair—
terrified of the gathering crowd outside the consulate, whom she took to be a mob
of White Russians. (“It looks as if they are coming to get me,” Kasenkina cried be-
fore “losing control of herself,” Vice-Consul Chepurnykh related.) In a precarious
emotional state, she had heard a radio broadcast announce HUAC’s intention to
serve her a subpoena and had assumed her enemies were now determined to brand
her a spy. No wonder the poor woman decided to put an end to her miseries rather
than face framed-up charges.33

These explanations—unintentional accident, intended suicide, or bungled as-
sassination—found little favor among American commentators, especially since
Kasenkina herself was quickly reported as confirming that her aim had been to es-
cape Soviet control. A few hours after her leap, when consular personnel demanded
access to her hospital bedside, the patient emphatically protested. She would see
no one from the consulate. Accepting only anticommunist visitors, Kasenkina ap-
parently told one such confidante, Vladimir Zenzinov: “I was like a bird in a cage.
I had to get out.”34 A gift for less inventive cartoonists, this cliché seemed to clinch
the matter. “As soon as she was able to talk, Oksana Kasenkina knocked all the So-
viet protests into a cocked hat,” declared Time magazine.35 “Even in the most fan-
ciful tales of crime and adventure there is no example of a person jumping out of
a window and breaking his bones in order to get free from his rescuers,” a sardonic
columnist noted in the liberal Catholic weekly Commonweal. Whatever confusion
surrounded Kasenkina’s abortive flight to Reed Farm, “no sane person could be-
lieve” the Russian version any longer.36

Only the Soviets refused to accept Kasenkina’s word as final. How could any-
one determine the true sentiments of a critically injured woman, still barely con-
scious and in great pain, with White Russians and Russian-speaking police officers
serving round-the-clock duty as the invalid’s mouthpiece, minder, and puppet mas-
ter? consular officials inquired. They emphatically denied press reports that Kasen -
kina had dispatched Vice-Consul Chepurnykh from her hospital bed with the
decisive rejoinder, “You kept me a prisoner. You would not let me go.”37 On this
occasion, as on others, her Russian had been maliciously mistranslated into En-
glish by Detective William Dyczko, whose deceptions formed part of a larger plot
to deny Soviet consular personnel their right to extend protection over a fellow cit-
izen. With a full-fledged intergovernmental crisis now well advanced, Soviet
protests proliferated: against FBI connivance in criminal acts; police violations of
consular extraterritoriality; and obstruction of consular access to a “citizeness” who,
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they insisted, enjoyed no right to repudiate her state’s “protection.” In short order,
Kasenkina must be returned to Soviet custody, along with the Samarins.38

In response, the State Department let it be known that the New York Police De-
partment was investigating criminal charges against consular personnel for de-
taining Kasenkina. No charges were in fact pressed, but Washington’s response to
Soviet protests was categorical. President Truman himself intimated that Kasen -
kina would be granted asylum.39 A decisive rebuke to the Soviets, this announce-
ment did not, however, bring the saga to an end. With all the righteous indigna-
tion of the unjustly accused, the State Department lambasted Lomakin for having
“deliberately designed to mislead the American public in regard to a serious charge
involving the United States Government,” namely, the preposterous accusation of
FBI participation in Kasenkina’s “kidnapping.” On August 19, Undersecretary of
State Lovett requested that Truman revoke the exequatur issued to Lomakin. The
consul general would be obliged to leave the United States “within a reasonable
time.”40

This step caused quite a stir. “More extraordinary than the brusqueness of the
note’s language was its request—tantamount to an expulsion order—that Lomakin
be recalled by his government,” editorialized Newsweek.41 Since recognizing the
USSR in 1933, Washington had never expelled a Soviet representative. Moscow re-
sponded by upping the ante, announcing the imminent closure of its two consulates
in New York and San Francisco because “circumstances in the United States [did]
not permit proper carrying out of consular functions.” Diplomatic convention dic-
tated that American representatives in turn quit the U.S. consulate in Vladivostok,
while negotiations over a proposed second facility at Leningrad came to an abrupt
halt.42 By the time State Department officials declared the case shut on September
19, consular relations between the two states had been completely severed—a de-
velopment that press commentators greeted with enthusiasm if not outright exul-
tation. Kasenkina would stay, and Lomakin had to go. “Good Reddance,” crowed
Jack Tarver in the Atlanta Constitution. Alone the New Republic rued the “enor-
mous harm to Soviet-American relations” wrought by l’affaire Kasenkina.43

UNHAPPY RETURNS:  THE POLITICS 
OF FORCED REPATRIATION

The Kasenkina episode gave every appearance of uniqueness, with a plot “so lurid
that a good professional cloak and dagger writer would be obliged to tone it down
to make it even faintly credible.” Yet as several contemporaries pointed out, this
drama was less novel than its idiosyncratic elements implied. Although the school-
teacher drew Americans’ attention to communist “captive taking”—their furious
reluctance to let even a single subject go—she was scarcely the first Soviet citizen
to balk at the prospect of returning home. Viewed from a wider angle, Kasenkina
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was one among thousands of nyevozvrashchentzi (nonreturners). According to the
influential columnists Joseph and Stewart Alsop, the story in August 1948 was So-
viet citizens’ wholesale rejection of their state, not Kasenkina’s singular exit strat-
egy. That there existed “in the western zones of Germany and Austria alone, some
hundreds of thousands of Soviet citizens who have obeyed precisely the same im-
pulse as moved Mme. Kosenkina to her desperate expedient” formed the consular
melodrama’s “real meaning.” Choosing the “half-life of fugitives or displaced per-
sons,” these individuals were united by “one desire—to stay out of the Soviet
Union.” Their desperation and their number suggested something far more sig-
nificant about the “deep inner weakness of the Soviet state”—exposed by this mass
exodus as a “ghastly and tragic failure”—than one cause célèbre possibly could.44

Of these nonreturners, the majority were Soviet citizens displaced during the
war, or nationals of the Baltic states—invaded by the Red Army in 1939—over
whom Moscow contentiously claimed sovereignty.45 Some nyevozvrashchentzi
had been shunted west during the war as forced labor for Germany and its new
eastern empire. (By January 1945, the Third Reich alone contained an estimated
2.75 million involuntary Ostarbeiter.)46 Others had been German prisoners of war,
Red Army personnel reluctant to return home following Hitler’s collapse.47 A third
sizable group comprised soldiers captured in German uniforms by British and U.S.
forces but subsequently revealed as Soviet citizens—whether willing volunteers for
the “Russian Liberation Army” loosely grouped around General Andrei Vlasov or
coerced conscripts for the Wehrmacht, prepared to take up arms on their captors’
behalf rather than enter German POW camps from which a high proportion never
returned.48 Then there were those who had fled west as German troops retreated
from Soviet soil, fearing punishment for collaboration or simply seizing an op-
portunity to escape. Altogether, displaced Soviet citizens in mid-1945 numbered
approximately five and a half million, of whom between two hundred thousand
and one million resisted repatriation.49

This mass of Soviet DPs had been supplemented by a smaller, but nevertheless
sizable, number of postwar refugees. Primarily these comprised Soviet military and
civilian personnel stationed in the occupation zones of Germany and Austria—
dispatched west to oversee the “Sovietization” of east/central Europe. How many
had managed to escape wasn’t easy to tally, given the covert circumstances under
which such individuals fled and then struggled to reinvent their identities, but the
Alsops estimated the total somewhere between five thousand and twenty thousand.

By 1948, displacement, repatriation, and defection had become thoroughly vexed
issues in the relationship between Washington and Moscow—both a symptom and
a source of the wartime alliance’s disintegration. That the politics of mobility would
come to be so divisive was not obvious during the war itself. Anticipating a mas-
sive postwar refugee problem, the Allies agreed to deal with it by the simplest ex-
pedient possible: returning the displaced home. The western allies’ concurrence on
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this principle was to be expected. Ever since an international refugee regime
emerged in the wake of World War I, the principle of repatriation has underpinned
the operations of international relief organizations—a reflection of states’ tendency
to regard population in proprietary terms.50 When the Allies established the United
Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA) in 1943, repatriation
duly formed its core responsibility. Similarly, wartime discussions between Wash-

figure 5. “The Homing Instinct of Russian Pigeons.” “Ding” Darling illustrates the
larger meaning of Kasenkina’s resistance to repatriation in a cartoon that appeared the
day after her leap, August 13, 1948. Reproduced courtesy of the “Ding” Darling Wildlife

Consult the print edition for this illustration
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ington, London, and Moscow over future arrangements for POWs released from
German captivity, while fraught with evasions, rested on an understanding that all
parties would expedite the return of one another’s prisoners and refugees.

These ad hoc agreements took more solid shape at the Yalta conference of Feb-
ruary 1945, where U.S. and Soviet military representatives signed a bilateral
agreement on the reciprocal repatriation of personnel. Throughout the cold war,
detractors of FDR and Truman strove to make “Yalta” a dirty word akin to
 “Munich”—shorthand for appeasement, if not a synonym for treason.51 But how-
ever repugnant these critics found the forced return of reluctant Soviet citizens,
the “pawns of Yalta” in Mark Elliott’s phrase, the principle of involuntary repatri-
ation did not represent a departure from precedent. The Geneva Conventions of
1929 contained no provision for former prisoners of war to choose their postwar
destinations or to repudiate their citizenship while encamped. When hostilities
ceased, prisoners were to be exchanged—returned, as it were, to sender.52

What looked straightforward on paper proved extremely difficult to effect in
practice. Not only was the sheer scale of displacement overwhelming, but the mean-
ing and location of “home” had become moot for hundreds of thousands of mo-
bile individuals as borders shifted, regimes were reconstituted, and people moved
and resettled in unprecedented numbers. Under these conditions, the idea of re-
turning home carried a hollow ring of irony. For many, the slim possibility of find-
ing a house still standing, property intact, a familiar community, and a welcoming
state was outweighed by the probability of discovering everything destroyed,
looted, or appropriated, an alien set of neighbors, and scant chance of redress from
an unsympathetic regime. No wonder, then, that many DPs preferred the “half-
life” of refugees, irrespective of dismal camp conditions and dim prospects for re-
settlement.53 For Soviet troops who had fallen into German hands repatriation as-
sumed an even bleaker aspect, since the Stalinist state treated prisoners of war as
traitors—the fact of capture proving a soldier’s insufficient dedication to the moth-
erland. Decree Number 270 of 1942 declared “a prisoner captured alive by the en-
emy ipso facto a traitor.” “Liberation” from captivity was likely to mean the rapid
exchange of one camp regime for another, with most Red Army returnees “now
either dead or in the slave camps in Central Asia or Siberia or . . . the dread Kolyma
gold mines,” as the Alsops noted in 1948. Vividly aware of these lethal possibili-
ties, former prisoners were among the most obdurate nonreturners.54

Why hundreds of thousands of Soviet citizens would resist repatriation is read-
ily understood; and resist they strenuously did. In September 1945, Robert Mur-
phy (U.S. political advisor for Germany) cabled Secretary of State Byrnes to alert
him to what respecting the Yalta agreement entailed in practice: “In applying the
policy of forcible repatriation there has been a number of unpleasant incidents in-
volving violence such as the forcible seizure by our troops of 100 Russians at a
church service resulting in serious injuries on both sides. A considerable number
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of suicides by Russians . . . apparently are also taking place.”55 In view of cold war
Washington’s subsequent encouragement of flight from the eastern bloc, what is
puzzling is the degree and duration of U.S. cooperation with Soviet authorities in
facilitating the return of its fugitive population—at gunpoint if necessary.

During the Kasenkina episode, Washington’s role in repatriating reluctant So-
viet citizens was rarely mentioned, and certainly not by government officials.56 In
August 1948 the president represented the right of asylum as a fixed point in U.S.
policy. Asked if “the same right of asylum in the United States, promised to the
teachers, would apply to other Soviet citizens in similar circumstances,” Truman
replied that “this right has always applied in such cases.”57 His assertion was disin-
genuous. Asylum—a right of states to adjudicate, not an automatic entitlement of
stateless refugees—had figured nowhere in wartime intergovernmental agree-
ments on repatriation. Indeed, the State Department treated with considerable wari-
ness individuals such as Victor Kravchenko, a member of the Soviet Purchasing
Commission in Washington, D.C., who defected in 1944. Some U.S. officials even
urged that he be returned to Moscow to face court-martial as a deserter.58 While a
powerful set of allies lobbied hard on Kravchenko’s behalf to ensure that he was
granted leave to remain, other disaffected Soviet citizens were less fortunate.

“Unpleasant incidents” pitting suicidal Soviets against American enforcers were
not confined to Europe. One such episode occurred at Fort Dix, New Jersey, where
a group of Soviet prisoners—men captured in German uniform—had been tem-
porarily housed. In June 1945, they were scheduled to set sail from New York City,
bound for the Soviet Union. But they had no intention of following their repatri-
ation orders; on the eve of embarkation, the group of 154 men staged an insur-
rection in their barracks with the aim of provoking their guards to retaliate with
lethal force. The plan failed. Three men hanged themselves from barracks’ rafters
during the disturbance. Seven others sustained gunshot wounds from the Amer-
ican enlisted men under attack, who responded in the anticipated fashion with
tear gas and bullets but not on the scale that an assisted mass suicide bid required.59

Two days later, the prisoners’ embarkation—presided over by two hundred armed
soldiers and eighty military police with submachine guns—was abruptly halted at
Pier 51 in lower Manhattan, while a crowd of three hundred looked on.60 But this
dockside volte-face proved only a temporary suspension, not a reprieve. On Au-
gust 9, Secretary of State Byrnes confirmed that “under commitments made at the
Crimea Conference [Yalta], the United States Government undertakes to return
to the Soviet Union all Soviet citizens.”61 On August 31, the group was again
marched on board—or, if some reports are to be believed, herded aboard under
heavy sedation.

This episode failed to attract more than glancing press attention. Perhaps em-
pathy for these reluctant repatriates required more effort than most newspaper ed-
itors wished to make or believed their readers willing to expend. The men had, after
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all, been captured in German uniforms. Was Washington beholden to dispatch
them to the Soviet Union, honoring Moscow’s right to punish its own war crimi-
nals and collaborators? Needless to say, this represented the Kremlin’s position.
International prisoner-of-war conventions pointed in a different direction, how-
ever. Since the Geneva Convention of 1929 takes citizenship to correspond with
the uniform worn at the moment of capture, the Fort Dix prisoners argued that
Washington was obliged to treat the men as German POWs.62 Critics of U.S. repa-
triation policy argued that Truman’s administration should have respected the 1929
convention. But in mid-1945, although the Fort Dix case divided opinion in Wash-
ington, the dilemmas were resolved in favor of conciliating the Soviets.63

As the discrepancy between the events of June 1945 and August 1948 makes
clear, Washington’s position on matters of repatriation shifted considerably over
the course of three years. No one moment marks a decisive reversal. Nor, as chap-
ter 2 details, did the extension of asylum to Kasenkina and the Samarins herald a
new era in which all Soviet nonreturners, defectors, and DPs were warmly embraced
by the United States. Even as Truman made this announcement, Congress rejected
a Displaced Persons Act that would have admitted more eastern bloc refugees into
the United States.64

If Washington’s reorientation was fitful, repatriation nevertheless played a sig-
nificant role in souring relations between Moscow and Washington after the ini-
tial incentive for cooperation dissolved. In 1945, U.S. authorities wanted to expe-
dite the return of perhaps as many as twenty-eight thousand American POWs from
areas under Red Army control, fearing that the Soviets would use these men as bar-
gaining chips if Washington challenged Moscow’s dilatory pace and prevarications
with any vigor or if U.S. officials reneged on their own commitment to reciproc-
ity undertaken at Yalta.65 To prolong the ordeal of U.S. former prisoners—under
conditions believed to be barbaric—was not something the administration could
countenance lightly. “The Soviet attitude toward liberated American prisoners is
the same as the Soviet attitude toward the countries they have liberated,” noted an
aide to General John R. Deane (the Pentagon’s liaison to the Red Army). “Prison-
ers are spoils of war won by Soviet arms. They may be robbed, starved, and abused—
and no one has the right to question such treatment.”66

Once the majority of U.S. prisoners had come home, however, Washington
showed less inclination to let Soviet behavior go unchallenged. By late 1945 it was
evident that Moscow had no intention of relinquishing thousands of Axis POWs
in the near future—or perhaps at all—though it continued to press for the imme-
diate repatriation of Soviet citizens from western occupation zones. In addition,
the USSR was replenishing this reservoir of expendable labor by forced population
movements from various areas of eastern/central Europe and the Baltic states.67

U.S.-Soviet differences received an acrimonious airing at the foreign ministers’ con-
ference of February 1947, where Generals Mark Clark and Fedov Gusev vehemently
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disagreed over the “disposal” of four hundred thousand DPs and former POWs in
Europe who continued to resist repatriation. Clark made public the U.S. military’s
opposition to involuntary repatriation, claiming that force had never been man-
dated at Yalta.68 For their part, Soviet officials insisted that western Europe’s DP
camps had become, with U.S. connivance, sites of anticommunist coercion. In
squalid and disorienting conditions, “quislings and war criminals” psychologically
browbeat camp inmates into resisting repatriation, spreading vicious lies about the
treatment that would await them on return home and resorting to physical force
when less crude forms of persuasion failed—charges that anticipate those made by
Lomakin about the “White Russians’” abuse of Kasenkina.

For Moscow, the mass resistance of citizens to repatriation after the war, cou-
pled with the attempt of thousands more to flee west after 1945, constituted a stain
that no amount of patriotic propaganda could bleach. In the Alsops’ heightened
language, “Defection is the most unthinkable of all the crimes that their slave-
peoples can commit.”69 For Washington, opposition to forced repatriation became
(however belatedly) an emblem of the free world’s commitment to individual
rights—a position staked definitively by Truman during the Korean War armistice
talks. But to burnish America’s image as a place of asylum required the effacement
of its history of collaboration with Red Army repatriation teams. “If the American
people and their representatives were agents of the Kremlin, they could scarcely
have done more to deliver those refugees to the assassin and the slave master,”
chided Life, noting that “quite a few went back tied up in ropes, delivered like
African slaves in the blackbirding days.”70 If many Americans remained oblivious
to their state’s role in pursuing fugitive Soviets, U.S. participation in forced repa-
triation was painfully apparent to discontented residents of Soviet-dominated Eu-
rope and the USSR. Granting asylum to Kasenkina offered an opportunity to make
public, if very partial, amends: a signal that Washington now wished to encourage
and reward defection.

DIPLOMATIC IMMUNITY 
AND COMMUNIST CONTAGION

For opinion formers like the Alsops and the Time/Life group, the Kasenkina affair
underscored the need for a more generous attitude toward the thousands of
refugees in Europe who had escaped Soviet control and continued to risk death in
order to flee west. Others extracted a quite different lesson, however, focusing not
on what the schoolteacher represented but on what the presence of the Soviet con-
sulate on East Sixty-first Street meant for U.S. security. Their response to this con-
sular crisis draws attention to the constriction of diplomatic channels that occurred
during the late 1940s: a strangulation symptomatic of the condition of persistent
estrangement dubbed “cold war.”
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As Anders Stephanson has noted, while use of that term became ubiquitous soon
after Walter Lippmann popularized it in 1947, few paused—either then or later—
to elucidate what constitutes a cold war. Were one to codify a definition, the ces-
sation of “diplomatic dialogue, normal relations, probing negotiation, and resolu-
tion of issues of mutual interest” would loom large. “This is what made the cold
war a cold war,” Stephanson asserts.71 But since a cold war was also, by definition,
not a war proper, diplomatic relations between the antagonists were formally main-
tained. Even during the most fractious phases of this protracted confrontation,
Washington continued to dispatch diplomats to Moscow and to receive the Soviet
Union’s representatives. Embassies remained open, if not exactly for business as
normal. As “contact zones” in and around which Soviets and Americans encoun-
tered one another more or less directly, embassies and consulates formed the stag-
ing ground for intimate and invasive cold war maneuvers. Diplomats—surveilled,
restricted, and vilified by hostile host states and populations—also came to regard
themselves as cold war captives, and the Kasenkina episode played an instrumen-
tal role in sharpening such perceptions.

Diplomacy doesn’t often excite high feeling. So long as relations remain cordial,
the implications of assigning small portions of “national space” to foreign powers
generally pass unremarked. But during the early cold war long-standing conven-
tions governing diplomatic exchange suddenly appeared as unnatural as they were
unwelcome to many Americans, with the Kasenkina affair focusing attention on
processes—and persons—usually invisible to popular scrutiny. In particular, the
imbroglio on East Sixty-first Street prompted a heated debate over the principle of
extraterritoriality.

To many U.S. press commentators it now seemed remarkable, unconscionable
even, that Washington would willingly surrender territory to Soviet control dur-
ing what increasingly resembled a time of war. The “basic issue” under dispute in
the Kasenkina case, editorialized the Washington Post, was “American sovereignty
in America itself.”72 Soviet diplomats had abused extraterritoriality to transform
small pockets of America into miniature police states (though the opulence of con-
sular life in a thirty-three-room mansion rented from a niece of John D. Rocke-
feller did not pass unnoted either).73 From these impregnable centers, Moscow spun
its web of espionage and subversion, infiltrating even the most sensitive inner sanc-
tums of American government.

Conjuring Soviet subversion in unmistakably sexualized terms, conservative
columnists played on fears of violation and contamination. To them it was all of a
piece that Lomakin and his aides would imprison a helpless woman in the con-
sulate while spies who masqueraded as diplomats surreptitiously penetrated Amer-
ican institutions. Both activities hinted at rape, a common metaphor for Soviet ex-
pansionism made literal by the Red Army’s marauding rampage across Europe.
Kennan’s Long Telegram famously depicted the Kremlin exerting “insistent, un-
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ceasing pressure for penetration” of foreign countries, while also “ravishing its own
supine population.”74 And what the Soviets did to their own citizens they certainly
wouldn’t hesitate to do to Americans. Soviet agents were thus understood as ex-
ploiting the convention of diplomatic immunity to spread the “contagion” of com-
munism—a venereal condition whose unobserved symptoms threatened to ravage
the American body politic. Yet far from engaging in precautionary prophylaxis,
the U.S. government sanctioned an obvious deficiency in its quarantine arrange-
ments, permitting the Soviet consulate to remain terra incognita. Such reckless-
ness left America’s vital organs exposed. To these anticommunist opinion form-
ers, the niceties of diplomatic reciprocity belonged to a vanished era of gentlemanly
statecraft. From the Kasenkina episode they derived confirmation that accommo-
dating Soviet diplomats was not just naive but dangerous—suicidal, even.

Press commentary on Lomakin reflected this hardening attitude. A trim, forty-
four-year-old father of two with a playfully bantering manner, Lomakin appeared
to defy the familiar Soviet stereotype—an oversized, vodka-soused buffoon of the
kind invariably personified by Oscar Homolka on screen.75 But in assailing the “ban-
dit-like morals of the American intelligence service,” he had overplayed his hand
and “made an ass of himself.” In the characterization of the New York Daily Mir-
ror, Lomakin was a “rough-and-tumble skullbuster” who should be sent packing.
“If the State Department had any courage, it would have ruled promptly and em-
phatically that America will NOT countenance any cossack goon squads,” the Mir-
ror editorialized. When Secretary of State Marshall moved to expel Lomakin, many
columnists envisaged the bleak future that awaited a returning Soviet representa-
tive careless enough to have “misplaced” no less than three citizens in the United
States. Few sympathized with the consul’s predicament, however. “If Comrade Lo-
makin should leap from a window I would not be greatly surprised,” observed Ralph
McGill dryly in the Atlanta Constitution.76

That the Kremlin had badly bungled the case of the errant schoolteachers and
would suffer the boomerang effects of this misjudgment was a theme repeated in
press evaluations of the consular shutdowns. Since diplomatic representation
functioned as cover for Soviet espionage activities, Moscow’s peevish announce-
ment that it would not simply recall Lomakin but vacate its consular facilities in
New York City and San Francisco amounted to a self-denying ordinance. In shut-
ting these “two excellent listening posts,” the Soviets were curtailing their opportu-
nities for spying, while the U.S. lost nothing but “an isolated consular outpost in
Vla divostock.”77 Conservative columnists cheered the Soviets’ departure but
pressed for more stringent quarantine measures. Approximately two thousand
citizens of the USSR remained in America as holders of diplomatic passports.
The United Nations’ location in Manhattan—a source of deep chagrin to many—
furnished Moscow a permanent reason to maintain a large staff there, irrespective
of the consular expulsions. For the Chicago Daily Tribune, the Kasenkina debacle
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demonstrated the “utter folly of allowing the United Nations to set up its head-
quarters in the largest city and principal port of the United States:”

It would be bad enough if UN headquarters were in the Nevada desert, where it would
be relatively difficult for a foreign power to set up an effective spy headquarters. UN
is in New York City, where people can come and go relatively unnoticed.

It isn’t pleasant to think of what a well organized spy service might do to poison
the New York City water supply, damage the docks, or wreck the bridges and tun-
nels, but those are dangers which were invited when UN was invited to set up house-
keeping on Manhattan Island.78

Diplomat, spy, and “terrorist,” the Soviet official appeared insidiously protean. Yet
to emphasize the danger posed to Americans by Soviet representatives was to min-
imize the vulnerability of diplomats—whether Soviets in the United States or Amer-
icans in the USSR—to spontaneous and orchestrated forms of retaliation. As rela-
tions between Washington and Moscow soured and human traffic between East
and West stalled, diplomats on both sides were left increasingly exposed to reprisal.
Visible symbols of a suspect alien presence, subject to malign construction as en-
emy spies, they acted as magnets for popular protest. After June 1946, the New York
Police Department stepped up its watch over the Soviet consulate in Manhattan—
not because of the possible harm consular officials might do to unsuspecting New
Yorkers but because an unknown American had marched into the lobby and as-
saulted the receptionist on duty. In the wake of the Kasenkina episode, a more vo-
cal but less violent protester—a “full-blooded Sioux Indian and a war veteran  living
in Ridgewood, Queens”—appeared outside the consulate with a placard “inform-
ing Mr Lomakin that he would not be missed if he left the country,” as the New
York Times euphemistically paraphrased the message.79

Bearing the brunt of popular frustrations and animosities, foreign representa-
tives presented an easy target for official retaliatory moves. Insulted, ostracized,
curbed, and harassed, diplomats found conditions more and more onerous dur-
ing the early cold war. In Moscow, U.S. diplomats were certain that their premises
were bugged and that local ancillary staff supplied further details that audio sur-
veillance failed to pick up.80 Under these impossible conditions, diplomats took to
conducting more sensitive conversations outdoors, though never without the
shadowy accompaniment of Soviet minders. Between 1945 and Stalin’s death in
1953, “daily life in the embassy proceeded in an atmosphere of sullen isolation,”
notes the historian David Mayers.81

It wasn’t ever thus, however. For a brief honeymoon period after the embassy
opened in 1933, American diplomats were neither isolated nor sullen. The men who
worked under Ambassador Bullitt, including Chip Bohlen, Charles Thayer, and
George Kennan, relished their pioneering role on the eastern front of foreign affairs,
embraced by surprisingly effusive Soviet hosts. “These Russians—they know how
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to treat one like royalty even if they once forgot how to treat royalty itself,” quipped
Thayer in a letter to his mother, “Muzzy.”82 During these halcyon days, champagne
and vodka flowed freely, street urchins hailed “Comrade Bullitt” as he sped through
Moscow’s streets, and Stalin had been known to kiss the new ambassador “full
on the mouth.” A ballerina, “by far the greatest advertisement for Communism we
have seen,” was locked in an embassy closet—with Bullitt, Bohlen, and Thayer fight-
ing over the key.83 The diplomatic corps recognized that their pas de deux (or trois)
with the corps de ballet provided the NKVD with an opportunity to practice un-
dercover surveillance at its most literal. But since this form of espionage was so
pleasurable, the intentions behind it so transparent, American diplomats contin-
ued to tangle with these lithe Mata Haris. When everyone tacitly acknowledged the
terms of engagement, being spied on merely imparted an additional frisson to the
fun and games. “What an Embassy!” Thayer exclaimed—with good reason.84

Such exuberant high jinks could not, and did not, persist. After Sergei Kirov’s
murder in December 1934, Stalin’s purges claimed several former embassy guests
such as Nikolai Bukharin and Karl Radek. U.S. representatives confronted heavy-
handed surveillance, coupled with tight limitations on their travel around and be-
yond Moscow—the radius narrowing still further in the immediate aftermath of
the Kasenkina affair.85 Worse yet, the Kremlin drastically curtailed Americans’ in-
teraction with Soviet citizens. According to Kennan, vestigial contact was relegated
to a “furtive no man’s land of personal relations between the Soviet world and
ours”—a formulation that implied closeted couplings of a very particular type.86

Men who had delighted in holding ballerinas hostage now conceived of themselves
as prisoners of the Kremlin. It was a crushing reversal, starkly contrasting with the
heady days of 1933–34 that Kennan recollected as the “highpoint of life . . . in com-
radeship, in gaiety, in intensity of experience.”87 Asked in September 1952 how he
found life in Moscow, Kennan (then ambassador to the USSR) replied that it closely
approximated his incarceration by the Nazis following Hitler’s declaration of war
against the United States. “Had the Nazis permitted us to walk the streets without
having the right to talk to any Germans,” Kennan informed the Berlin-based jour-
nalist, “that would be exactly how we have to live in Moscow today.”88

ENTANGLING ALLIANCES:  AFFAIRS 
OF STATE AND AFFAIRS OF THE HEART

Kennan’s impolitic outburst gave voice to mounting frustration over restrictions
aimed at Americans in the Soviet Union, diplomats and “civilians” alike. The State
Secrets Act of 1947 limited “even the possibility of spoken or written communica-
tions between Soviet citizens and foreign diplomats.” Social contact having been
criminalized, U.S. diplomats’ circle shrank to approximately four hundred non-
communist foreigners also resident in the USSR—and if social mingling was radi-
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cally circumscribed, marriage became utterly taboo.89 On February 15, 1947,
Moscow outlawed unions between foreigners and Soviet citizens. Preexisting mar-
riages could scarcely be rescinded by an act of state, but the Soviet government did
what it could to disrupt them, especially when couples attempted to depart the USSR.
Exit visas became almost impossible to obtain. Although foreigners were generally
permitted to leave, their Soviet spouses were often forced to remain  behind.

During the late 1940s and 1950s, hundreds of husbands, wives, and children
were separated in this way.90 One American journalist explained this “grotesque
attempt to legislate affairs of the heart” as a move to “liquidate” actually existing
marriages by “forcing husband and wife to live in different parts of the world,” be-
tween which movement was near impossible. Having sundered couples geo-
graphically, Soviet officials then sought to engineer their emotional estrangement.
Separated spouses, waiting for endlessly deferred visas, were encouraged to re-
consider the wisdom of their life choices: Did Soviet women really expect to find
connubial bliss under capitalist conditions? Was it worth squandering prime
years—and other matrimonial opportunities—in pursuit of a foreign husband who
would surely prove himself unworthy before all the bureaucratic hurdles had been
traversed?91

In the West, the plight of these “Russian brides” animated much outrage, tak-
ing most pointed expression in April 1949 when Chile brought the Soviets’ “feu-
dal conception of sovereignty” before the United Nations.92 By a margin of 39 to
6, the General Assembly deemed that the USSR had violated both the UN Charter
and the recently proclaimed Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Article II of
which stated that “everyone has the right to leave any country, including his own,
and to return to that country.”93 But despite this condemnatory resolution, Eleanor
Roosevelt cautioned against premature optimism on behalf of the 65 Russian hus-
bands and 350 wives of U.S. citizens trapped behind the Iron Curtain. Her pes-
simism proved warranted. Moscow deflected UN criticism—the charge that it was,
in effect, keeping its citizens captive—with counteraccusations of slavery. The So-
viet representative Alexei Pavlov claimed that his state sought only to protect Rus-
sian women who had recklessly married foreigners from reduction to “slave sta-
tus,” the condition of many Soviet wives with “dishpan hands” in Britain, France,
and the United States.94 Inverting Washington’s cold war idiom, Moscow sought
to expose the “free world,” the United States in particular, as the past and present
locus of slavery—a rhetorical strategy that it deployed repeatedly, on this issue and
others.

It seems unlikely that Moscow’s “kitchen slaves” theme resonated widely in the
United States. The late 1940s may have seen a concerted redomestication of Amer-
ican women after the wartime expansion of opportunities, but no matter how con-
strained postwar housewives felt, nothing in popular representations of the USSR
presented Soviet women’s lot as more enviable than the stultification of suburbia.
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Typically, American media portrayed women in the USSR as groaning under a dou-
ble burden of manual labor and housework: hence Eleanor Roosevelt’s caustic ri-
poste to Soviet invocations of female slavery in the United States: “We might ask,
by the way, who does the housework in the Soviet Union—the men?”95 Stripped
of femininity by their conscription into the industrial economy yet scarcely eman-
cipated from domestic drudgery, they craved—like Ernst Lubitsch’s celebrated cre-
ation, Ninotchka—cosmetics, glamorous gowns, high heels, silk stockings. Oksana
Kasenkina herself confirmed this picture of deprivation. During her first public ap-
pearance in March 1949 she told journalists that while career girls were “generally
single” with “mannish haircuts,” clothing, and mannerisms, Russian women com-
pelled to work as “blacksmiths, miners, stevedores, lumberjacks and railroad track
tenders” typically “aged fast and died prematurely.”96

Far from instigating a reappraisal of gender roles, Soviet intransigence over the
“plight of the stranded wives” provided another rallying point for sentimental an-
ticommunism.97 After President Truman decried Moscow’s stance again in August
1951, Charles Bohlen (Kennan’s successor as U.S. ambassador) pressed the issue
more forcefully with Foreign Minister Molotov in May 1953 to achieve the first
significant breakthrough: a clutch of exit visas.98 With American press correspon-
dents in Moscow among those personally affected by the Soviet Union’s “inflexi-
ble rigidity,” the question received steady media attention, bolstering representa-
tions of Soviet communism as both godless and heartless.99 That Stalin, of all men,
presumed to set asunder unions that God had joined together was a particularly
galling affront to Christian America.

Popular cultural treatments of this vexed issue did not scruple to attribute the
Kremlin’s jealous possessiveness over its female citizens to the sexual rapacity of
Stalin himself—nowhere more explicitly than in Never Let Me Go, an MGM ro-
mance starring Clark Gable as an American newspaperman in Moscow and Gene
Tierney as Marya Lamarkina, the Russian ballerina bride he is forced to leave be-
hind. Released in June 1953, just days after Bohlen had secured visas on behalf of
the wives of four British and American press representatives in Moscow, Never Let
Me Go boasted what Variety called a “topical provocative theme.”100

Early scenes find the ever-ebullient Gable optimistic that a visa will prove forth-
coming for the young bride he has just married in the U.S. Embassy under Abra-
ham Lincoln’s benignly approving gaze. “You know how it is with red tape,” he re-
assures Marya, “and naturally the Reds have more and redder tape.” But it soon
becomes clear that the Kremlin’s intransigence owes less to bureaucratic bungling
than to concupiscent calculation. The Russians may be inscrutable—“put two and
two together, make nine, add seven, divide by four and give up,” Gable’s charac-
ter quips—but Moscow’s motives in blocking the exit of his adoring wife are thor-
oughly transparent. “The Russian bear is the only creature that can eat his honey
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and have it,” a savvy colleague warns the American. And so it would seem—for the
Kremlin’s grizzliest bear clearly wants Gable’s honey.

The troublesome reporter is duly ejected from the country, leaving Marya to the
predatory designs of the Kremlin. At Stalin’s behest, a special command perfor-
mance of Swan Lake is arranged in Tallin. But the Baltic resort, susceptible to an
American amphibious assault, proves a careless choice of locale in which to exer-
cise droit de seigneur over the corps de ballet. After sailing a small dinghy through
the English Channel into the North Sea and across the Baltic, outdrinking a bunch
of Russian sailors en route, and stealing the uniform of a Red Army medical corps
colonel in order to sneak into Tallin’s closely guarded theater (where, incidentally,
the imposter must administer emergency medical assistance to an ailing Soviet
officer along the way), Gable forestalls whatever private performance Stalin planned
to command from the lead swan. Needless to say, he pulls all this off “with the cool-
ness of a big boy taking candy away from kids”—or honey from a grizzly.101

Reprising the plot of King Vidor’s 1940 comedy Comrade X (in which Gable
smuggles Hedy Lamarr out of Russia), Never Let Me Go reworked familiar elements
of the captivity genre: imperiled womanhood rescued by Euro-American ingenu-
ity and derring-do from sexual degradation at the mauling hands of barbarians.
Despite its strong whiff of implausibility, the movie earned plaudits from contem-
porary critics. “It is cheering to have the reassurance that Clark Gable is one fel-
low, at least, who can still make the Soviet Union tough guys look like absolute mon-
keys—and does,” nodded Bosley Crowther in the New York Times. Silliness aside,
Never Let Me Go delivered a gratifying romantic payoff. Gable “winds up caress-
ing Miss Tierney in the dinghy while the seas moan, which is exactly as it should
be,” noted the New Yorker. More than that, the movie afforded the satisfaction of
seeing a lone American “rip through the Iron Curtain with all the breeziness of a
demonstrator showing off the very latest can opener in Gimbel’s basement”—all
the more welcome given the movie’s appearance at a fragile moment in negotia-
tions over the release of POWs in Korea, two months before the final armistice was
signed.102

Hollywood was not alone in recognizing the potential of captivity as a rich seam
to be mined. So did American diplomats, while growing ever more frustrated by
their inability to protect the rights of U.S. citizens in the Soviet Union, including
their right to depart. “With the exception of the period preceding the War of 1812,
perhaps never have so many American citizens been subjected to comparable dis-
criminations, threats, police interrogations, and administrative punishments,”
complained one official to his State Department superiors. “Never, unfortunately,
has a United States Embassy been quite so powerless to protect American citizens.”103

But impotence could be turned to advantage. What clearer or more universally af-
fecting demonstration of Soviet monstrosity than the Kremlin’s calculated efforts
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to part husbands from wives and sever children from parents? By never letting go,
Moscow had snarled itself into a bind from which there could be no disentangle-
ment without further injury. Whether it let dissatisfied residents out or continued
to detain them, the Politburo could only damage the facade it had assiduously
erected of a society so perfect that no one would wish to leave. American diplo-
mats appraised their antagonists’ predicament with some satisfaction: “Either they
must present the West with further propaganda opportunities of the nature cre-
ated by the wives question or they must accept the consequences of discharging a
flood of new Kravchenkos and Kasenkinas upon the free world.”104

But for all the dynamite that entrapped wives and escaped schoolteachers pro-
vided Washington in detonating the Soviet “big lie,” Moscow mustered a forceful
retaliatory strike. In fact, the Kremlin already possessed a Kasenkina figure of its
own: thirty-three-year-old Annabelle Bucar, a former U.S. Embassy employee. In
February 1948, she had resigned her post as an information officer with the U.S.
Information Service, informing Ambassador Bedell Smith that she had no truck
with America’s virulent anti-Sovietism, preferring to live among the Russian
people, for whom she had developed a warm admiration. Naturally, the Soviet state
was happy to assist in this aspiration; a defector from the U.S. Embassy represented
a premium asset. Moreover, this particular turncoat was (in the estimation of her
own scorned ambassador) “rather attractive.” With luminous eyes and blonde hair
plaited around her crown, Bucar made an appealing advertisement for anti-Amer-
icanism.105 Soon she was reported to be lecturing Soviet factory workers on the su-
perior conditions they enjoyed over their American counterparts. These public per-
formances were supplemented by a series of “true confessions” in Pravda, followed
in February 1949 by an incendiary volume entitled The Truth about American
Diplomats, a slim tract bristling with large claims about the “anti-Soviet clique” in
control of the U.S. Embassy—a gang of rapacious racketeers and warmongers.106

In the United States, this defection received only glancing attention as a cau-
tionary tale of romantic misadventure abroad. Bucar, it seemed, hadn’t just devel-
oped a comradely regard for the Soviet Union’s “fine people who are doing [their]
utmost toward making the world a better place to live in.” She had surreptitiously
married a Russian and given birth to his child.107 According to Ambassador Smith,
popular, pretty Annabelle had fallen for the well-rehearsed charms of one Con-
stantin Lapschin, “an operetta singer whom we knew best for his reputation as hav-
ing courted, at one time or another, almost every unattached young foreign woman
in Moscow.”108 Besotted, she had repudiated her citizenship and embassy connec-
tion as the sole way to persuade the unfeeling Soviet authorities to relax their pro-
hibition against foreign marriages. If only America could have “exchanged” Miss
Bucar for “one of the Russian wives of United States soldiers who wanted to come
to the United States to join their husbands,” Smith joked with U.S. reporters.109

Echoing the ambassador, Joseph B. Phillips in Newsweek wrote knowingly that
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“Lapshin had been frequenting [sic] Americans in Moscow long before Miss Bu-
car came there.” In other words, Soviet intelligence had set a honey trap into which
smitten Annabelle tumbled headlong. As for The Truth about American Diplomats,
in Phillips’s judgment, “Part of the book came from Miss Bucar and most of it from
File Cabinet ‘A’—‘American, Anti—’ in the propaganda office.”110 Couched in this
way, the sting of defection subsided, with further balm supplied by Bucar’s father,
a fifty-one-year-old immigrant from Yugoslavia, who disowned his daughter just
as decisively as she had rejected the family’s adoptive homeland. “I won’t let her
come home,” he huffed, ignoring the single most important point in this drama—
his daughter’s emphatic desire not to return. “I will not recognize her. I do not ap-
prove of her becoming a Russian and I do not approve of Russia.” At a loss to ex-
plain her “leaving the best country in the world to go to a country that isn’t good,”
he speculated that “too much education” had inclined Annabelle to “high people
and high society” when she “didn’t have the money for either.”111 What had the
University of Pittsburgh done?

American readers thus encountered Bucar’s defection (if they scanned the small
print at all) as a sorry saga of entrapment: a woman in love, cornered into re-
nouncing her citizenship by Soviet machinations of the most emotionally manip-
ulative sort. Her misfortune merited a brief entry in the expanding encyclopedia
of Moscow’s misdeeds, alongside the tale of a young army cryptographer working
in the U.S. Embassy, James McMillin. “As a protest against the anti-Soviet policies
of the capitalists who presently rule America, I refuse to go back to America and
am remaining in the Soviet Union,” McMillin wrote his father (a U.S. Army colonel)
on May 15, 1948—the day his two-year tour of duty in Moscow was due to end.
Behind this bold assertion, however, embassy officials suspected another defection
by seduction. McMillin was known to have been consorting with the estranged wife
of a U.S. sergeant, Mrs. Galina Dunaeva Biconish. Like Lapshin, she appeared sus-
piciously eager to fraternize with Americans at a time when such liaisons had been
criminalized. “A most naïve, unskilled socially and in fact timid young man,” James
had been “captivated by a more mature woman”; he was “an easy prey for a ro-
mantic attachment with no knowledge of the world to aid in his decision as to
whether the girl might or might not be good or bad,” his aunt ventured in a long
explanatory epistle to the State Department.112

Neither defection received much attention in the domestic press. American offi-
cials successfully presented the stories of Bucar and McMillin in terms of Wash-
ington’s willingness to let citizens make individual choices about where and how
they lived, however ill-considered. McMillin’s “desertion” was pitched to reporters
as a “result not of any political ideas but of youthful, inexperienced infatuation and
attachment to [a] Soviet married woman with whom he has secretly carried on re-
lations for some time despite repeated warnings and specific instructions from his
superiors.”113 With their criticisms of U.S. policy dismissed as mere ventriloquism,
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McMillin and Bucar were, at most, objects of passing pity: victims of Soviet “se-
duction and exploitation.” It remained an article of faith that no one crossed the
Iron Curtain from west to east unless ensnared. As a New York Times editorial noted
during the Kasenkina episode, “The only exodus to the East, barring the cases of
two American Embassy employes [sic] in Moscow trapped by amorous ties, is that
of slave laborers deported from their home lands and sent to a slow death in the
Siberian mines. If any proof were needed as to the rival merits of the Western way
of life and the Communist ‘paradise,’ that contrast alone provides it.”114

In the USSR, however, American diplomats could hardly deny Bucar’s impact,
even as they distanced the woman from the scurrilous pronouncements issued in
her name. “The book is obvious Soviet propaganda,” noted a ruffled embassy em-
ployee of The Truth about American Diplomats. “It is quite clear that the main sec-
tions were written or at least the content provided by someone other than Miss
 Bucar, since she was never in a position in the Embassy to know either the per-
sonalities or the general policy matters so freely discussed,” implying both that the
claims were not all unfounded and that the embassy must have been “penetrated”
at a high level.115 Whoever had written the book also knew how to command an
audience. A first print run of ten thousand copies sold out so quickly that embassy
employees—hardly well placed to elbow to the front of the line—failed to secure a
copy. A second batch of one hundred thousand copies did not “appreciably relieve
the situation.” “It was obvious that the average Soviet citizen, so starved for color
and spice in his drab daily life, was finding The Truth about American Diplomats
of exceptional interest,” one U.S. diplomat remarked. Having found a winning for-
mula, the Soviets hastily repackaged Bucar’s “truths” as a stage play, announcing
plans for a feature film, Goodbye America, in December 1950.116 Before long, the
same spicy fare was warmed over in translation—with Hungarian-, English-, and
 Indian-language editions catering to anti-American appetites worldwide.117

None of this augured well for America’s global reputation, nor did it make lo-
cal conditions in the embassy any easier. On the contrary, the rising tide of popu-
lar anti-Americanism evident among Muscovites made the already parlous posi-
tion of the embassy’s few remaining Russian staff well nigh untenable. Deprived
of local translators, secretaries, caterers, and housekeepers, American officials con-
templated a bleak existence under conditions akin to house arrest. Bohlen’s en-
raptured exclamation “What an Embassy!” now carried quite a different charge.

COLD WAR PROJECTIONS

While Annabelle Bucar achieved celebrity in the Soviet Union as an anti- American
emissary, Oksana Kasenkina found herself transformed overnight into an anti-
communist icon in the United States. After her valorous leap from the consulate
she ceased to be the frowzy and befuddled schoolteacher of early press reports: a
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“stubby little woman,” according to the Washington Post. Hitherto “dumpy,”
“plump” and “matronly”—or “middly, brunette, stoute” (as described by Consul
Lomakin)—she was now alluringly “diminutive.”118 When she received the press
in the hospital on August 24, an interview that “brought about one of the greatest
outpourings of newspapermen in recent years,” many remarked that she looked
“much younger than her reported age of 52 years.” “Previous pictures did not do
her justice,” gushed one photographer.119 Reporters who made the pilgrimage to
her bedside found the schoolteacher not only beautified but beatified: “The sun
shone through one of two windows upon the room’s white walls. A lithographed
card, with a picture of Madonna and child, was propped upon a bureau, alongside
the nail-polish bottle.”120 This air of sanctity was combined with something pleas-
ingly familiar in her appearance. “If you saw her on a train and did not know that
she is a Russian who can hardly speak English, you would say: ‘There goes my high
school teacher from Lincoln, Neb., or Atlanta, Ga., or Burlington, Vt.’”121 The So-
viet schoolteacher whose story was that “of all the women in the Soviet Union” could
also pass as an American everywoman.122

figure 6. “Previous pictures did not do her justice.” Kasenkina receives an admiring, if
insistent, press corps at her Roosevelt Hospital bedside on August 24, 1948, two weeks
after plunging from the Soviet consulate. © The Associated Press.
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Any lingering doubt as to her motives—whether she intended to commit suicide
or seek sanctuary in America—evaporated as columnists endowed the episode with
a range of affirmative meanings. For some, Kasenkina stood as a universal emblem
of humanity’s unquenchable desire for freedom, proof that “man” was not, after all,
“a sorry sort of animal.” Imbuing her leap with redemptive power, several com-
mentators cast her story as a Christian allegory. She had offered to die “that free-
dom might live,” rhapsodized Fulton Oursler in Reader’s Digest. Like Christ, Kasen -
kina was a resurrected martyr, even if it did take the injured schoolteacher three
months to rise again.123

For those of a more secular bent, the courageous chemistry teacher provided
heartening evidence that Homo sovieticus retained an appetite for liberty despite
three decades of communist tyranny. According to Victor Kravchenko, whose de-
fection memoir I Chose Freedom enjoyed pride of place in the early cold war canon,
Kasenkina’s “great political significance” lay in her demonstration “that ordinary
people are now beginning to break with the Soviet regime.”124 This too was the les-
son extracted by Isaac Don Levine, the founder of Plain Talk, who was hired to “edit”
a twenty-eight-part serialization of Kasenkina’s story run by the New York Journal-
American between September 26 and October 23, 1948. “To come to know Oksana
Kasenkina,” he advised readers, “is to renew one’s love for the gifted Russian people
and one’s faith in their ability to regain freedom.” She supplied a reminder that “the
warm people made familiar to the Western world by Tolstoy, Tchaikowsky and
Chekhov, are still alive in Russia”—quite a different breed “from that of the Molo-
tovs and Gromykos and Lomakins, the taskmasters of her people.”125

If Kasenkina humanized “the Russians,” she also heightened animosity against
“the Soviets.” In the opinion of many columnists, the consul’s refusal to let her go
made tangible for U.S. audiences a political system as alien ideologically as it was
distant geographically. “The enormity of the Russian tyranny over the human spirit
is indeed difficult for free Americans to realize,” opined Kathryn Stone, prescrib-
ing Kasenkina’s memoir as an antidote to incomprehension.126 That the Soviets had
dared treat America like a “semi colonial” state in eastern Europe—and Americans
like credulous dupes who would fall for preposterous tall tales—added insult to in-
jury. “Mr. Lomakin appears to have wandered into the supreme folly of assuming
that a great American city was as helpless against Soviet lies and Soviet coercions
as some little capital of a pseudo-independent Communist nation east of the Iron
Curtain,” carped an editorial in the New York Times, adopting an aggrieved tone
not restricted to elite press commentary. Letters and telegrams addressed to Pres-
ident Truman on the Kasenkina issue pressed the White House to challenge and
punish the Soviets more forcefully.127

In the State Department’s estimation, no other issue had “so dramatically raised
before the world the conflict between a way of life based on personal freedom and
a political ideology based on State domination of individual rights.” U.S. news me-
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dia understood the salience of Kasenkina’s action in similar terms. “Personalized
in the decision of one human being” were “the great issues in the struggle between
East and West”: a cold war parable tingling with life-or-death drama.128 Confronted
with a decision between “slavery” and “freedom,” the schoolteacher had elected the
latter, but hers was no abstract adjudication of the relative merits of rival political
systems. Ultimately, Kasenkina’s choice represented less a “leap from Marxism”—
as Newsweek captioned its photo-story of the events of August 12—than a choice
for America.

At a time of intense effort to burnish U.S. credentials as leader of the “free world,”
opinion formers eagerly appropriated Kasenkina’s leap. When, for example, Re-
publican presidential candidate and New York governor Thomas E. Dewey pro-
claimed that “we are the last, best hope of earth. Neither barbed wire nor bayonet
have been able to suppress the will of men and women to cross from tyranny to free-
dom,” he rhetorically summoned Kasenkina to bear witness. She “could not even
understand the language of our country, but in her heart she came to understand
America,” Dewey told a campaign rally in Des Moines in September 1948.129 Ad-
miration for the United States, in other words, had galvanized her leap as much as
revulsion against the Soviet Union. In the same vein, a Chicago Daily Tribune edi-
torial informed readers that “the freedom she saw about her in America crystallized
Mrs. Kasenkina’s dissatisfaction with her status as the helot of a slave state.”130

Orotund diction aside, such assertions are striking for the assurance with which
they characterized Kasenkina’s motives and aspirations. Depicting her leap as a
move magnetized by “freedom”—in its uniquely American incarnation—these
commentators stamped the “mystery of the kidnapped schoolteacher” as an  uncom -
plicated allegory of slavery and redemption: a tale as old as Exodus, as American
as the Mayflower. In cold war storytelling of this kind, the episode’s most puzzling
aspects were resolved: Kasenkina had been “abducted” and incarcerated by Soviet
consular staff, from whom she had escaped through the only route  available—an
open window—because she had been inspired by “the freedom she saw about her.”
This was a gratifying notion, but it rested less on privileged insight into Kasen kina’s
consciousness than on a determination to make muddled actions enunciate a clear
and congenial message.

Deciphering how Kasenkina herself made sense of the events of August 1948 is
no easy task. Repeatedly spoken for, she rarely made public statements without
others’ mediation. Her “own story” as related first by the New York Journal-Amer-
ican and then a memoir, Leap to Freedom (1949), was ghosted by Isaac Don Levine,
although his name appeared nowhere in a memoir that claimed to be set “down from
the heart”: “For if the leap is meaningful, only the life behind it makes it so.”131 For
the Hearst press, this massive front-page serialization afforded an opportunity to
familiarize readers with a sweeping survey of the Soviet Union, from the Bolshevik
revolution to the horrors of collectivization and the purges. With a husband lost to
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the gulag, a daughter claimed by famine, and a son surrendered to the great patri-
otic war, Kasenkina’s family saga encompassed Soviet history’s grimmest  chapters.

Narrated in the lunging style of sentimental anticommunism, Leap to Freedom
offers an unreliable guide to its purported author’s state of mind in August 1948.
Surely the “plucky woman who planned for years to gain the shelter of democracy”
was considerably more complex than the one-dimensional heroine of anti-Soviet
hagiography?132 An alternative, albeit inconclusive, interpretation arises from the
one extant document seemingly written by Kasenkina herself: the letter she dis-
patched from Reed Farm to the Soviet consulate. This was the impassioned mis-
sive from which Lomakin read aloud at his August 7 press conference—a docu-
ment later requested by the State Department to assist the criminal inquiry into
Kasenkina’s alleged abduction and detention in the consulate.

Senior State Department personnel assumed that this letter had been either
 fabricated in its entirety or amended to support the Soviet version of events—
 suspicions bolstered by the willingness with which Lomakin handed over the doc-
ument. Scenting imminent victory in this tug-of-war, Ernest Gross (the State De-
partment’s legal adviser) and Chip Bohlen playfully envisioned Ambassador
Panyushkin sitting up late into the night, feverishly practicing Kasenkina’s hand-
writing—a ruse that FBI handwriting specialists would soon rumble, they imag-
ined. Exposed as fraudulent, the letter would affirm Soviet mendacity by demol-
ishing Lomakin’s claim that the schoolteacher had asked to be retrieved from Reed
Farm.133

Contrary to State Department expectations, however, graphologists found no
discrepancies in the handwriting of various samples available to them. Kasenkina,
it seemed, was the letter’s sole author.134 She insisted otherwise, yet when inter-
viewed by detectives (on at least two different occasions soon after her leap) she
proved reluctant or unable to establish where material had been inserted into her
original text. Perhaps she had penned it in a state of such confusion that she re-
tained no subsequent recollection of composing it. Or perhaps, still in shock when
questioned, she was incapable of bringing that moment back into focus. Conceiv-
ably, though, Kasenkina may have wished to distance herself from a document that
did less to clarify her intentions than to call her lucidity into question, casting doubt
over constructions of her leap as a move “magnetized by freedom.” The letter cer-
tainly imparted no suggestion that its author was driven by an overwhelming de-
sire to begin life over in the United States, borne aloft by her ardor for freedom and
hatred of Soviet tyranny.135

Other than disparaging the “capitalistic system,” the author says nothing of
America. Nor does she directly express an intention to defect. Formulaic expres-
sions of love for “the fatherland” and hatred of “traitors” aside—“never in my life
shall I go against the dictatorship of the working class”—the document is over-
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whelmingly personal and confessional in tone, intimate and imploring. The writer
presents herself as a soul in torment: a mother distraught by the unconfirmed sup-
position that her soldier son has perished; a devoted teacher “persecuted” by her
colleagues, tormented by pupils taught to revile her. (“They threw nails, books,
screwdrivers and penholders, and all kinds of objects at me. The thing that was dear-
est to me, the thing I lived by, was killed.”) For reasons unclear, she has been vil-
ified as a thief. Her mind is in turmoil: “I was in despair, ready to commit suicide. . . .
I was alone, in the silence of the grave.” Nothing is mentioned of a refusal to re-
turn to the Soviet Union. Her plea is for a sympathetic ear, a word of understand-
ing from the consul general, who (she says) pushed her away: “I admire you in-
finitely as a person who is worthy of our fatherland. And I should have told you
everything, but you would not receive me. I was crushed. You should have drawn
closer to me and understood my state of mind.” The tone is that of a rejected lover,
begging for reconsideration.

This anguished cri de coeur concludes with an entreaty that the consul fetch her
from Reed Farm: “I implore you, I implore you once more, don’t let me perish here.
I am without will-power.”136 Lomakin had not, then, misrepresented the overall
sense of the letter when he read from it on August 7, though it contained no ref-
erence to her kidnapping by “white Russian bandits” as Soviet protest notes later
alleged.137 Had Kasenkina’s dispatch been forged or strategically doctored, one
would expect it to corroborate her abduction by reactionaries and FBI gangsters,
while expressing a fervent desire to return to the USSR. Yet the letter contains no
such material, and its tremulous register—suggestive of a woman perilously close
to breakdown rather than a resolute patriot—would seem a curious choice for any
Soviet forger. Given the peculiar tone and content, it appears more likely that Lo-
makin handed over a letter written by Kasenkina herself, convinced that it would
resolve in his favor a central issue in the dispute. After all, the letter’s most unam-
biguous statement is its concluding plea that the consul retrieve its author from
Reed Farm.

Much discussed while it remained in Soviet hands as the key to a mystifying affair,
this document was never publicized once delivered into State Department keeping.
Unsurprisingly, U.S. officials exhibited scant enthusiasm for making its contents
known, despite legal advice that sanctioned its publication. What good would be
served by releasing this opaque document to the press? Ideological investors in
Kasenkina’s “daring spirit” had little use for inner conflict or messily human irres-
olution. Suggesting a woman in extremis, the letter disrupted a core element of the
dominant narrative: the schoolteacher’s kidnapping by Lomakin.138 While it re-
mained unclear why Kasenkina, having sought assistance in escaping Reed Farm,
would then leap from the consulate window on August 12, the letter hinted at a sui-
cidal state of mind. Asked by a police detective why she had jumped, some six hours
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after the event, Kasenkina’s reply indicated a stronger desire for deliverance than
for asylum: “I was considering my position and what would happen if I returned to
the Soviet Union and I came to the conclusion that I would only have a bad life there
and have a very bad situation and there was nothing else for me to do.”139

Naturally, Kasenkina’s memoir presented her as a heroic freedom seeker,
though it could hardly avoid some explanation of her faltering resolve. In Leap for
Freedom the author confesses a desire to have the consul understand her break with
“the soviet,” attributing the compulsion that led her to write a “silly and hysteri-
cal” letter from Reed Farm to the thrall still exercised over her by a Svengali-like
Lomakin. But the memoir hinges less on August 12 as the moment of decision than
an earlier epiphany that inspired the schoolteacher to plot her escape—a chain of
events set in motion with a brisk injunction, “To the Roxy!”140

I R O N  C U R T A I N , SILVER SCREEN

Attentive readers of Kasenkina’s memoir would immediately have appreciated
the significance of this destination—for Manhattan’s Roxy Theater had also made
headline news in 1948. On the night of May 11 it had been the scene of a violent
clash between two thousand demonstrators and counterpicketers over the movie
set to enjoy its theatrical premiere inside.141 Pro-Soviet demonstrators against a
feature they billed as “Propaganda for World War III” jammed Seventh Avenue,
while fifteen thousand bystanders crowded the sidewalks all the way to Times
Square, many spilling across town as a Henry Wallace campaign rally in Madison
Square Garden concluded. Police officers “swinging two-foot-long nightsticks like
polo mallets” struggled to separate the placard-wielding “red hot crusaders”—
“Wallaceites, Com munists, fellow travelers and troubled innocents,” in Time’s par-
tisan characterization—from their opposite numbers: members of the Catholic
War Veterans, the American Legion, and Veterans of Foreign Wars who had been
drinking in nearby taverns. Scuffles, punches, and a handful of arrests ensued as
“picket signs were splintered, leaflets shredded, clothing ripped.”142

The attraction that caused this “randan at the Roxy” was Twentieth Century-
Fox’s The Iron Curtain. Hollywood’s “first shot in the ‘cold war,’” Darryl F.
Zanuck’s ballyhooed pet project dramatized the high-profile defection of Igor
Gouzenko in September 1945.143 A disillusioned twenty-six-year-old cipher clerk,
“Eager Igor” had deserted his post at the Soviet Embassy in Ottawa, brandishing
evidence of a transatlantic atomic spy ring. Filmed on location in Canada, The Iron
Curtain depicted Gouzenko’s growing repugnance for his Soviet masters’ atomic
acquisitiveness—“delight[ed] every time somebody slips them the dope that
there’s such a thing as uranium,” noted the New Yorker’s skeptical critic.144 Im-
pressed by North Americans’ hospitality, affluence, and godliness, Gouzenko
(Dana Andrews) makes elaborate plans to defect with his pregnant wife (Gene Tier-
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ney). After initial skepticism from the Canadian officials, whom he approaches with
evidence daringly smuggled from embassy vaults, Gouzenko’s claims are finally
taken seriously—just before the net of Soviet counterintelligence closes in.

Faulting this production for its paranoid outlook and exaggeratedly villainous So-
viets, liberal critics castigated Zanuck for his attribution of malign intentions to the
Kremlin, a contemporary intervention that could only aggravate East-West tensions.
“I am old-fashioned enough to want my wars declared for me by the President, and
not by a motion-picture company,” announced Robert Hatch in the New Repub-
lic.145 Naturally, though, the heroine of Leap to Freedom didn’t see it that way, en-
raptured by the heady sensation of watching her own fate foretold on the big screen:

For although I understood little of the dialogue I knew it was my story that was be-
ing told. Igor Gouzenko and I were one growing up in Russia; learning to fear the So-
viets, to whom life meant nothing; getting to detest their lives, hypocrisy and lust for
power; becoming oppressed in body and spirit; coming to the New World and pas-
sionately craving freedom—and daring to escape. Again I caught my breath as we
were about to fail. Again I wept from anger and helplessness when the Canadian au-
thorities, one after another, displayed an incredible indifference and lack of under-
standing. Then dawning comprehension; quick, desperate last-minute moves; and
finally, wonderful, ecstatic freedom!146

Kasenkina’s story and Gouzenko’s did indeed have common elements. Having mo-
nopolized the headlines with their defections, both enjoyed considerable celebrity
thereafter. Gouzenko, living under protection in Canada, garnered an impressive
sum for the sale of his story to Cosmopolitan magazine and Twentieth Century-
Fox. His memoir appeared in May 1948, opportunistically timed to coincide with
release of The Iron Curtain. (If Kasenkina’s autobiography sounded remarkably
similar, that perhaps owed something to their shared ghostwriter.) Five years later,
Gouzenko followed it with a best-selling novel, Fall of a Titan, the screen rights to
which he sold for $100,000.147 In similar fashion, Kasenkina’s “leap for freedom”
was quickly bankrolled into a leap into the “high income bracket.” While still in
the hospital, she hired an attorney to negotiate the sale of her story and earned
$45,000 from its serialization—a sum that far outstripped the spontaneous public
donations to a fund for her assistance. With her royalty check, Kasenkina settled
her medical bills, buying a four-room apartment in Queens and spending $2,050
on a new Buick sedan. Soon her attorney playfully reported that his client was “such
a good American that she got arrested for speeding the other day.”148 Financially
secure, she had no use for any of the offers of accommodation that admirers around
the country extended while she recuperated, including “marriage proposals from
far and wide.” One horse breeder from Michigan even enclosed pictures of his
horses as well as a likeness of himself—to no avail. Kasenkina declared herself “too
old to marry again.”149



The consulate’s celebrated escapee clearly aroused sentimental anticommunism
at its most amorous, continuing to receive between forty and fifty congratulatory
letters a week months after August 1948.150 But she didn’t inspire only romantic
projections. Quickly, she joined a growing number of witnesses—exiles from  either
the USSR or the party (if not both)—whose testimony on communism derived
heightened credence from its claim to firsthand authority. In the inverted episte-
mology of the early cold war, to see was to disbelieve, a formula attested by a steady
stream of memoirs written by those who having “kissed communism now, under
the imprint of good old-fashioned capitalist publishers, wish to tell.”151 Of these,
Whittaker Chambers’s blockbuster Witness (1952) cornered the most lucrative mar-
ket, even if the author’s “descent into the inferno of totalitarianism” was made
“tourist class,” without his ever venturing east of the Elbe.152 Chambers’s spiritual
odyssey was by no means the sole exemplar of this genre, however. The memoirs
of both Kravchenko and Gouzenko had earlier lingered on best-seller lists. And if
the canonical apostates were predominantly male—Arthur Koestler, André Mal-
raux, Ignacio Silone, Richard Wright—their company was expanded by former
agents such as Elizabeth Bentley and Angela Calomiris. Both produced accounts
of their underground lives that promised as much kissing as telling, accentuating
thralldom to the party as “an intellectual and moral slavery that was far worse than
any prison.”153

Many of these “ex-communist anticommunists” made careers not only from
their literary endeavors but by serving as expert witnesses before congressional com-
mittees. Not so Kasenkina. She did, however, perform a similar—if somewhat more
ornamental—function for various anticommunist groups and gatherings that
sought to derive luster from her celebrated leap. In March 1949, for example, Kasen -
kina appeared alongside Sidney Hook, Alexander Kerensky, Max Eastman, and
others at the inaugural meeting of Americans for Intellectual Freedom, a gather-
ing convened to counter the “Communist-controlled” Cultural and Scientific Con-
ference for World Peace concurrently assembled at New York’s Waldorf-Astoria
Hotel. Eighteen months later, she spoke at a rally in Manhattan to observe “Free-
dom Sunday”—an event that formed part of a larger “Crusade for Freedom” aimed
at mobilizing “the forces of truth to pierce the Iron Curtain and defeat the ‘Big Lie’
of Communism.” Still intermittently in the spotlight in 1951, Kasenkina (whose
conversion to Catholicism had been widely reported) contributed an essay enti-
tled “We Worship GOD Again” to an audacious issue of Collier’s that anticipated
Russia’s “defeat and occupation, 1952–60” after a nuclear war won by the United
States.154

Hollywood also took notice of this unlikely celebrity whose melodramatic story
was invariably narrated in cinematic terms. The studios may not have snapped up
Leap to Freedom as they had Gouzenko’s The Iron Curtain, but in different ways
Kasenkina made her mark, on screen and off.155 The “escapee”—a prototype she
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did much to inaugurate—made a starring appearance in several Hollywood pro-
ductions, often transmuted from widowed schoolteacher into willowy ballerina.
MGM’s The Red Danube (1949) typified this genre. An overwrought treatment of
forcible repatriation from the western zones of occupied Austria, it starred Janet
Leigh as a displaced Russian ballerina relentlessly pursued by the Red Army. In no
danger of being described as dumpy, poorly dressed, or excessively made up, the
twenty-two-year-old Leigh appeared “disarmingly pathetic as the tormented bal-
lerina,” the New York Times’s critic noted.156 But if The Red Danube improved on
Kasenkina in the tragic character of Maria Bühlen, it also made a striking amend-
ment to the novel on which its screenplay was based. In Bruce Marshall’s Vespers
in Vienna, the dancer “shoots herself in the breast” as the Red Army closes in. In
MGM’s movie, however, Maria regards “the freedom of an open window as prefer-
able to a resumption of her dancing career under Russian sponsorship”—with fa-
tal consequences.157

Whether or not this plot change intentionally gestured toward Kasenkina, con-
temporary critics certainly noted the fluidity with which “actual events” inspired
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figure 7. Janet Leigh, playing a Russian ballerina in occupied Austria, recoils from the
approach of Red Army colonel Piniev (Louis Calhern), while Angela Lansbury watches
frostily in MGM’s Red Danube (1949). Courtesy of Photofest.

Consult the print edition for this illustration



cinematic scenarios and vice versa. Claiming inspiration from Hollywood’s drama-
tization of a true story, the Soviet schoolteacher had upped the ante for cultural
producers. “What’s the use of paying 50 cents to see dull unimaginative movies or
paying 25 cents to the lending library for silly stupid detective yarns in a country
where you can have adventures like Mme. Kosenkina’s for nothing?” inquired a
Washington Post editorial in August 1948.158

Hollywood was not to be outdone, however. Anticommunist thrillers like Sofia,
a B-movie yarn of American agents venturing behind the curtain to kidnap a team
of Russian atomic scientists, rose to the challenge. Patently ludicrous, its plot was
retrieved from outright disbelief by the improbable melodrama of its real-world
referents. “With Soviet captives hopping out of consulate windows and testimony
of derring-do unfolding in Washington as the current headliners, Sofia is promoted
from the implausible to a strictly exploitable film, synchronized to the news of the
day,” Variety observed.159 At least one director attributed to Kasenkina a more per-
sonal epiphany. Edward Dmytryk, imprisoned for some months as one of the re-
calcitrant Hollywood Ten, told a Saturday Evening Post reporter that the school-
teacher’s leap had sparked a stirring of conscience that heralded the onset of his
political maturity.160

Everyone, it seemed, wanted to congratulate, copy, or court Kasenkina—
 eastern bloc dissidents, New York intellectuals, Michigan horse breeders, and
 Hollywood directors alike. In tumbling from the consulate, she became a beacon
for others to follow, boldly advertising the attractions of life in the United States
while tearing a “sudden rent in the Iron Curtain.” Time attributed the anti-Soviet
consensus that coalesced in 1948 largely to Kasenkina’s bold act, which hastened
the “slow swelling of resolve in many hearts”—“at the corner store and the village
market, at the tea table and the union meeting.” Yet the woman who turned 1948
into a “year of resolution” appeared prone to crippling, and ultimately unfath-
omable, indecision.161 She may have made the cold war “Something That People
Can Understand,” but what propelled her through the third floor window of East
Sixty-first Street remains as mysterious now as it was on August 12, 1948.
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Bloc-Busters
The Politics and Pageantry of Escape from the East

RUSSIAN FLIERS “TAKE” VIRGINIA

“I is Russian pilot!” With this idiosyncratic salutation, Piotr Pirogov greeted U.S.
authorities at Camp McCauley airstrip in October 1948, initiating an East-West
encounter that captivated U.S. reporters. According to Newsweek, the disaffected
twenty-eight-year-old lieutenant had “taken French leave of the Soviet air force.”
With Captain Anatoly Barsov, he had borrowed a bomber and flown from Lwow
to the most westerly point marked on their truncated map of Europe. Their objec-
tive? To reach Linz, in the U.S. zone of occupied Austria. Crash-landing somewhat
short of the runway, the unannounced duo nevertheless met a genial reception, re-
porters claimed—even if the pair did find American habits thoroughly baffling.
Never having encountered a modern bathtub before, Pirogov and Barsov appar-
ently tried to climb in with their shorts on, mistaking the tub for a “small swim-
ming pool.” A child on roller skates caused the pair almost as much bemusement.
But the Russian airmen seemed more than happy to substitute gin, the U.S. Air
Force tipple of choice, for deicing fluid, the Soviets’ supposed intoxicant of neces-
sity. So began the Americanization of Anatoly and Piotr—as recorded by a U.S.
press at once adulatory and arch.1

To all outward appearances, the two pilots perfectly embodied a new cold war
type: the eastern bloc “escapee.” Fresh faced and of seemingly impeccable ideo-
logical pedigree, Pirogov and Barsov lost no time in denouncing the evils of Soviet
communism—a system loathed by 70 percent of all Russians, they insisted. With
table-thumping emphasis, they protested the lack of free elections and the reviled
system of collectivization that made life a misery for rural Russians.2 At the same
time, they radiated zeal for the free world. As Life pointed out, they’d been “lis-



tening to the Voice of America when they should have been reading Pravda.”3 From
its broadcasts, the two fliers had learned not only of life in the United States but of
Kasenkina’s “leap for freedom.” These reports, Pirogov claimed, had played a cru-
cial role in stiffening their resolve to initiate an escape plan that had been gestat-
ing for a year. If a mere woman could do it, so could they! Washington’s refusal to
hand the schoolteacher back had given the airmen confidence that they too would
be safe as soon as they reached U.S.-controlled territory.4

In February 1949 the pair arrived in the United States. Although journalists re-
lated that this was to be a two-month stay, after which Pirogov and Barsov would
return to Germany, the Russian airmen entertained different ideas. No sooner had
they disembarked than they announced a desire to make America their home. To
stress the point, the fliers expressed willingness to do anything Washington might
ask of them, including military service, so long as their new masters did “not use
force.”5 But first they had to see the sights. Virginia topped the list—a state they’d
formed a particular yen to see, thanks to Voice of America. “Maybe beat biscuits
were mentioned, maybe ham, maybe scenery, maybe climate, maybe George
Washington and Robert E. Lee, and maybe not,” mused an editorial in the New
York Times. “Anyhow, they just had to see it.” Obligingly, the state chamber of com-
merce offered the pair a weeklong tour. “It is to be hoped they will like Virginia,”
the Times continued. “Many people do. The Chamber of Commerce will doubtless
supplement the information already furnished by the Voice of America. It will do
its level best to keep them from drifting off to other states, such as Florida and Cali-
fornia. But it won’t shoot them if they do.”6

The visit attracted nationwide coverage. Coinciding with the trial of Cardinal
Mindszenty in Hungary, it came at a time when popular anticommunism had
reached a new pitch of emotional intensity. Barsov and Pirogov commanded “more
attention than Gargantua and his mate,” Time quipped, referencing “the mighti-
est, most frightful beast ever shown to the public”—Barnum and Bailey’s star at-
traction, a scowling 550-pound ape.7 Where the gorilla had drawn capacity crowds
at Madison Square Garden the previous April, the Russian fliers’ much-publicized
tour allowed Americans to appraise an equally fascinating species, the “new So-
viet man,” “structurally so different from Western man in personality, morality
and behavior that he is an object of profound curiosity to us.” Born shortly after
the Bolshevik revolution, the two airmen belonged to the first generation to have
grown up under communism. Their road show gave Americans a rare chance to
marvel over Soviet man’s peculiar psychology and stunted range of experience as
the pair embarked on an adventure “comparable with that of Columbus when he
set out on an unknown ocean on the way to an unsuspected continent.”8 As such,
this reverse encounter of savagery with civilization afforded an opportunity for
self-admiration. To witness the Russians’ astonishment was to see America flat-
teringly mirrored through the eyes of fugitives from the “slave world.” Their every
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reaction, “popeyed with amazement,” accentuated the allure of “capitalistic de-
lights” over the wretched conditions they’d fled, abandoning wives and a child in
the process.9

Virginia’s compensations were many, however. With Monticello and Robert E.
Lee’s statue out of the way, the two guests were introduced to the real business of
America, while their responses were closely monitored by a crowd of reporters and
throngs of Virginians drawn to the spectacle. “Few things are more likely to make
the US citizen walk a mile with a smile,” Time proposed, “than a chance to get a
look at a real, live Russian: he gawks at them with the same delighted curiosity that
his grandfather turned on for Barnum and Bailey’s wild man from Borneo.”10 As
marquee attractions, Barsov and Pirogov did not disappoint. Dazzled by a lavishly
stocked department store in Richmond, the thirty-two-year-old Barsov demanded
to know whether this was “unquestionably a people’s store.” Models, just like movie
stars, paraded in a selection of evening gowns, cocktail dresses, and beach “play-
suits” for the fliers’ delectation. Their satisfied response, “using the international
eyebrow code,” needed no translation.11 And everywhere new sensations: their first
encounter with ice cream cones and Coca-Cola, with “Negro” shoeshine boys and
“jive” musicians—to say nothing of Sweet Briar’s ingenuous coeds, whose polite
inquiries as to whether the airmen would be returning to Russia caused some alarm
as to the soundness of their “mental processes.”12

Barsov, having nearly been run over twice in Richmond, announced himself par-
ticularly fascinated by American automobiles. His enthusiasm soon generated an
invitation to visit the Ford plant at Edgewater, New Jersey, where the pair gasped
not only at the assembly line’s productivity but at the flabbergasting fact that fac-
tory workers themselves owned cars and earned as much as $100 a week. Requested
to identify the single “most impressive” thing he’d seen, Pirogov demurred: “It is
the abundance, the absolute abundance of everything, that amazes—the traffic, the
lights at night, the women’s shoes in the department store, the lightheartedness.”
Asked by the Ford manager whether they’d head back east, the two airmen re-
sponded in unison with an impassioned “Nyet!”13

But by the end of the tour cracks in this smooth reflective surface had already
appeared. Not all Americans were equally entranced with their Soviet visitors, it
seemed. The Staunton-Augusta Chamber of Commerce withdrew its lunch invi-
tation to the fliers after protests from the local AmVets chapter, which regarded
the Russians as “deserters and unauthorized aliens”—undeserving recipients, in
other words, of Virginia taxpayers’ largesse. Tensions abated when the national or-
ganization stepped in to announce that the fliers were “political refugees, not de-
serters,” and should be embraced as such.14 But Pirogov and Barsov themselves ap-
peared less than gracious guests on occasion. Their inspection of Virginia concluded
with a testy press conference at which Pirogov complained that the press corps and
the air force major who had served as the pair’s interpreter had caused offense with
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figures 8 and 9. “Russian Fliers Take Virginia.” Anatoly Barsov (left) and Piotr Pirogov
(right) are introduced to American freedom—Southern style—during their February 
1949 tour. As reporters interpreted the Russians’ reactions, they were “bemused” by 
these Richmond street performers, enjoyed their first ice cream cones, and “admired” the
grapefruit. Top, photo by Thomas D. McAvoy/Time Life Pictures/Getty Images; bottom,
© The Associated Press.

Consult the print edition for this illustration
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ceaseless requests to divulge military intelligence about Soviet capacities and to
“paint a black picture about everything in Russia.”15

As journalists rendered this fractious incident, the real source of Pirogov’s dis-
satisfaction wasn’t that he’d been made to “feel more like a criminal than a guest”
or that everything in the USSR was “not black” (though he did make both these
points). Rather, he resented reporters’ erosion of his prime asset. Keen to protect
the capital vested in his dramatic tale, the savvy lieutenant feared that constant
cross-questioning by reporters would depreciate its market value. Perhaps having
heard of Kasenkina’s leap into the top income bracket, Pirogov imagined that his
story’s sale would raise “a million dollars.” Such acquisitiveness could have been
read as a welcome sign that entrepreneurialism had claimed another convert, but
several columnists instead castigated the ingrate for having overstepped the mark.
Pirogov’s uppity behavior exposed the dangers of lionizing Soviet “apostates.” An
editorial in the Washington Post, though recommending that “refugees from to-
talitarianism be afforded asylum,” cautioned that “the Russian visitors are flying
too high. They ought to be disabused of their Hollywood notions of America be-
fore they are displayed like a sideshow.”16

These words proved prophetic. The perils of feting Soviet defectors became all
too apparent just seven months later. In September 1949, Barsov suddenly reap-
peared in the headlines—back in the USSR. Quite how this “flight from freedom”
had come about drew much speculation.17 More sympathetic commentators imag-
ined that he had succumbed to ferocious pangs of homesickness, missing the wife
and son he’d abandoned a year earlier. It couldn’t have been easy, some conceded,
to adjust to the unglamorous life of the newly arrived, non-English-speaking im-
migrant. With $100 apiece from Voice of America, the pair had been “turned loose
in the land of opportunity and all but forgotten.” While Barsov’s better-looking
and better-adjusted comrade set to work on his memoir—“no less terrifying than
Dante’s description of the inferno,” a critic later effused—the former captain
found himself pressing women’s pants in a Brooklyn factory, then digging ditches
as a day laborer in Stratford, Connecticut, a “bitter comedown for an officer.”18 It
was also widely reported that Soviet personnel had made a concerted effort to en-
gineer Barsov’s “redefection.” Preying on his insecurities, Soviet agents had re-
portedly encouraged the prodigal flier to believe that if he could also secure
Pirogov’s return neither would face punishment. Press stories related a meeting
between the two men in a Washington restaurant, an encounter that ended with
FBI agents (tipped off by Pirogov) seizing Barsov and deporting him to Austria,
where he was hand-delivered to Soviet authorities.19

Few columnists queried the ethical or legal probity of a “preemptive” deporta-
tion designed, U.S. officials announced, to facilitate the unhappy man’s freedom
of choice. Overwhelmingly, American opinion formers construed the perversity
of Barsov’s decision in terms as racially stigmatizing as they were ideologically laden:



a “tortured Slavic mind” incapable of adjusting to the demands of freedom. Ini-
tially described as more jovial than his younger companion, Barsov’s inferior char-
acter now appeared somatically inscribed in his “thick-knuckled peasant hands,”
“short, husky” frame, and face “pitted by small pox.”20 Where Kasenkina had been
beautified by her leap for freedom, Barsov’s reverse defection disfigured him.

Life carried extensive extracts from a journal and notebook left in the shabby
hotel where Barsov had spent his final days in America. This “gloomy diary of a
Russian deserter” represented the work of an “extremely confused and pathetic
man,” a jealous, neurotic, emotionally incontinent drunk. Moreover, the notebook’s
author appeared to be in tormented thrall to communism, whether animated by
vestigial allegiance to the Soviet state or attempting to impress its agents with an
exaggerated display of penitence. Contemptuous of American consumerism’s hol-
low pretensions—“What mud there is here. . . . What a craving to make money!”—
Barsov’s journal anticipated his own thoroughly deserved punishment by the state
he’d betrayed. “Now I have to be destroyed if I shall not be corrected by the labor
camps,” he wrote in a final entry on February 27.21 Yet despite anticipating the
worst, he felt moved (or forced?) to return.

Exemplifying the tenor of much editorial comment, the New York Times an-
chored its analysis of Barsov in Orwell’s 1984, published that June:

Barsov was clearly a man whose mind was enslaved, even when his body was free.
One cannot help thinking of the terrifying picture that the English author, George
Orwell, has written for us in his novel 1984. Barsov was born in 1920, which is to say
that until his escape last October he never knew or thought or felt anything that was
outside the closed, totalitarian orbit of the Soviet State machine.

Out here in the free air of democracy he must have felt like an animal born in cap-
tivity who was suddenly set loose to roam the forests and open fields. He could not
have been a very intelligent man. . . . At any rate, he did not have the resources within
himself to make a life in a new world, a world so different that he might just as well
have been translated to Mars. . . .

The accounts say that he took “a book of Russian poetry and a Russian poem”
with him when he crossed the line into the Soviet Zone of Austria. There was the
Dostoievsky touch, the brooding Russian mind, which is so tragic and sometimes so
 pathetic.

The Times concluded by encouraging Americans to extend sympathy to this
wretched specimen of Soviet manhood. His days were numbered, but he had
“harmed only himself.” Pirogov likewise predicted that within six months Barsov
would “die like a dog.”22

From triumphant reception to ignominious exit, Barsov’s story hinted at the
difficulties that would beset subsequent schemes to encourage and exploit defec-
tion from the eastern bloc. On paper, it all seemed straightforward. What better
way of underscoring the superior allure of the free world or of undermining the
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“slave world” than by encouraging captive peoples, who couldn’t cast a vote of no
confidence in communism at the ballot box, to do so with their feet? Yet as the pi-
lots’ tour intimated, Soviet escapees could behave unpredictably, and the same was
true of domestic opinion. Citizens and their elected representatives remained torn
“between their sense of hospitality and their sense of suspicion,” like the residents
of Virginia in February 1949.23 With Moscow taking vigilant steps to ensure that
fewer residents departed—and that more, like Barsov, subsequently came back—
defection would prove a volatile phenomenon for Washington to manage.

INSPIRING DEFECTION

States do not typically urge foreign citizens to flee their own countries. Yet in the
late 1940s, U.S. policy makers decided to do just that, eyeing high-profile defectors
from the Soviet bloc as prized assets who could help win the cold war in numerous
ways. As early as February 1948, George Kennan’s Policy Planning Staff (PPS) ad-
vised that defection should be not merely welcomed but positively promoted. De-
partures from the “slave world” would humiliate and demoralize a Kremlin already
rattled by the scale of wartime defection from Red Army ranks and by the obdu-
rate resistance of its errant citizens to going back. At the same time, defectors would
supplement the stock of intelligence, expertise, and creativity at the West’s disposal.
As the eastern bloc became a terra incognita, shrinking the “area of American
knowledge,” refugees promised to illuminate conditions behind the Iron Curtain.
Their revelations about the “true nature of the Soviet world” would, Kennan be-
lieved, render hitherto uninformed Americans less vulnerable to “Fifth Column
operations.” Broadcast back behind the Iron Curtain, news of successful escapes
would also fortify the resolve of others minded to undertake the perilous journey
west, assuring them that the free world was a safe haven they too might reach. In
short, defection was a zero-sum game in which Moscow’s infuriating losses would
directly profit Washington.24

Oksana Kasenkina’s fabled “leap for freedom” boosted this appreciation of what
defectors could do for cold war America. Three days after her dramatic exit from
the Soviet consulate, newspapers reported that “athletes of Red Nations” were “seek-
ing escape” in London, where the Olympic games had just concluded. “Finding the
atmosphere of political freedom to their liking,” three Hungarians and two Czechs
had secured leave to remain, while several Yugoslavs and Poles hoped either to stay
in Britain or to strike out for North America.25 The Los Angeles Times hastily fol-
lowed with the case of a nineteen-year-old pianist “prodigy,” Lydia Makarova—
“Sweden’s ‘Kosenkina’”—who had fled Leningrad in 1944 and was now scorning
the insistent demands of the Soviet Embassy in Stockholm that she return. Later
that year, Pirogov and Barsov acknowledged their own debt to the schoolteacher,
thereby attesting the potency of U.S. radio broadcasts. Then in May 1949 the Wash-
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ington Post reported a Turkish version of “the Kasenkina kidnap case,” with Soviet
officials chasing after the errant wife of a former embassy employee, recalled after
a copy of Victor Kravchenko’s I Chose Freedom was found in the couple’s home.26

All this was grist to Kennan’s mill. “Kravchenko’s book, Gouzenko’s testimony
in Canada and the defection of Mrs. Kasenkina in New York probably did more to
arouse the Western world to the realities of the nature of communist tyranny than
anything else since the end of the war,” a PPS report concluded in June 1949.27

Agents of enlightenment in the West, escapees also blazed a trail for others in the
East to follow, as the Kasenkina copycats seemed to attest. In theory, these effects
were easy to orchestrate. Washington had apparently located a superweapon that
Moscow couldn’t possibly hope to replicate. While thousands of Soviet bloc citi-
zens had headed west since the war, very few Americans—a handful of gullible
dupes and lovesick naïfs aside—had rejected the free world in favor of commu-
nism. This imbalance told its own story, one that merited loud amplification.

PPS personnel valued Soviet-orbit defectors primarily for their potential con-
tribution to the “psychological” dimensions of cold war. However, the repertoire
of possible roles quickly expanded, as did expectations about the scale of exodus
that Washington might hope to inspire. In April 1951, the National Security Coun-
cil endorsed “unlimited and indiscriminate encouragement of defection” from the
USSR as a secret objective of U.S. strategy.28 Those eager to “roll back” the postwar
expansion of Soviet power regarded eastern bloc refugees as a valuable reservoir
of military manpower, a source that the Nazis had failed to exploit because they
had been too wedded to their view of Slavs as untermenschen to trust General Vlasov
with the command of thousands of Red Army defectors. Washington should learn
from this error. Trained as guerrillas, saboteurs, and espionage agents, anticom-
munist “fighters for freedom” could be dispatched back east, taking the war against
communism behind the Iron Curtain. As far as some hawkish lawmakers and
columnists were concerned, nothing less than the outcome of World War III de-
pended on America’s successful deployment of eastern bloc escapees.29

But if the rewards of encouraging defection seemed limitless, this unorthodox
practice also generated considerable conflict and irresolution. One early episode
helps explain why. Six days after Kasenkina made her leap, Chip Bohlen received
word from a contact at the New York Post that the Soviet vice-consul, Zot  Chepur -
nykh, had confidentially informed her that he “did not wish to return to the Soviet
Union and would not do so if there was any opportunity of staying in the United
States.” In response, Bohlen told the reporter that “this Government was not in the
business of attempting to seduce Soviet officials” and that he didn’t know “whether
there was anything we could do in the matter.”30 At one level, such nonchalance is
mystifying. Wouldn’t a Soviet diplomat represent a yet more stunning coup for
Washington than an unknown chemistry teacher? Surely Chepurnykh was exactly
the kind of “outstanding personality” that Kennan hoped to woo. Why, then, did
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Bohlen resist consummating this arrangement with a Soviet official who seemed
more than eager to elope?

State Department correspondence supplies several reasons for Bohlen’s reti-
cence, all indicative of larger tensions that surrounded defection. Perhaps most fun-
damentally, U.S. strategists hesitated over how far to go in needling and harassing
the Kremlin. Whereas some ardent cold warriors strove to push confrontation to
the brink of war or beyond, others advocated less nakedly provocative tactics. Ac-
tive enticement of defectors by Washington represented a frontal challenge to
norms of sovereign statehood—a direct affront to Moscow. Even those who cham-
pioned unorthodox means of waging cold war recognized that some discretion was
required. Subversive tactics required an element of “plausible deniability.” It was
one thing for the Voice of America to broadcast stories of successful escapes back
behind the Iron Curtain, with their implicit message that others should follow suit.
But for the State Department to be seen “seducing” a vice-consul, especially one so
recently embroiled in a major diplomatic incident, was a more delicate  proposition.

Such scruples clearly colored Bohlen’s reaction to Chepurnykh’s overture. So
too did suspicion of the man’s motives. Filling J. Edgar Hoover in on the case, one
State Department official raised the concern that the vice-consul might be “play-
ing the role of an agent provocateur,” seeking to entrap U.S. personnel into ex-
tending asylum, only then to expose their “seduction” efforts.31 This anxiety
reflected a persistent fear that individuals who purported to be victims of com-
munist oppression might actually be Soviet espionage agents—spies or sleepers sent
west to subvert the free world.

Mistrust didn’t stop there. In the State Department’s idealized view, defectors
were (or ought to be) driven by purely ideological motives: nothing less elevated
or more complex than a hatred of communism and desire for freedom. By the lights
of the PPS’s complex definitional taxonomy, a defector was “a person who places
himself at the disposition of US authorities and seeks sanctuary because he has be-
come convinced the Stalinist system is evil and he therefore desires to escape its
power.” Yet as policy makers privately acknowledged, the reasons for flight varied
greatly. In contrast to the pristine defector, the “refugee” was someone who de-
parted “Soviet controlled-territory for primarily economic, personal or other rea-
sons not essentially of a political nature.” Then there were “ordinary military de-
serters or other persons escaping from Soviet or satellite jurisdiction to escape the
consequence of a crime or misconduct not of a political nature.” As these value-
laden categorizations suggest, while every defection represented a net gain for the
free world, some defectors were more equal than others.32

As for Chepurnykh, State Department officials speculated that even if his
 eagerness to evade the USSR were genuine, he was surely driven more by an in-
stinct for self-preservation than by a conviction that “the Stalinist system is evil.”
It took no imagination to see why a man in his position would “wish not to return
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to the Soviet Union.” There would be “no maidens flinging roses in his path,”
Ralph McGill tartly observed in the Atlanta Constitution. Other columnists were
yet more blunt in anticipating that it would be “next stop Siberia” for Lomakin and
 Chepurnykh—intimations of doom later confirmed by a New York Times report
that the vice-consul had received a fifteen-year prison sentence on return to the
USSR, that his wife had been exiled to Vorkuta in Siberia, and that his two U.S.-
born daughters had been sent to a “re-education institution.”33 That Bohlen and
colleagues  preferred to let Chepurnykh face this fate than facilitate his defection
suggests an underlying disjuncture in attitudes toward defection and defectors.
Steeped in symbolic and strategic potential, the phenomenon of defection found
favor. But individual defectors did not.

Suspicion assumed many forms. With a domestic housing shortage causing so-
cial distress, and price increases frustrating expectations of prosperity, assistance
to displaced persons (DPs) was not a popular postwar cause. Truman struggled (and
failed) to gain congressional approval for a Displaced Persons Act in 1948 that
would have brought four hundred thousand refugees to the United States, pack-
aging it as a security measure to stabilize fragile European states and as an oppor-
tunity to redress shortfalls in America’s own agricultural labor market.34 But if
refugee assistance in general met deep resistance, émigrés from the eastern bloc
engendered more specific antagonism.

Who were these voluntarily stateless people, critics of immigration liberaliza-
tion asked? Analyzing the desertion of a substantial number of Soviet military per-
sonnel from their postings in eastern Europe in 1948, Newsweek attributed this ex-
odus to “the almost glandular Russian instinct for adventure and romance.” But
the magazine simultaneously noted, as did the State Department, that anticom-
munist impulses “were mixed with the insignificant and the grotesque”: “Some Rus-
sian soldiers were lured into deserting by their German girlfriends. Others feared
disciplinary action or sought to escape from the increasingly tighter discipline prac-
ticed by the Soviet Army. One former collective farmer frankly admitted that he
had enjoyed the war, when he murdered Jews and raped German women. Peace-
time discipline had made him desert.”35 Such individuals hardly seemed deserving
recipients of American largesse, let alone desirable new residents.

Distinguishing the worthy from the unscrupulous was not easy. Eastern bloc
escapees were suspect not only because their motives could never be satisfactorily
established but also because they were Russians—or members of other ethnic groups
subject to malign construction at a time when the admission of “undesirables” was
both stringently controlled and under intense legislative scrutiny. Worse yet, they
came from communist states. To those who regarded Marxist-Leninism as a dan-
gerous pathology, these refugees were thus putative bearers of contagion.

With anticommunism and nativist chauvinism finding common cause, there
was scant enthusiasm for admitting Soviet bloc refugees en masse into early cold
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war America—a point often misunderstood. Many commentators have assumed
that escapees were ushered straight in because “the West scored ideological points
by welcoming refugees from the East.”36 In reality, anticommunism did not auto-
matically open doors for escapees. If anything, fears of Red subversion, aligned with
skepticism over the caliber of Slavs’ “whiteness,” worked to push the door shut and
keep it bolted. Many of the most bellicose cold warriors—ardent champions of the
captive peoples’ liberation—were equally staunch opponents of refugee admission.
Tellingly, when the PPS originally recommended that premium-grade defectors
be recruited for active service, it proposed admission of only 150 specialized re-
cruits whose expertise would directly benefit U.S. psychological warfare programs,
a suggestion enacted in the 1950 Central Intelligence Act. Kennan and his staff had
no intention of offering carte blanche to escapees in general. They didn’t even de-
bate such an unpalatable move. A shared assumption that “no significant propor-
tion” of escapees could “be brought to the US” structured all high-level policy de-
liberations, barely requiring articulation.37

In 1950, prospects for eastern European refugees’ admission received a further
setback with passage of the Internal Security (McCarran) Act, which denied entry
to anyone who either was or had been a Communist Party member. Since many
of those fleeing the Soviet bloc had been compelled to join the party or were un-
der suspicion of having done so, the McCarran Act made it extremely difficult for
many eastern European and former Soviet citizens to enter the United States.38 Its
stipulation that former party members must spend a decade “in the clear” before
they could be considered for naturalization ensured that when Piotr (now Peter)
Pirogov applied for citizenship in 1955 his request would be turned down. As a
boy, he had been required to join the Komsomol youth movement.39

Early cold war schemes to manipulate defection would struggle to resolve these
many tensions: between a mass exodus and targeted “poachings,” between extrav-
agant promises and parsimonious practice, and between past assistance to Soviet
repatriation efforts and present aspirations to encourage citizens’ flight from the
countries of the eastern bloc. Above all, though, such projects had to reckon with
Americans’ stubborn reluctance to accommodate a rhetorically valorized charac-
ter often vilified in person: the eastern bloc escapee.

YOUNG,  SINGLE,  AND STATELESS:  
THE REFUGEE MOBILIZED

Whether or not Washington took active steps to encourage defection, U.S. policy
makers in the late 1940s couldn’t ignore the fact that hundreds of thousands of So-
viet and eastern European refugees were already in western Europe, as the Alsops
had pointed out at the time of Kasenkina’s leap. PPS reports estimated the total at
seven hundred thousand in February 1948.40 Of these, some had been in the West
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since the war, evading Soviet and United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation  Ad -
min istration (UNRRA) repatriation efforts. Others arrived later as the Stalinist grip
over eastern/central Europe tightened, squeezing through borders guarded with
increasing zeal, or (if they lived in Berlin) simply crossing the street from the So-
viet zone to the western sectors. Before the erection of the wall in 1961 brought Re-
publikflucht to a near halt, thousands left East Berlin every month, including a sig-
nificant number of Soviet military personnel who abandoned their postings in the
satellite states.41 In October 1948, the month of Pirogov and Barsov’s flight,
Newsweek estimated the number of deserters from the Red Army at between thirty
thousand and one hundred thousand—“the greatest body of expatriates since the
French Revolution.”42

To enthusiasts of schemes to “roll back” Soviet power, these disaffected soldiers
were ripe for recruitment, either by direct enlistment into the U.S. military or
through the formation of a new Volunteer Freedom Corps (VFC).43 With 1.4 mil-
lion young American men drafted, nearly five hundred thousand at war in Korea,
and American occupation forces still heavily deployed in Europe and Asia, mili-
tary manpower was stretched thin. Mobilization of eastern bloc “volunteers” would
help alleviate this burden. Republican Congressman Charles J. Kersten, together
with Senators Alexander Wiley and Henry Cabot Lodge, led the way, lauding es-
capees as potentially “the biggest, single, constructive, creative element” in U.S. for-
eign policy.44 “Stateless, single, anti-Communist young men” cried out for an or-
ganization to harness their energies, Eisenhower announced.45 In Lodge’s pet
project for the VFC, U.S. officers would command units of defectors organized
along national lines. When general war broke out again in Europe—sooner rather
than later, many anticipated (or even hoped)—these troops would form the van-
guard, leading the charge to liberate their respective “captive nations.”

Machinations of this kind resulted in various legislative moves, both before and
after Eisenhower took office in 1953. The Lodge Bill of 1950 authorized the U.S.
Army to enlist 12,500 “unmarried aliens.” Processing proved so cumbersome, how-
ever, that none were enlisted in 1950 and only 113 in 1951.46 This dilatory pace
made another plan seem more compelling: to bring bands of eastern bloc recruits
under NATO command. In October 1951, during congressional deliberations over
the Mutual Security Act, Kersten proposed an amendment that would make avail-
able $100 million “for any selected persons who are residing in or escapees from
the Soviet Union, Poland, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Rumania, Bulgaria, Albania,
Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia, or the Communist dominated or Communist oc-
cupied areas of Germany and Austria, and any other countries absorbed by the So-
viet Union either to form such persons into elements of the military forces sup-
porting the North Atlantic Treaty Organization or for other purposes” (emphasis
added).47 The Kersten Amendment thus marked the congressional debut of per-
sons specifically identified as “escapees.”
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Eisenhower enthusiastically endorsed the VFC plan, adopted as NSC 154 in
1953. Yet despite presidential backing, obstacles to mobilization proved insuper-
able. Champions of rollback envisioned escapees as “patriots with a burning de-
sire to bring freedom back to their own nation.”48 However, many who left the satel-
lite states neither wished to go back nor regarded their departure as merely
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temporary. Every new arrival from the East faced intensive interrogation by a bat-
tery of military and civilian intelligence agencies. These debriefings revealed a con-
siderable discrepancy between the ideal-typical “freedom volunteer” and the ma-
jority of Red Army deserters—many of whom had fled for (or from) women, to
evade military discipline, or simply because the opportunity had presented itself.
Asked in March 1953 whether potential recruits left their countries “to get out of
them or in the hope of going back to liberate them,” CIA director Allen Dulles equiv-
ocally ventured, “A little of both.”49 Many were neither fervent anticommunists nor
ardent nationalists, and a substantial number aspired to leave Europe altogether.
The United States was a favored destination. Australia trailed in second place, while
Latin America, another common resettlement destination for DPs, was viewed with
such disfavor that many new arrivals announced that they would sooner stay en-
camped in Europe than head south.50

In imagining the “freedom volunteer” as an idealist whose “lust for adventure”
was matched by courage in evading communist border controls, these cold war-
riors invariably gendered the escapee as male. But Europe’s refugee camps con-
tained many women and a significant population of both sexes who were either
too old, too young, or too infirm for strenuous labor of any sort, let alone guerrilla
warfare.51 As plans to devise what was infelicitously referred to as a “final solution”
for DPs made clear, the sick, frail, and elderly represented the intractable “hard core”
for resettlement agencies. What to do with the least wanted among the unwanted?
Plans for a VFC made no provision for the myriad refugees from the East who could
not be inducted into such a force.

Leaving aside the corps’ incompleteness as a “solution” to flight from the So-
viet bloc, military projections of this kind were snarled with logistical knots and
anomalies. If the corps’ structure were nationally based, how many “captive na-
tions” would receive their own unit? Would all the nationalities subsumed by the
USSR be separately represented? If so, how would U.S. authorities arbitrate com-
peting claims to sovereign status? The State Department cautioned strongly
against enumerating the precise number of “captive nations,” fearing that Wash-
ington would confront demands for separate battalions “for Slovaks (as distinct
from Czechs), Ukrainians, Byelorussians, Georgians, and possibly even for North
Caucassians, Armenians, Turkelis, etc.” Any departure from the current policy of
“non-predetermination of national separatist questions” risked submerging the ad-
ministration in the shifting currents of émigré politics.52

Another set of difficulties emerged when some planners recommended inclu-
sion of former North Korean and Chinese POWs in the VFC. Expansion of the
corps’s field of operations offered a potential means to employ thousands of pris-
oners who refused repatriation after the Korean War (a phenomenon discussed in
chapter 5). But anti-Asian discrimination in both the services and the United States
complicated this prospect. Over time, planners had to acknowledge that their pre-
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ferred scenario—in which escapee units would liberate their homelands from com-
munism and then stay put—might not come to pass, at least not anytime soon. As
the 1950s wore on, it seemed increasingly probable that eastern Europe and China
would remain under communist rule indefinitely. What, then, would become of
demobilized freedom volunteers once their military service ended? Some, includ-
ing Eisenhower, favored conferral of U.S. citizenship as the reward for loyalty.
Others fretted that such an incentive contradicted the liberationist ethos of the
corps, threatening to attract more mercenary-minded recruits who would see en-
listment as an easy route to U.S. citizenship. Moreover, none of the VFC’s most ar-
dent advocates supported the idea of offering citizenship to Korean and Chinese
volunteers at a time when prohibitions against Asian immigration into America
had barely been lifted.53

The trick, Lodge proposed, was to “give as little as you can and still get your
man”—applying midcentury premarital mores to martial recruitment. Yet in prac-
tice he and others envisaged offering freedom volunteers little more than an op-
portunity to fight America’s wars for less than half the pay of regular U.S. forces.54

Buckling under the weight of these contradictions, combative escapee plans were
ultimately undone in the mid-1950s by their own pugnacity. Proponents of roll-
back often made little attempt to mask their enthusiasm for pushing confrontation
with Moscow to the point of implosion, believing that another general war offered
the best, or only, chance of liberation for the “captive peoples.” Such apocalyptic
visions doubtless appealed to a particular strain of U.S. opinion—the same segment
that, during the long military stalemate in Korea, exhibited mounting impatience
to drop atomic bombs on China. But others blanched.

Washington’s sponsorship of subversion behind the Iron Curtain had already
generated one major international showdown. In authorizing funds not only for
“escapees from” but also those “residing in” the satellite states—for recruitment by
the U.S. military or NATO or “for other purposes”—the Kersten Amendment ap-
peared to license plots to sabotage eastern bloc regimes from within. When the So-
viets protested the illegitimacy of this move at the UN in December 1951, Ameri-
can delegates vociferously rebutted the charge. “We Americans—immigrants and
descendants of immigrants from every corner of the world—have no aggressive
ambitions. Everything we do we discuss in the open for all the world to hear,”
protested Senator Michael Mansfield, depicting America’s melting pot as “the great-
est goldfish bowl in the world.”55 This rebuttal was thoroughly tendentious. Ker-
sten himself boasted, none too quietly, that his amendment paved the way to “make
some trouble for Joe Stalin in his own back yard.”56 Covertly, the CIA had already
launched clandestine schemes to “detach” Soviet satellites using guerrilla units mus-
tered from escapees. In one official’s opinion such forces were a “closer approxi-
mation to the absolute weapon than the atomic bomb,” though attempts to deto-
nate this weapon backfired disastrously.57
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After Mansfield’s unconvincing performance at the UN, State Department offi-
cials lamented the “beating” Washington had taken over a hand recklessly over-
played. Over successive months, several western European governments also ex-
pressed determined opposition to militarized escapee recruitment schemes. For
those on the eastern bloc’s perimeter, the prospect of housing units of recruits itch-
ing for World War III was more alarming than reassuring. A pointed challenge to
the Soviets, the VFC’s deployment in western Europe threatened to destabilize the
continent’s precarious status quo. Altering that balance in the free world’s favor
was, after all, the VFC’s raison d’être. Yet without the support of those states in
which its units would be based, nothing of this sort could be done. And in the end,
after many years of inconclusive planning, nothing was.58

CONJURING THE ESCAPEE

Plans for a VFC held a particular appeal for lawmakers drawn both to its libera-
tionist potential and to the continental remove at which the corps promised to
keep eastern bloc refugees.59 Occupying a privileged place in national security de-
lib erations, military schemes represented only one way in which policy makers
hoped to profit from defection. While plans for recruitment stumbled from one
obstacle to the next, other avenues were simultaneously explored for stimulating
further departures and for accommodating refugees and defectors already in west-
ern  Europe.

By the early 1950s, U.S. strategists could no longer insulate their projections
for winning the covert cold war from the day-to-day misery of life in Europe’s DP
camps. Thousands of refugees, homeless since the war, were joined by a dwindling
number of new arrivals who had been led by U.S. radio broadcasts to believe that
their bold choice for freedom would be rewarded in the West. Often the reality
fell considerably short of expectations. With prominent journalists drawing at-
tention to this discrepancy, policy makers came to appreciate that unless they did
more to assist refugees—including those of little “practical” value to Washington—
grandiose schemes to win the cold war with escapees’ assistance were liable to
founder amid a welter of bitter recriminations. One question required particularly
urgent attention. Refugees who had managed to evade their own states’ vigilant
border guards were frequently turned back at the perimeter of the “free world” by
western authorities—sometimes by American soldiers. Michael Hoffmann of the
New York Times reported in September 1951 that a putative escapee stood a “bet-
ter than two-to-one chance of being jailed promptly like a common criminal” on
arrival in the western zones of Austria and Germany. To its chagrin, the State De-
partment corroborated Hoffman’s findings: “Because every person who crosses the
frontier of the West clandestinely is a lawbreaker, all who escape get treatment more
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consistent with the presumption that they are criminals than with the presump-
tion that they are political refugees.”60

Worse yet, this dispiriting news came four months after the U.S. commissioner
for Germany, John McCloy, had explicitly assured asylum seekers that American
personnel would not deliver them back into communist custody: an announcement
intended to draw a firm line under Washington’s past assistance to Soviet repatri-
ation efforts.61 Pirogov and Barsov had been fortunate, in this sense at least. When
their plane bumped down near Linz in 1948 it was by no means a foregone con-
clusion that they would be allowed to remain in Austria. Only after lengthy delib-
erations did U.S. officials decide not to hand them over to Red Army officers. Many
others—not having arrived in so dramatic a fashion—met a much frostier  response.62

For the lucky ones allowed in, confinement in a “virtual concentration camp”
followed. “Incarcerated under needlessly unpleasant conditions for long periods,”
refugees were subjected to intensive screening interviews as numerous agencies
looked to extract every ounce of serviceable intelligence from individuals regarded
as rapidly wasting assets. Refugees who weren’t simply sent back were then turned
“loose to shift for themselves,” having been “squeezed dry of information.” These
bitter characterizations appeared in a secret government report. Yet American au-
thorities were slow to streamline a screening process that they themselves had de-
termined was as inefficient as it was inhumane.63

Not surprisingly, some new arrivals succumbed to “Barsovism.” According to
Pirogov’s translator, this morbid condition quickly set in when “the new Bolshe-
vik man, suddenly turned rebel,” came to regard himself as “rudderless, useless and
abandoned.”64 In growing numbers, sufferers were drearily retracing their steps and
heading back east. Press columnists drew attention to this shameful indictment of
Washington’s inconsistency, noting (among other episodes) that some two thou-
sand refugees had returned to Russia in 1951, disillusioned with their new careers
as coal miners in Belgium. “All had come hoping for much from the free world.
All had got nothing, except to be utterly cut off from the world they knew,” Joseph
Alsop protested.65 The situation in West Germany was particularly dismal as the
new Federal Republic struggled to absorb not only eight million Volksdeutsche ex-
pellees from the East but “a constant trickle of escapees from Soviet-occupied coun-
tries.” According to Anne O’Hare McCormick, many of these fugitives were indi-
viduals otherwise destined for the Soviet gulag: “But the cruel quirk in the situation
is that conditions on the other side of the line are so hopeless that 500 are now re-
turning out of the 1000 who escape daily. There is no place for them in Germany. . . .
Nothing reveals the present state of affairs more clearly than the fact that people
who risk their lives to get out of Soviet territory take the greater risk of going back
when they see what awaits them outside.”66

McCormick joined the Alsop brothers, Drew Pearson, and various prominent
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Russian émigré opinion formers, including Eugene Lyons, David Dallin, and Isaac
Don Levine, to entreat Washington to improve its treatment of escapees—or, if it
intended to do nothing, to promise less. Harry Rosenfield, the U.S. displaced per-
sons commissioner, pointedly announced at a Vienna press conference in De-
cember 1951 that the United States “should either look after the escapees or tell
them to stay at home.”67 A secret government-sponsored study of means by which
the Iron Curtain could be “perforated,” code-named Project TROY, made the point
yet more starkly: “We have failed to supply physical protection and opportunities
for decent livelihoods to defectors, even those who have defected at our direct in-
stigation. Our covert agents have made promises, sometimes extravagant prom-
ises, which have not been kept. Our treatment has had the effect of saying ‘We know
perfectly well that you are traitors and undesirable citizens. We shan’t trust you to
the slightest degree either.’”68

After such an inauspicious beginning, Washington clearly had much to rem-
edy, and 1951 proved a decisive year both for U.S. escapee plans and international
refugee politics. The final year of the International Refugee Organization’s activ-
ities, it also witnessed the promulgation of the Geneva Convention Relating to the
Status of Refugees. This new statute defined the refugee as one whose “well-
founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, mem-
bership of a particular social group or political opinion” led to “his [being] out-
side the country of his nationality” and unable to return.69 Privileging persecution
as the precipitant of statelessness, the Geneva Convention has often been inter-
preted as a cold war implement designed to favor fugitives from communism over
other refugees whose reasons for flight were less ideologically serviceable to the
West and whose darker skin made them less palatable as prospective entrants.70

But the politics surrounding the 1951 Convention were more complicated than
this schematic interpretation implies. If it is no surprise that Moscow was not
among the signatories, it requires more explanation as to why Washington did
not subscribe either: why, precisely as the refugee category assumed sharper defi-
nition, U.S. policy makers chose instead to fashion the escapee as America’s pre-
eminent object of concern.

This idiosyncratic approach derived, in part, from increasing frustration with
UN relief agencies, which fell under suspicion of undue neutrality toward the So-
viet bloc. As tension with Moscow over issues of defection and repatriation
mounted, U.S. policy makers exhibited growing reluctance to cooperate with in-
ternational organizations not under exclusive American control. This unilateral
turn was evident in Washington’s response to the 1951 Convention. Rather than
work with the UN High Commission for Refugees and endorse the open-ended
commitment to stateless victims of persecution implicit in the convention, Tru-
man’s administration established parallel intergovernmental agencies to assist se-
lective beneficiaries of American largesse.71
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Washington’s calculated investment in flight from the eastern bloc assumed its
most concrete expression in March 1952, when Truman launched the United States
Escapee Program (USEP). Unveiled with much fanfare, this welfare and resettle-
ment assistance scheme aspired to reverse and redeem the administration’s earlier
missteps, notably Washington’s postwar assistance of Red Army repatriation
efforts and more recent failure to bring practical policy into alignment with rhetor-
ical promises. Locating the Escapee Program within “long-established humanitar-
ian traditions,” Truman strove to bolster America’s credentials as a champion of
human rights, while reassuring dissatisfied residents of the Soviet orbit that the West
was “a desirable place to which to flee, or with which to cooperate.”72 With Tru-
man simultaneously assuring thousands of North Korean and Chinese POWs that
they would not be sent back behind the “Bamboo Curtain” against their will, the
moment for mass defection had seemingly come.

Packaged as a charitable venture, the Escapee Program shared the same cold
war–winning objectives vested in more combative plans to deploy refugees as
spies, saboteurs, and “psywarriors” in clandestine or open combat with the Soviet
bloc. Behind the scenes, State and Defense Department officials reassured “roll-
back”  Republicans that the Escapee Program wasn’t an exercise in wishy-washy
do- gooding. Kersten was duly reassured that “the primary purpose of escapee pro-
vision as a whole [was] to contribute directly toward the military strength of free
Europe rather than to provide for the care of refugees in general.” But Psycholog-
ical Strategy Board personnel also cautioned that without being seen to do more
for eastern bloc refugees as a whole, Washington would fail to recruit “enough able-
bodied, male escapees to create meaningful military units.”73

Meanwhile, Americans had to be sold on the unpopular idea of reassigning
$4.3 million from the Mutual Security Act for relief and resettlement assistance—
an initiative that required eastern bloc refugees’ exemption from the stigma that
surrounded DPs more broadly. Launching the Escapee Program, Truman self-
 consciously extolled “fugitives from Soviet terror” as “friends of freedom” and
“courageous fighters against communism.”74 In so doing, he was acting on the ex-
press recommendation of the Psychological Strategy Board that “some definitive
language should be used for escapees as persons who have actually escaped from
the Iron Curtain to differentiate [them] from people who are otherwise called
refugees.”75 Peculiarly calculated for effect, escapee status sought to transform mis-
trusted refugees into more deserving recipients of U.S. assistance.

Applauded as “courageous fighters against communism,” migrants from the
eastern bloc were assigned a clear moral identity, free from the taint of economic
opportunism. Unlike refugees from noncommunist states, those fleeing the So-
viet orbit did not have to prove that they were victims of direct political persecu-
tion. Oppression was, after all, taken to be a fixed point in the experience of all
who languished under the “dark curtain of tyranny.” Every resident of the east-
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ern bloc thus appeared to be an escapee-in-waiting—if only they could get through
the Iron  Curtain.

FROM IRON CURTAIN TO “PAPER WALL”

In practice, it was no more self-evident who qualified as an escapee than what the
entitlements of this status were. For different reasons Germans, Yugoslavs, and Chi-
nese—the three largest groups of anticommunist refugees—were denied USEP as-
sistance: East Germans because they enjoyed West German citizenship; Yugoslavs
because the State Department didn’t want a “major fuss with Tito,” whose dissi-
dence it was keen to encourage; and Nationalist Chinese because they were so nu-
merous as to represent an expense Washington wasn’t prepared to underwrite. De-
limited by fiscal, ideological, and racialized concerns, escapees were duly defined
as “persons from the territory or control of the USSR, the Baltic States, Poland,
Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Bulgaria, Rumania, and Albania, who escape into West-
ern Europe, ranging from Turkey to Sweden.”76

To flee a communist state was thus not automatically to find oneself hailed in
the West as an “escapee.” Furthermore, the privileges of escapee status were often
less impressive than the term’s valorizing connotations implied. As a priority, the
Foreign Operations Administration (which administered the Escapee Program in
Europe with an American staff of forty-five) hoped to improve the dismal camp
conditions that led a significant number of escapees to retreat back east. Initially,
the State Department pushed West German authorities to house escapees in sep-
arate facilities. Since one clandestine objective of the Escapee Program was the
 extraction of superior intelligence, everything about segregated camps could be de-
signed to facilitate the “psychological impression” made on new arrivals, thereby
softening them up for subsequent interrogation.77

The scale of Germany’s refugee crisis made it impossible to institute separate
camps for escapees, however. This left the Foreign Operations Administration with
a different predicament: How to improve the lot of only some encamped residents?
A system of discriminatory humanitarianism—inscribed in the Escapee Program’s
anomalous terms—threatened to stoke bitter resentment among refugees who were
unlikely to appreciate the logic or fairness of its remit. With residents subject to
coercion from both anticommunist activists and Soviet agents, DP centers were
 already volatile environments. Overt favoritism by U.S. welfare agencies risked
 aggravating the tensions of camp life, while irking European governments and
 international relief agencies troubled by Washington’s self-serving “investment in
humanity.” Partiality was also operationally unworkable. Since disease showed no
respect for classificatory hierarchy, it was impossible to “partly decontaminate” a
camp for the exclusive benefit of escapees, as one U.S. official ruefully observed.
Sanitation was improved either for all or for none.78
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For some escapees, their special status delivered little more than a care package
containing a toothbrush, razor, and soap—“A Gift from the People of the United
States.” Better food, secondhand clothing, and footwear were also sometimes
forthcoming. Few, though, received what many wanted most of all: speedy reset-
tlement, preferably in the United States. Initiating the Escapee Program, Truman
urged Congress to liberalize immigration restrictions, linking these “unfortunate
victims of oppression” with Europe’s “surplus population” in that both groups re-
quired homes elsewhere if fragile western and southern European states weren’t to
become dangerously overstretched. Truman thus appealed to Congress to autho -
rize a Special Migration Assistance Act, granting visas for some three hundred thou-
sand new entrants and earmarking seven thousand of these (issued over the next
three years) for “religious and political refugees from communism in eastern Eu-
rope.” Congress remained unmoved. Or rather, lawmakers were more moved by
arguments that shaped the Immigration and Nationalities Act, passed on June 21,
1952, over the president’s express veto.79

This landmark piece of immigration legislation, better known as the McCarran-
Walter Act, largely reaffirmed the discriminatory biases of the national-origins
quota system in place since the 1920s. Congressman Walter announced himself
“particularly bothered” by Truman’s proposal to bring “more Italian Catholics into
the United States.” But if this prospect caused alarm, how much more troubling
was the specter of thousands of eastern Europeans and Slavs from communist states,
tainted both by ethnicity and by proximity to a noxious ideology? Migrants from
the eastern bloc were not “the kind of people our ancestors were,” Walter insisted.80

As accounts of Barsov’s reverse defection made clear, during the early cold war
Slavs were often constructed as indelibly Other, more Asiatic than Caucasian in
prevalent racial typologies. James Burnham’s assertion in The Struggle for the World
(1947) that Russia was not “part of Western civilization” encapsulated this mid-
century common sense. Many commentators similarly stressed communism’s
 “oriental” propensities toward barbarism, despotism, and cruelty.81 When Walter
 Bedell Smith (former U.S. ambassador to Moscow, then director of the CIA) in-
troduced a 1953 edition of the Marquis de Custine’s Journey for Our Time, he
commended the durability of an aperçu penned in the 1840s: “I do not blame the
Russians for being what they are. I blame them for pretending to be what we are.”
Like Cus tine, Smith believed that a “Chinese wall”—the “Slavonic language and
 character”— separated Russians from the West as effectively as the Iron Curtain.82

No matter how hard Slavs tried to “pass,” they, like others “untutored in the habits
of liberty,” were deemed incapable of assimilation. Embellishing the point, Ken-
nan expressed alarm at Soviet refugees’ views of democracy, which he regarded as
“primitive and curious in the extreme”: the refugees, he observed, itched to line
their adversaries up against a wall “with a ruthlessness no smaller than that to which
they professed to be reacting.”83
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Before the McCarran-Walter Act was passed in 1952, two attempts had been
made to deny visas to all citizens of the USSR and its satellites.84 The failure of these
legislative moves did not nullify perceptions of eastern bloc refugees as cunning
tricksters trying to pass themselves off as what they were not—and never could be.
In early cold war debates over immigration, some opponents of liberalization drew
attention to a different dimension of Slavic slipperiness when they noted the large
number of Russians and Ukrainians who had populated Europe’s camps since 1945.
Many of these men had been so eager to resist return that they fraudulently as-
sumed new nationalities, hoping to dupe Red Army repatriation officers into be-
lieving that they weren’t in fact Soviet citizens. Such mendacity—over something
as intrinsic to personhood as national identity—suggested that they wouldn’t hes-
itate to lie about past criminal or political convictions in order to gain entry to the
United States. And without official documentation (which many escapees lacked)
how could U.S. authorities really be sure of such individuals’ bona fides? Eastern
bloc émigrés existed in an alarming epistemological vacuum. Not just stateless, they
were also nameless, paperless, and unknowable.85

Fears over imposture and “phoniness”—pervasive fifties preoccupations—also
stoked suspicion that the Soviets might exploit the Escapee Program as a Trojan
horse with which to smuggle communist agents “posing as DPs” into America.
Others wondered whether the Kremlin hadn’t, or wouldn’t, purposely dispatch “un-
reliable and feeble” elements west, an accusation later made of Fidel Castro with
regard to the Mariel exodus in 1980.86

Conceived at a moment of acute national anxiety during which many of the
Capitol’s most ardent anticommunists preferred to deploy escapees overseas than
admit them into America, the McCarran-Walter Act did its best simply to sidestep
the question of refugee resettlement. While it provided for temporary admission
of aliens at the discretion of the attorney general (“for reasons deemed strictly in
the public interest”), it mortgaged these entrances against national quotas. New
legislation modified the 1950 Internal Security Act to allow the admittance of se-
lect former Communist Party members who could prove, under stringent screen-
ing, that they had joined under duress or as a minor, but it made no provision for
a more sweeping relaxation of existing prohibitions.87 Rejecting Truman’s recom-
mendation that a right of asylum be enshrined in U.S. immigration law,  McCarran-
Walter extended sanctuary only “to the disenchanted diplomat who chose to stay
in the country,” one caustic critic remarked.88

Despite Truman’s failure to ease admission for DPs and escapees, arguments
playing on “enlightened self-interest” gathered steam: Washington must “keep the
doors to freedom open for those who dare to escape from the lands behind the dark
curtain of tyranny” or tarnish its reputation. Truman’s Commission on Immigra-
tion and Naturalization condemned the McCarran-Walter Act’s parsimony in a
report, Whom We Shall Welcome, published in January 1953. With a new presi-
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dent in the White House, and a secretary of state who styled himself an ardent cham-
pion of the “captive peoples,” a Refugee Relief Act that passed in 1953 promised
120,000 special nonquota visas for each of the two following years. Yet as liberal
critics pointed out, this new act not only left McCarran-Walter’s racially discrim-
inatory clauses firmly in place but contained “new ones, so drastic in scope as to
destroy the hopes of many who have been dreaming of a safe haven in the United
States.” In its amended final version, it allowed for fifty-eight thousand refugee ad-
missions. In practice, though, the total was much lower, since the conditions of is-
suance were willfully prohibitive.89

Many eligible petitioners spent years in limbo, for the Refugee Relief Act stip-
ulated that admission required a documented two-year history, corroborating
“character, reputation, mental and physical health, history and eligibility.”90 Be-
cause most refugees had no other way to prove their ideological, moral, and  physical
health, they had to remain encamped while evidence slowly amassed, “wait[ing]
out their two years’ probation in a state of such exemplary grace as to prove to
the most skeptical that they just couldn’t be Communists.” Western Europe’s
camps thus gained more long-term inmates while the rate of admissions into the
United States slowed down yet further.91 From June to December 1954, the United
States admitted only fifty escapees. Two years after the act’s passage, the former
solicitor general doubted whether as many as a thousand “actual escapees, ex-
pellees and refugees not eligible under any other category” had entered the
United States. A Harper’s feature, lambasting the “national disgrace” of this “com-
passion by slide rule,” put the total (in April 1955) at only 563 visas for refugees
and escapees. As for those who did squeeze in, they remained susceptible to hos-
tile construction as “a Communist, a chiseler, and a competitor for some Amer-
ican boy’s job.”92

FLIGHTS OF FANCY:  THE ESCAPEE 
IN COLD WAR CULTURE AND PAGEANTRY

Escapee projects weren’t only exercises in instrumental humanitarianism or covert
warfare against the Soviet bloc; they also played a crucial role in cold war identity
construction and domestic mobilization. When the Psychological Strategy Board
urged policy makers in December 1951 to “exploit all aspects of the psychological
value inherent in escape from Soviet tyranny,” a key objective was to consolidate
popular conceptions of the eastern bloc as the “slave world” while affirming Amer-
ica as “a free community with basic concern for the dignity and worth of the indi-
vidual.”93 By rejecting slavery in favor of freedom, the escapee threw the antithet-
ical character of these two worlds into sharp relief. But if this fearless voyager made
palpable the schism between East and West, his mobility also gestured optimisti-
cally toward a moment when, under U.S. guidance, the world would be reconsti-
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tuted as a single free space across which goods, ideas, and people could move with-
out restriction.

A Gallup poll conducted in November 1951 found that 65 percent of respon-
dents had a correct or “probably correct” understanding of the term Iron Curtain
and that only 6 percent thought it was a “Russian underground organization” or
shorthand for the Soviet attitude toward capitalism (“pull curtain and have noth-
ing to do with”).94 Over the next few years, opinion formers strove to eradicate such
misconceptions. Tales of escapees’ heroism in evading guards ordered to shoot on
sight solidified the Iron Curtain as a harsh concrete reality, not a figurative con-
ceit. “Merely as a physical barrier it is formidable,” a New York Times reporter ob-
served in August 1953, describing the “deadly line” that stretched along the Hun-
garian frontier into Czechoslovakia. “What is visible are two rows of barbed wire
with a strip of ground behind that is plowed up and sown with mines. Low wooden
watchtowers, about five hundred yards apart, are fitted with powerful searchlights
and manned day and night by Russian soldiers.” Since many guards were “gradu-
ates of the concentration camps or of the tough postwar underworld school which
rates none too highly the value of human life,” crossing this frontier was, as the
Saturday Evening Post put it, “no game for sissies.”95 That thousands risked their
lives in the attempt not only stressed the Soviet bloc’s carceral character but
affirmed the free world as a pacific and prosperous place where universal aspira-
tions for a dignified life unhampered by state interference could be comfortably
realized.

Who formed the audience for these constructions? Washington’s psychologi-
cal strategists clearly hoped to reassure the “captive peoples” that they had not been
forgotten, that their fate was not irreversible, and that they would find a warm wel-
come on the “sunny side of the iron curtain.” Rather less explicitly, however, these
psywarriors also included the American public in their calculations. Despite legal
prohibitions against government agencies’ propagandizing U.S. citizens, the Psy-
chological Strategy Board actively sought the assistance of “men of the press and
radio” in building support for cold war objectives in general and escapee projects
in particular.

Throughout the 1950s, policy makers fretted that Americans lacked the kind of
“emotional support” for U.S. foreign policy goals that would sustain a “larger de-
gree of mobilization for a long time.”96 Citizens were “restless to take a personal
part in the East-West struggle,” officials believed. But they lacked direction, leav-
ing the United States lagging dangerously behind a competitor believed to excel at
channeling the human desire to belong.97 Verdicts like that of the English military
historian J. F. C. Fuller, who characterized the cold war as a contest of “the Soviet
idea vs. the American dollar,” cut deep.98 Why, U.S. officials wondered, wasn’t
America better at waging a war of ideas both at home and overseas? This question
preoccupied the Truman and Eisenhower administrations as they strove not only
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to kindle popular enthusiasm for an epochal struggle but to provide an energized
citizenry with avenues for activity. Properly manipulated, escapee endeavors could
impart the “sense of meaning and purpose in life that comes from being a partic-
ipator”—something believed sorely lacking in atomized postwar America.99

The White House found many willing aides in this enterprise, including the Ford
Foundation and the International Rescue Committee. The centerpiece, however,
was an ostensibly private initiative, the National Committee for a Free Europe
(NCFE), which set out to awaken popular outrage over the captive nations’ plight.
At the same time, a Crusade for Freedom would raise money for a new broadcast-
ing station, Radio Free Europe, which could adopt a more strident anticommu-
nism in its broadcasts behind the Iron Curtain than the state-supported Voice of
America.100 No one would be permitted to contribute more than $1 to the crusade’s
campaign kitty. That way, “Pravda cannot truthfully charge that any ‘big interests’
are behind the scheme,” the Los Angeles Times explained on its launch in August
1950—ignorant, like almost everyone else until the 1970s, that Radio Free Europe
was financed far more extensively by the CIA than by individual Americans’ “truth
dollars.”101

Leadership of this national campaign indicates the extensive overlap between
the policy and intelligence community and the realms of publishing, broadcasting,
and philanthropy. C. D. Jackson, chair of the NCFE, was a former editor of For-
tune who (as Eisenhower’s PR impresario) became the VFC’s most ardent cham-
pion. Henry Luce and DeWitt Wallace, who served on the board, were, respectively,
the publishers of Time/Life and Reader’s Digest, while David Sarnoff, head of the
Crusade for Freedom, was president of RCA. Luce was also active on the Interna-
tional Rescue Committee, which had launched its own one-million-dollar fund-
raising drive in 1949, aided by General William Donovan (former head of the
wartime Office of Strategic Services, the CIA’s forerunner) and Lucius Clay (mil-
itary governor of West Germany). No wonder, then, that the national press proved
“exceptionally sympathetic to anti-Communist escapees—and to the foreign pol-
icy objectives their migration would promote.”102

Americans who read newspapers and magazines, went to the movies, listened
to the radio, or watched television—nearly everyone in other words—could hardly
avoid exposure to escapee exploits in the early 1950s. The NCFE even arranged
speaker tours so that business leaders and workers could quiz those with intimate
knowledge of conditions behind the Iron Curtain. Having “taken” Virginia in 1949,
Peter Pirogov appeared regularly on television, on the radio, and at fund-raising
events on behalf of the “captive peoples.”103

Hollywood contributed to the stock of escapee representations with movies like
Ralph Thomas’s The Iron Petticoat (1956) and Howard Hughes’s Jet Pilot (1957),
which, respectively, starred Katharine Hepburn as a Soviet pilot lured west by Bob
Hope’s comic charms and Janet Leigh as a MiG pilot seduced into defecting by John
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Wayne. In a more high-minded vein, Elia Kazan’s 1953 feature, Man on a Tightrope,
focused on a Czech circus troupe that is constantly harassed by communist au-
thorities who insist that the clown act dramatize the oppression of an “American
Negro worker” by a “Wall Street capitalist.” Finding life ever less bearable, the  circus
owner finally stages a carnivalesque rupture of the Iron Curtain involving lions,
fire-eaters, strongmen, and all.104

Kazan’s story line was little more far-fetched than reports regularly surfacing in
the press.105 “Escape plots thrilling enough for a movie scenario have been skill-
fully carried out by everyday laborers, clerks and housewives who were determined
to escape Communist domination,” enthused Eleanor Harris in a long feature for
the Los Angeles Times, entitled “Too Smart for the Reds.” Surveying various schemes
devised by “average people, turned suddenly into bold adventurers,”  Harris noted
a common characteristic of successful breakouts: “They were odd.” Often they com-
bined ingenuity with intoxication. Harris noted one story, akin to Man on a Tight -
rope, in which a band of “gypsy entertainers” in Hungary danced across the bor-
der, mixing “gaiety with shrewd psychology”: “Singing loudly, they approached the
guards at the border. Here they paused to dance, laugh, flirt and serve befuddling
drinks. Then, still dancing and singing, they disappeared across the border right in
front of the drunken guards!” Other feats of escapology displayed a Houdini touch.
A Hungarian couple concealed themselves in wine barrels destined for export to
Austria, while a railroad worker smuggled himself out of Czechoslovakia in an iron
box inserted into a freight car full of coal.106

Many escape stories hinged on hijacking trains, planes, trucks, or tanks or, in
the grand tradition of POW movies, tunneling to freedom. In the early 1950s, read-
ers of popular magazines met the Ollarek family from Czechoslovakia, who had
fled in a “freedom duck”—an amphibious jeep stolen and steered across the
Morava River into Austria after a communist functionary had been distracted “with
alcohol and some rabbits.” They also encountered Ivan Pluhar, a Czech who had
tunneled out of a prison camp near uranium mines where he had been sentenced
for anticommunist activity, and who later gained admission to Yale Law School.107

Some, like Hana Pavlickova and Jaroslav Konvalinka, escaped in airplanes; others,
such as nine crew members from the tanker Tuapse, were rescued from Soviet ships.
A handful defected from diplomatic missions, while many more deserted their army
postings.108

Whereas refugees are often insistently spoken for—“speechless emissaries,”
in Liisa Malkki’s phrase—escapees themselves were generally granted at least one
line in the drama of curtain crossing. Almost all such tales ended with a euphoric
endorsement of the “free world” that explicated the larger significance of escape.
Having lost a leg when a land mine exploded, impeding (but not preventing) her
escape, Mrs. Kapus apparently told her American rescuers: “I shall be happier
with one leg in America than I would have been with two legs in Communist
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 Hungary.” Life reported that a Polish pilot who had flown his MiG to Denmark
jubilantly announced, “Kommunizm Kaput!” Likewise, when a Czech “freedom
train” crashed into West Germany in September 1951, carrying an engineer and
thirty-two asylum-seeking passengers, the engineer told reporters, “We are all
here in the West—and the climate is wonderful!”109

Such stories, gathered by the U.S. Information Agency and fed to organizations
such as the NCFE, provided rich material for cold war pageantry.110 While the State
Department billed the Escapee Program as an “investment in humanity,” enter-
prises such as the Crusade for Freedom presented citizens with the chance to make
their own personal contribution to fund-raising drives and to participate in the
symbolic restaging of escapee drama. During the early 1950s, a cavalcade of ve-
hicles toured America, capitalizing on the success in 1947 of the “Freedom Train,”
which had shunted key constitutional documents around the country in an effort
to vivify civic commitment to democracy. In 1950 the Crusade for Freedom at-
tempted to replicate this venture with an inaugural campaign that centered on a
“Freedom Bell” to be erected in Berlin. As the bell visited various American cities,
the NCFE staged ceremonies to collect ten million signatures for scrolls to be placed
at its base. Signatories affirmed that “all men derive the right to freedom equally
from God” and pledged to “resist aggression and tyranny wherever they appear on
earth.”111 Stunts of this kind would be repeated many times over. In 1954, a “Free-
dom Tank”—already the subject of newsreel stories and a proposed Hollywood
movie—also toured the country. Onlookers were entreated to place donations to
support broadcasting behind the Iron Curtain in this “piggy bank for freedom,” a
“homemade” armored car in which eight “plucky Czechs” had steered through the
Iron Curtain.112

Contemporary commentators attributed Americans’ appetite for Iron Curtain
escapology in part to its adventure-story dimension: the dread of imagining one-
self captive offset by the exhilaration of “outwitting the Reds.” While 4,400 Amer-
ican GIs remained in North Korean and Chinese POW camps (until release in the
summer and fall of 1953), escape narratives perhaps served a particularly reassur-
ing function—not least because very few U.S. prisoners successfully managed to
evade their communist captors in the inhospitable terrain of North Korea.113

Action-adventure was not the sole mode of emplotment, however. In a more
sentimental register, cold war storytelling reprised themes from the Indian cap-
tivity narratives of colonial New England, offering tableaux of loving homes cru-
elly sundered. These tales of entrapment and redemption were quintessentially
family stories. At their happiest, they ended in reunion—often engineered by Amer-
ican intervention or influence. According to the New York Times, one Harvard-
educated German citizen prised his daughters from the clutches of their com munist
East German grandfather in March 1954 with “promises to take them to a Gregory
Peck movie.”114 With its testament to the magnetism of American cinema, this
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vignette replicated the central premise of Hollywood’s own defection dramas: the
irresistible allure of a culture of glamor, sophistication, and consumption. For
nowhere was “the absolute abundance of everything”—the heady “lightheartedness”
that elated Pirogov on arrival in America—more evident than on the silver screen,
as Barsov soon discovered.

Such affirmative family sagas not only reinforced the superior desirability of life
in the free world but also bolstered the escapee’s positive image. Strikingly, pub-
licity for the Escapee Program didn’t depict single, stateless young men—putative
“freedom volunteers”—as the model escapees. Government-issued brochures pre-
ferred to show whole families collectively undertaking the “perilous contest between
life and death.” Illustrated with affecting pictures of child refugees, these pamphlets
reassured American readers of escapees’ wholesome, unthreatening character and
of their own generosity in supporting a program that built playgrounds and nurs-
eries, provided pediatric health care, and offered these valiant pioneers an oppor-
tunity to “enrich the fabric of democracy” in the free world.115

FREEDOM TO LEAVE?

“The fact that the US was founded by escapees from oppression is precedence for
US solicitude for escapees behind the Iron Curtain,” announced Henry Cabot
Lodge (U.S. ambassador to the UN) in March 1953, insisting that “the thing that
bothers the Russians most is our escapee program.”116 This congratulatory self-
understanding of America as the “asylum of all asylums” drew on an extended tra-
dition of national self-fashioning that obscured the fact that this “nation of escapees”
had also been built on Africans’ enslavement. But for all the familiarity of Lodge’s
formula, America’s ideological investment in escape—in captive peoples’ right to
flight—also belonged to a distinct historical moment.

In the wake of World War II, Washington placed itself in the vanguard of a global
movement to codify human rights. Freedom of movement bulked large on this
agenda. The right to “leave any country” (including an individual’s place of citi-
zenship) and to return to it was enshrined in the 1948 Universal Declaration of
Human Rights. For some American opinion formers, this fundamental entitlement
merited adoption alongside freedom of expression and worship, and security from
want and fear, as a “Fifth Freedom.” In such commentary, the schism between the
“free world” and the “slave world” found expression in the polarity of their atti-
tudes toward population movement. On one side of the Iron Curtain was a soci-
ety that welcomed immigrants, associated mobility with betterment, and allowed
its citizens to go wherever they pleased; on the other, a state that hermetically sealed
its perimeter, issued internal passports to keep citizens rooted to designated places,
and refused to let anyone out.

Cold war internationalists championed freedom of movement as a right at once
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universal and absolute. Anyone ought to be able to travel anywhere at any time—
to leave and return as they wished. State-imposed fetters to motion not only left
the globe fractured but carried dire implications for confined populations and hu-
manity as a whole. “A world without easy cross-border movements is a world of
concentration camps, forced labor, and cold war,” opined Life magazine in August
1948, congratulating the White House on granting Kasenkina asylum. In stark con-
trast to the Soviet Union, the United States was conceived as a state that freely
granted the right of entry to foreigners and exit to its own citizens. “A nation which
honors the Pilgrim Fathers can see how the right to life and the right to move are
inextricably linked,” Life remarked.117 Similarly, a New York Times editorial on
the defection (in March 1950) of a Czech figure-skating champion in London in-
quired: “Can anyone imagine an American government withholding a passport for
fear that an American traveller once out of its jurisdiction would refuse to come
home?”118

Much discrepant evidence had to be overlooked, however, to sustain the belief
that America unwaveringly championed a vital new “Fifth Freedom.” Time and
again in the late 1940s and early 1950s, Congress refused to make room for sig-
nificant numbers of DPs, escapees, and sundry other refugees in the “asylum of all
asylums.” On the contrary, as one acerbic critic of the McCarran-Walter Act pointed
out, “Those who became enmeshed in the dragnet of ‘undesirable’ categories were
excluded irrespective of their status as political refugees in dire need of sanctuary.”119

Such discrimination struck some as a self-destructive anachronism—“fantastic,”
in the opinion of Harry Truman, who expressed disbelief that Americans were sand-
bagging themselves “against being flooded by immigrants from Eastern Europe”
as in 1924.120 But that was precisely the impulse at work.

In practice, then, the United States was less welcoming to mobile humanity than
advocates of the Fifth Freedom implied. Zealously guarding its borders, Washing-
ton also proved unwilling during the early cold war to let some citizens out. This
reluctance stemmed, not from a fear that they, like the Czech athletes in London,
would never return, but from concern over what these fellow travelers would say
about home while abroad. Several prominent African American Marxists who crit-
icized U.S. policy, including Paul Robeson and W. E. B DuBois, found themselves
immobilized in the United States, their freedom of movement severely curtailed
or suspended altogether for years.

In August 1950, the State Department revoked Robeson’s passport, asserting dis-
cretionary power to prevent this “political meddler” from using his worldwide
celebrity to promote “the independence of the colonial peoples of Africa.” Under
the department’s instruction, U.S. immigration officials even prevented Robeson
from traveling to Canada, a border crossing that required no passport. Supporters
protested his “virtual imprisonment in the United States,” launching legal suits in
defense of his constitutional right to travel and earn a living unimpeded by a gov-
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ernment that did not find his politics “pleasant.”121 But the State Department con-
tinued to subject him to a form of national house arrest until 1958. Freedom of exit,
it seemed, was not an absolute right. Rather, it was the privilege of those who (in
Washington’s eyes) would not abuse foreign travel as an opportunity for “dip lo -
matically embarrassing” activism overseas.

Neither Robeson nor DuBois sought to settle abroad permanently. What they
asserted was the right to circulate freely: to leave the United States and return, ir-
respective of the views they might express while overseas—rights enshrined in the
1948 Declaration. During the early cold war some citizens did seek to travel east
without a return ticket, though. Where emigration to the USSR affected Ameri-
can-born children, the American state’s declaratory commitment to freedom of exit
was strained beyond endurance, as was its adherence to another principle incor-
porated in the 1948 Declaration: that “the family is the natural and fundamental
group unit of society and is entitled to protection by society and the state.”

Did naturalized citizens have the right to emigrate to the USSR with their
 American-born children? This issue was tested in a 1947 legal battle (reopened in
1950) concerning the custody of three Armenian American children—a pro-
tracted case that pitted the state’s assertion of protective power over minors against
the right of parents to retrieve children from care and remove them from the United
States. Press interest in this case was inversely proportional to the gravity of what
lay under arbitration. As the Christian Century pointed out, such fundamental con-
stitutional rights were at stake that journalists’ inattention was baffling—or would
have been had the petitioner sought to reclaim and raise his children anywhere other
than the USSR. An editorial in March 1950 sardonically noted: “The Federal
Supreme Court has refused to review the Choolokian case. Does that sound very
important? The name is only that of an Armenian shoemaker. Well, Dred Scott
was only the name of a Negro slave.”122

The Dred Scott verdict turned on the question of whether slaves and former slaves
could legally be considered U.S. citizens, with Chief Justice Roger B. Taney insist-
ing they could not. Choolokian’s case, by contrast, hinged on the court’s determi-
nation to uphold the citizenship of children whose departure from the United States
threatened to alienate their entitlement to it—even if that meant refusing parents
custody of their offspring, denying those children the right to leave the country,
and splitting a family between the cold war’s two worlds.

At the center of this struggle was Hamportzoon Choolokian, a forty-eight-year-
old naturalized U.S. citizen who had fled his native Armenia in 1913. Thirty-three
years later he decided to leave the United States for his home country, now absorbed
into the Soviet Union. But first he sought legal assistance in securing custody of
his three youngest children, two boys and a girl, aged twelve, eleven, and six at the
time of the initial hearing in December 1947. These infants had been taken into the
care of two Catholic welfare institutions in 1942 when their mother suffered a men-
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tal breakdown and was committed to an asylum by the Albany Department of Men-
tal Hygiene—a misfortune that left Hamportzoon to raise six young children  single-
handedly. This soon proved impossible. Two sons were subsequently given up to
the Mission of the Immaculate Virgin in Staten Island, while a newborn daughter
was taken in by the New York Foundling Hospital.

With his wife and children institutionalized in three different locations, and no
imminent prospect of family reunion, Choolokian decided to accept an offer ex-
tended by the Soviet government to members of the scattered Armenian diaspora
in 1946: to return home, passage paid. The State Department consented to this
arrangement with respect to 160 Armenian Americans, seizing the moment to press
Moscow for a reciprocal easing of its exit controls—especially with regard to So-
viet wives of U.S. citizens trapped in the USSR.123

In October 1947, the Choolokian family received confirmation that its passage
had been booked on a ship due to sail in late December. Albany’s mental hygeni-
cists consented (after five years) to discharge Mrs. Choolokian, but the two Catholic
organizations entrusted with the couple’s three youngest children proved less will-
ing to relinquish their charges. The Welfare Department prevaricated. “Do you know
what he wants to do to those children?” officials presiding over the case enquired
of Choolokian’s attorney, Samuel Blinken. “He wants to take them to Russia!”124

However emotionally rousing this horrified exclamation may have been in De-
cember 1947, it constituted flimsy legal grounds on which to deny a father access
to his children. Under pressure from Blinken, the Welfare Department reviewed
the case and reversed its initially obstructive position. Now pronouncing Choolokian
a fit parent who had contributed to his children’s upkeep and maintained an “im-
maculately clean” apartment, the department agreed that the Mission of the Im-
maculate Virgin must release the two boys from its care. At the eleventh hour the
mission again refused, leaving Choolokian to file a habeas corpus writ just two hours
before his ship was due to sail. As the court tarried, he was compelled to embark
without his three children—assured by U.S. authorities that departure would not
prejudice his chances of regaining them.

As the case played out, parents’ natural rights counted for little. The crux of the
issue for both Justice Lumbard and Monsignor John Corrigan (head of the Mis-
sion of the Immaculate Virgin) was that Choolokian wanted to transplant his chil-
dren to Soviet soil. “We consider the children American boys adapted to Ameri-
can ways of living,” Corrigan announced, “and we consider it unfair to subject them
to foreign influences contrary to our ideals and to our American way of life.” Asked
by Blinken whether he would be as intransigent if Franco’s Spain were the desti-
nation in question, Monsignor Corrigan demurred.125

Lumbard denied Choolokian custody of his children on two grounds: his
 alleged unfitness as a parent and the state’s duty to protect children’s citizenship
rights. On the first count, despite the Welfare Department’s recent commendation
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of Choolokian, Lumbard expressed concern that the petitioner spoke only “pi-
geon English.”126 His second contention was more substantive. Under U.S. law,
American-born children who leave the country during their infancy enjoy a right
to  reassert their citizenship on reaching adulthood. However, this entitlement—
 conferred at birth—becomes void if unclaimed between the ages of twenty-one and
twenty-three. In denying Choolokian the right to remove his children from the
United States, Justice Lumbard turned to Soviet exit controls for his crowning ar-
gument: “Probably at no time in our history as a nation have we been confronted
with a situation where our citizens have been treated virtually as prisoners by a for-
eign power with whom we are at peace.”127 Years hence, he projected, Soviet au-
thorities would block American-born emigrants’ departure from Soviet Armenia,
thus dispossessing the now-adult Choolokians of their U.S. citizenship.

In other words, Choolokian could not be permitted to remove his children from
America in 1947 because, in the future, they would not be permitted to leave the
USSR. To allow the whole family to emigrate risked placing the infants in the
 “irretrievable position” of being unable to assert their claim to U.S. citizenship. A
father could not be allowed to “dissipate beyond redemption these priceless rights
of the children,” Lumbard ruled.128

The state’s obligation to preserve the “precious and transcendent” gift of citi-
zenship thus trumped parents’ rights, the State Department’s formal consent to the
Armenian repatriation arrangement, and (though this featured nowhere in the ver-
dict) the three children’s own preference as documented by the Welfare Depart-
ment: to sail with their siblings and parents to Armenia.129 In an ironic twist, a sub-
sequent appeal ruling stipulated that only Choolokian’s personal appearance in a
U.S. court—to reestablish his fitness as a parent—would satisfy judicial scrupu-
losity.130 Yet the initial ruling had been predicated precisely on the impossibility of
passage back from the prison world of Soviet communism.131

Subsequent appeals all failed. In 1950 the U.S. Supreme Court refused to hear
the case, despite prompting from the American Civil Liberties Union and vari-
ous Protestant organizations that had championed the cause of the Armenian
shoemaker since 1947.132 Hamportzoon Choolokian never did become a Dred
Scott. His case barely even made the news—other than a half-dozen modest
columns tucked deep inside the New York Times. As the Christian Century caus-
tically observed:

The aggravating factor in the whole affair is probably the fact that Mr. Choolokian
has gone to a communist state and now wants to have his children come to him there.
It is perhaps not surprising that the sisters of the Mission of the Immaculate Virgin
should view with horror the sending of their lambs into what must seem to them to
be a den of atheistic wolves. The Armenians are, in general, Christians in their own
way, but a Soviet Armenia must be a sinkhole of godlessness. Certainly there are many,
besides Roman Catholics, who are of the same opinion.133
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figure 12. Apprehended by a London bobby, Alexis Chwastow is interrupted en route
to the USSR in October 1956 and compelled to surrender his daughter, Tatiana (age two),
for return to the United States. © The Associated Press.

Consult the print edition for this illustration



In 1955, Moscow initiated a further fruitless bid to secure passage to Soviet Ar-
menia for the three youngest Choolokians, the eldest of whom was now a corpo-
ral in the Marine Corps.134 Again the case went almost unreported. Few Ameri-
cans leapt to defend a parent’s right to remove an American-born child to the USSR,
having for years received strong prompts from the judicial system that  “com -
munists” had no business to be rearing children, let alone removing them from
the United States. This position was made clear in August 1948, when a divorced
father petitioned the New York Supreme Court to have his two-year-old daugh-
ter removed from the custody of his ex-wife because she was a “Communist
 sympathizer”—a charge she hotly denied, maintaining that she intended to raise
her daughter to be “a fine American citizen, happy, contented, normal.” Ruling on
the case, Justice Bertram Newman announced that if the charge of “Communist
influence” were established (which it had not been to his satisfaction), he would
“not hesitate to change custody.” “This child is entitled to be reared as an Ameri-
can under American influences,” he proclaimed. Asked whether he would take a
child from Wallace-supporting parents, he stated: “I believe I would.”135

The absence of sympathy for parents who wished to raise their children under
alternative “influences” was further demonstrated by the case of Alexis Chwastow
and his two-year-old daughter, Tatiana—a cause célèbre that generated abundant
copy and a photospread in Life in the fall of 1956. Unlike Choolokian, Chwastow
(a fifty-eight-year-old Soviet escapee resident in the United States since 1951) ini-
tially succeeded in setting sail for Russia with his toddler in tow. According to his
estranged twenty-four-year-old partner (a naturalized citizen who had entered the
United States as a Czech DP), Chwastow had been pressured by Soviet agents to
return east. Despite her protests, he had insisted on taking their daughter.136 Re-
sponding to the mother’s pleas, the U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service
stepped in. Commissioner Joseph Swing instructed his officers to prevent Tatiana’s
departure “at any cost.”137 But a search of the Queen Mary left them empty-handed.
Soviet agents had concealed the infant so effectively that the search team found
“only luggage and bottles of baby formula” in the Chwastows’ cabin.138 This fail-
ure sounded a dolorous note of national shame for the “first time in our history
that the US Government has permitted an American citizen to be kidnapped from
this country by a foreign Government,” in the words of Senator Herbert Lehman.139

British immigration authorities and courts subsequently succeeded where their
U.S. counterparts had failed. At the urging of the Church World Service of New York,
the London High Court declared Tatiana its ward before she and her father could
sail from Southampton to Russia.140 Soon the toddler was heading back to Detroit
with her mother, while the Soviet diplomat accused of plotting her kidnapping was
sent packing on the recommendation of the Senate Internal Security Subcommit-
tee. To the delight of press reporters, longshoremen on the Hudson River refused
to handle the departing diplomat’s luggage. While Konstantin Ekimov grappled with
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his excess baggage, the longshoremen offered some well-chosen “unkind words”—
a moment that recapitulated the departure of Consul Lomakin to cheers and jeers
eight years earlier.141

THE TOURISTS OF TOMORROW

When Senator Mansfield rebutted Soviet charges at the UN that Washington was
planning to recruit and arm refugees as anticommunist guerrillas, he urged the
Kremlin to adopt America’s attitude toward mobility: “The interests of the Soviet
Union and the peoples of Eastern Europe will best be served if the Iron Curtain
refugees of today can become the tourists of tomorrow.”142 His plea anticipated a
time when those daring souls who escaped from behind the Iron Curtain would
be able to travel abroad freely—just like the millions of Americans who annually
vacationed overseas. But Mansfield’s characterization of Iron Curtain refugees as
putative tourists also unintentionally signaled the ambivalent reception these for-
eign travelers received in the West. Often escapees found themselves in limbo:
stalled between two worlds, encamped between hostile blocs, poised between past
and present.

Many U.S. policy makers and opinion formers, ascribing an indelibly national-
ist subjectivity to eastern bloc escapees, persisted in viewing them as temporary so-
journers in the West, guardians of the national flame during an exile that would
end with the collapse of Soviet communism.143 But even those who anticipated this
cataclysm within the foreseeable future still had to identify an interim destination
for eastern bloc refugees. As ever more states sealed their borders against immi-
grants, U.S. planners’ visions became increasingly fanciful. Project TROY urged
“boldness and imagination” in this domain. Its authors broached “the possibility
of establishing a center on one of the Virgin Islands, from which all other inhabi-
tants were evacuated, or on some other insular possession,” qualifying this idea with
an afterthought that “Nova Scotia would be more suitable for climatic reasons and
because of the absence of a ‘racial’ problem if arrangements could be made with
the Canadian government.”144 “Men without a country,” as eastern bloc escapees
were often construed, should be found a country without men.

Isaac Don Levine, writing in Life in March 1953, further elaborated the case for
a self-governing Russian republic in exile as the antidote to a policy of neglect:

We could transform unused areas all over the world into places where communities
can grow, and where millions of refugees, former Soviet occupation troops included,
can find their freedom and their security, too. Thus could old-fashioned home-
steading, on a gigantic, modern, worldwide scale, become the hope of the disillusioned
Russian soldier who now thinks he has no choice but to continue his servitude  under
his Soviet masters.

And a further inducement could be offered to offset the very real love Russians
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have for their own society, customs and culture. Certain of these areas could be set
aside exclusively for Russian refugees. Here they would find their own kind, speak-
ing their own language, following their own traditions, but enjoying the freedom they
can no longer find in their homeland. . . . We must offer the escapee the promise of
private property and the satisfaction of ownership.145

However far-fetched, imperialist visions of this kind were neither passing pipe
dreams nor confined to the hallucinatory realm of cold war psychological strategy
in which no proposal was too outré for consideration. As late as December 1955,
the U.S. government continued to express interest in “land settlement projects in
Latin America.”146

In a rather literal fashion, these fantasies cast eastern bloc refugees as latter-day
Pilgrim Fathers, reenacting America’s founding myth. Fleeing tyranny in Europe,
these “redeemed captives” would claim underpopulated, unproductive land in the
New World. Preserving their cultural heritage in splendid isolation, they would nur-
ture a new political tradition: in place of serfdom, private property; in place of
tyranny, the yeoman farmer’s republican virtues. Viewed from another angle, how-
ever, such visions more closely approximate schemes for freed slaves’ emigration
from the United States. Just as some opponents of immigration reform in 1952
 insisted that eastern bloc refugees possessed neither the desire nor the capacity to
assimilate, so nineteenth-century emigrationists asserted that former slaves, un-
tutored in self-rule, would be more content establishing new communities far from
the sorrowful site of their former bondage.147 Since neither emancipated slaves nor
escapee Slavs properly belonged in a nation fearful of “blotting and mixing,” the
trick was to locate an alternative homeland; Nova Scotia figured in schemes for both.

However we interpret these projections, they further underscore escapees’ un-
desirability as putative citizens in early cold war America. Indeed, during the first
eighteen months of the Escapee Program, only 1,952 escapees were resettled in the
United States. Four years after its inauguration, 250,000 refugees eligible for assis-
tance were “still languishing” in West German and Austrian camps.148 Rarely, then,
was the escapee enthusiastically embraced except during choreographed stunts such
as the two pilots’ tour in February 1949 or the civic pageantry concocted around
the Crusade for Freedom. As a USEP progress report acknowledged in 1954: “The
hard fact of the matter is that most escapees find it necessary to remain in recep-
tion centers for some time before the process of arranging acceptable resettlement
is completed.” Cautioning against “overselling” the program, the author also noted
that many experienced “major difficulty in adjusting to and fitting themselves con-
structively into the life of resettlement” once a destination had been found.149

The bleak conditions and frustrating immobilization endured by many refugees
gave Moscow an opportunity to encourage the disillusioned to reconsider, as had
Anatoly Barsov and Alexis Chwastow. One year after Stalin’s death, during an os-
tensible thaw in the cold war, U.S. officials noted with alarm in 1954 that the So-
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viets had launched a systematic “Come Home” campaign. Eager to stimulate “re-
defection,” as U.S. officials termed this phenomenon, Moscow had announced an
amnesty for those in exile, requesting assistance from the UN High Commission
for Refugees in distributing repatriation literature in western European camps.150

Soon eastern bloc refugees as far afield as North and South America began to re-
ceive letters that stressed the ease with which they could return and the warm re-
ception that awaited. That Soviet intelligence possessed “uncannily accurate” mail-
ing lists for individuals who had often lived for years under assumed names
heightened the powerful impression made by this material. So too did the inclu-
sion of handwritten notes and recent photographs from family members urging
loved ones to come home.151

In Newsweek’s opinion, the Soviets’ were spinning a “red web of return” to dis-
courage further flight, thereby “destroy[ing] the effectiveness of the West’s best
propaganda weapon in the cold war: the living testimony of those who have re-
nounced Communism for freedom.”152 Others stressed the positive uses to which
returnees would be put, plugging intelligence gaps and ventriloquizing familiar
messages about the unemployment, degradation, and racialized inequities of life
under capitalism, before their unceremonious dispatch to labor camps. According
to an article in the Los Angeles Times, the Soviets divulged their true intentions in
code-naming the redefection drive “Operation Snow”: “This designation suggests
that the Reds have borrowed an idea from American slang and mean to take their
victims for a sleigh ride. A long one.”153

The L.A. Times was not alone in suggesting that most “redefectors” would end
up in the gulag, a proposition that the Soviet state was keen to disprove. Exhibit A
in this endeavor was none other than Anatoly Barsov, the prodigal flier whose ex-
ecution on return to the USSR had been widely rumored in 1949. Appearing some-
what shakily at a Moscow press conference in May 1957, Barsov announced that
he had been treated with greater lenience than his American tormentors had led
him to expect. After five years of “corrective labor,” he was now a free man.154

In September 1956, USEP reports tallied 5,579 redefections. Of these, 3,407 were
from South America, but the North was by no means immune from this phenom-
enon. Eighty-six escapees had left new homes in Canada and the United States to
head back east.155 Some cases received prominent press coverage—most notably
five Soviet sailors who, with some fanfare, had been retrieved from their grounded
tanker in Taiwan and brought to the United States in October 1955, only to rede-
fect six months later. Reporters generally ascribed these disturbing departures to
communist coercion and skill in manipulating human weakness.156 Nevertheless,
“redefection” threatened to direct unwelcome attention to the grim conditions that
confronted newly arrived escapees. As one anonymous U.S. official remarked to
the reporter Harrison E. Salisbury, “The wonder isn’t that a few of them go back.
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The wonder is that more of them don’t go.”157 At least in the short term, these
“tourists of tomorrow” often found themselves third-class citizens in the first world.

If State Department personnel derived modest gratification from the fact that
most refugees did not head back east, they also noted that a dwindling number were
traveling west in the first place. Although Charles Kersten had hailed congressional
assistance to escapees as a “bright beacon to induce large scale defections from satel-
lite Europe,” departures from the eastern bloc declined sharply during the early
and mid-1950s.158 The louder Washington called for defection from the Soviet or-
bit, the less success its efforts apparently met in generating escapees.159 Where cold
war strategists set out with the assumption that defection inspired defection, their
schemes arguably made flight much harder as eastern bloc regimes intensified their
border controls. As the Iron Curtain solidified in westerners’ imaginations through
daring acts of escape, it also became ever less penetrable for those attempting to
slip under or around it.
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Stalin’s Slaves
The Rise of Gulag Consciousness

MAPPING THE GULAG

Six years after V-J Day, Dean Acheson and John Foster Dulles brokered a belated
peace treaty with Japan in September 1951. When the signatories—watched by some
forty million American television viewers—met in San Francisco’s Opera House to
inscribe a “bulky parchment,” the event was hailed as a triumph of U.S. states-
manship. “Like no other diplomatic event since World War II, the signing exhib-
ited the impressive unity of the anti-Communist world,” trumpeted Life magazine.1
That the Soviets had agreed to attend caused some surprise.2 At the UN, walkouts,
vetoes, intemperate invective, and fist pounding had become staples of international
diplomacy—or markers of its abandonment. But far from reviving camaraderie be-
tween Washington and Moscow, the San Francisco conference emphasized the com-
plete reversal of wartime patterns of enmity and amity. Having “embraced defeat,”
Japan was now thoroughly enmeshed in the U.S. alliance system. Hostility between
the Soviet Union and United States, by contrast, appeared irremediable.3

This antagonism assumed various forms during the conference. The chief  Soviet
delegate, Deputy Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko, survived a mysterious road
 accident (rumored to be an assassination attempt) only to face a more  bruising—and
more extensively reported—encounter the following day.4 During a lull in the  formal
talks on September 6, Missouri congressman O. K. Armstrong approached Gro -
myko, ostensibly on a goodwill mission. Asking whether the latter would care to in-
spect a map of the Soviet Union, Armstrong revealed his true intent as he unfolded
the document. “It happens to contain an accurate portrayal of every slave labor camp
in the Soviet Union,” Armstrong explained. According to press reports, Gromyko
“blinked at the map, mumbled ‘No comment,’ and handed it to an aide who tossed



it into the aisle.” While some newspapers ran a photograph of this testy exchange,
Time devoted two complete pages to a color reproduction of the map itself.5

Captioned “GULAG—Slavery, Inc.,” the map indicated labor camps by red dots
and shaded areas. Hammer-and-sickle motifs denoted smaller camps. Five hundred
and thirty-two blots of red on a black-and-white topographical background  created
a strong visual impression, highlighting not only distant exile settlements in Siberia
and the Central Asian republics but the heavy concentration of camps on Russia’s
western periphery. Lest the gulag’s extent and extremity weren’t clear from this car-
tographic representation alone, further visual and textual material around the edges
amplified the point. A collage of photostatic copies of GULAG (Glavnoye Upravlenye
Lagerei, Department of Penal Labor Camps) “passports” framed the map’s borders.
Underneath, photographs of emaciated children with protruding ribs and shaven
heads (one conspicuously adorned by a crucifix) appeared in a red semicircle with
the caption “victims of the GULAG system.” These images could hardly fail to evoke
the pictures of skeletal Nazi concentration camp survivors familiar from extensive
photojournalism and newsreel coverage devoted to the camps’ liberation in 1945.
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Images.
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Visually, the map signaled the equivalence of Nazi and Soviet camps. Textually,
it detailed specific features of the system administered by GULAG:

There are over 14,000,000 forced laborers in GULAG, scattered through scores of
penal colonies, each a Devil’s Island at its worst. This state monopoly in expendable
human flesh is a chief source of revenue for the Soviet regime. Incontrovertible proof
of the existence of GULAG and its vast ramifications is presented here. Nearly 14,000
affidavits, assembled by the High Command of the Polish Army during the last war,
served as the basis of this map. . . .

It has been established that the average mortality rate in GULAG exceeds 12% a
year, i.e., every eight years its total population perishes and is constantly replenished
with prison manpower. All the territory controlled by GULAG, if consolidated, would
make a submerged empire the size of Western Europe.

A $1,000 reward was offered to anyone with “evidence disproving the authentic-
ity of Soviet documents here.”

Gromyko reportedly parried Armstrong’s gesture by inquiring which “capital-
ist slave” was responsible for the map. Had he scanned the small print, he would
have seen that it appeared under the aegis of the Free Trade Union Committee of
the American Federation of Labor (AFL), though Time assured readers that the
“map’s accuracy is vouched for by high US Government agencies.”6 In fact, the U.S.
government had done rather more than corroborate its veracity. During the late
1940s and 1950s, the State Department devoted considerable energy to charting
the gulag—elucidating its contours and working to etch them on the map of do-
mestic and international consciousness.7 What appeared to be an independent AFL
venture thus received considerable state support. Voice of America broadcasts, tar-
geting Latin America in particular, worked to generate a receptive audience for the
map’s distribution.8 Meanwhile, in occupied Vienna, a U.S. government–funded
newspaper, Wiener Kurier, planned to distribute half a million free copies—only
to find that the printer assigned this job, along with the bulk order of maps, had
been seized by Soviet authorities a month after Gromyko rejected Armstrong’s of-
fering. “To the free world this frantic activity, by its very contrast with the previ-
ous silence, will seem the most eloquent proof that the map was irrefutable with
logic or with facts,” editorialized the New York Times. “It had to be answered, as it
has been in Vienna, by the brute force of police.”9

Of the Truman administration’s multiple initiatives to discredit Soviet com-
munism, exposure of the gulag occupied the commanding heights. Dramatic rup-
tures of the Iron Curtain underscored the repressive character of Stalinist states
that effectively incarcerated their citizens. But cold war opinion formers were
adamant that the inculcation of anticommunist sentiment required more than a
figurative appreciation of the eastern bloc as one vast prison. People had to un-
derstand that the “Soviet monolith” was “held together by the iron curtain around
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it and the iron bars within it,” as NSC 68 put it, with thousands of camps contain-
ing millions of forced laborers. By demonstrating that the phrase slave world wasn’t
“mere abuse, but a precisely accurate term,” U.S. officials aspired to demolish com-
munism’s emancipatory pretensions, thereby shattering the appeal of Marxist-
Leninism to oppressed peoples worldwide.10

Bertram Wolfe, a prominent Sovietologist who played a key role in this enter-
prise, made the case explicitly: “Forced labor is the Achilles’ Heel of the Soviet sys-
tem. The entire propaganda appeal of Soviet Communism vanishes if we can show
that ‘The Worker’s Paradise’ is really a vast forced labor camp and that the major
achievement of the Russian Revolution has been to re-introduce mass slavery into
the modern world as an instrument of Government and as an essential part of
 ‘Socialist’ state economy. If this can be proved with human, graphic and statistical
 evidence—and it can—then the hypocrisy of all the claims and propaganda cam-
paigns of the Kremlin become self-evident.”11 With its emotive symbolism, didac-
tic mode of address, emphasis on hard-and-fast evidence, and direct challenge to
acquisitive disbelievers, “GULAG—Slavery, Inc.” condensed many key features of
a concerted campaign to uncover and indict the Soviets’ empire of enslavement.
In the estimation of the Chicago Daily Tribune, the map clarified “more perfectly
than a million words could do the essential character of the rulers of Russia and
the creed they espouse.”12

The gulag’s exposure forms a compelling case study in the transnational poli-
tics of knowledge. To historicize the emergence of “camp consciousness” is to ap-
preciate how thoroughly an expanded awareness of the Soviet gulag was born of a
distinct geopolitical moment and a determined effort to make known what had hith-
erto been only dimly, partially, or selectively understood. Most commentators tie
westerners’ first stirrings of awareness to the onset of détente, crediting Alexander
Solzhenitsyn with transforming an administrative acronym into an emblem of
moral outrage.13 Yet while Solzhenitsyn illuminated the Soviet camps for a fresh
generation, they had not hitherto passed entirely unnoticed. Indeed, when the feted
dissident visited Washington, D.C., in 1975 he explicitly congratulated the AFL and
Isaac Don Levine for their work in mapping the gulag.14

During the early cold war, numerous individuals and organizations strove to
make Stalin’s camps as widely known and thoroughly condemned as Hitler’s: schol-
arly Sovietologists, Menshevik émigrés, ex-communist anticommunists, survivors
of Nazi and Soviet camps, and trade unionists on both sides of the Atlantic. Their
efforts resulted in a flood of camp survivors’ memoirs, press exposés, court cases,
international investigations, condemnatory resolutions, and bans on Soviet prod-
ucts. U.S. policy makers were quick to perceive the strategic utility of channeling
these endeavors. In conjunction with Clement Attlee’s Labour government, the
State Department forged a transatlantic coalition to crusade against the resurgence
of “slavery” on an epic scale.15
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Adherents of disparate political traditions, the gulag’s many publicists had
 divergent stakes in making visible what Moscow attempted to shield from view.
But they shared a conviction that the Kremlin was uniquely vulnerable on this
score: that there was no more “surefire device for tweaking the Russian bear’s tail”
than forced labor.16 A small item from Newsweek in May 1951—ringing with the
apocryphal—conveys the potency ascribed to such revelations:

The East Berlin Communists thought they had a smart idea for a publicity stunt. One
of their brighter members would enter a West Berlin radio quiz that paid cash prizes
and then publicly hand over the winnings to the party.

But, as the Voice of America told the story last week, the station director learned
what was up. The Red was allowed to win until he came to the final, $98 question:
“How many slave laborers are there in the Soviet Union—4,000,000, 6,000,000 or
8,000,000?” The Communist burst into a cold sweat and fainted.17

In fact, very few contemporary estimates of the gulag’s population pitched the figure
as low as eight million, let alone four. By scouring the letters column of leftist pub-
lications like the New Statesman, one might find the number tallied at just two mil-
lion. But many estimates were significantly higher. The era’s single most widely read
book on the USSR, Victor Kravchenko’s I Chose Freedom (1946), calculated the to-
tal at twenty million, or 10 percent of the entire Soviet population.18 When an early
version of the GULAG map appeared in 1947, the Chicago Daily Tribune proposed
that the camps contained “as many as 14 million slaves, and surely not less than 8
million.” The higher figure was endorsed by David Dallin and Boris Nicolaevsky
in their influential Forced Labor in Russia (1947).19 Three years later, at a dinner
welcoming UN delegates to New York, Governor Thomas E. Dewey (R-NY) lam-
basted the Soviets for incarcerating ten to fifteen million slave laborers. Although
press editors lamented his breach of etiquette—“the first time that a Soviet walk-
out was justified”—they didn’t quibble with Dewey’s figures.20

The numbers, in other words, reflected the statistician’s particular stake in re-
vealing, or minimizing, the extent of the gulag. As the historian Catherine Merri-
dale points out, opponents of the Soviet system often “exaggerated the crimes of
the totalitarian state (as if they needed such exaggeration to be real),” while its de-
fenders found ways to ignore, deny, or rationalize the camps. “Blinkered by the
universal lack of reliable evidence,” estimations of the USSR’s prison population
remained inextricably tangled in the warp and weft of ideological struggle.21 In this
sense, camp inmates were not only “Stalin’s slaves” but also cold war captives.

KNOWLEDGE OF THE GULAG BEFORE THE COLD WAR

Dissenting from the great gush of acclaim that greeted One Day in the Life of Ivan
Denisovich on its American publication in 1963, one reviewer candidly pointed out
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that Solzhenitsyn’s novella contained little revelatory material. More remarkable was
the fact that this story was “being told by a Soviet writer for Soviet readers.” Its ap-
pearance in the USSR represented an unexpected gesture of glasnost (openness) on
Khrushchev’s part. But the details of camp life Solzhenitsyn conveyed were hardly
fresh to American readers—or not, at any rate, to those who’d been paying atten-
tion.22 In the United States, camp consciousness depended less on Moscow’s will-
ingness to acknowledge the gulag’s existence than Americans’ own fluctuating re-
ceptivity to reports that had begun to filter from the Soviet Union as early as the 1920s.

Long before the Bolshevik revolution, western representations of Russia had
accentuated enslavement and incarceration as pillars of the czarist state, with peas-
ants trapped in serfdom and political opponents expelled to the empire’s inhos-
pitable periphery. Nineteenth-century works such as Fyodor Dostoyevsky’s Notes
from the House of the Dead and Anton Chekhov’s A Journey to Sakhalin fixed Si -
beria’s reputation as a destination of dread: a site of exile and exertion from which
return was at best uncertain. Descriptions of this bleak physical and psychological
landscape weren’t restricted to a literary elite. Century Magazine, for example,
published a lengthy series of articles in 1888 and 1889 by George Kennan (grand -
uncle of the eminent diplomat) detailing “Siberia and the Exile System.”23 Early cold
war excavations of the gulag often invoked this czarist history. If totalitarianism
was by definition tyrannical and the concentration camp was its prototypical in-
stitution, the Bolshevik state’s punitive excess was also ascribed to an engrained
Russian propensity toward despotism, secrecy, and paranoia. As alumni of the
czarist exile system, the Bolshevik leaders had subsequently “improved” it, un-
coupling punishment from crime by sweeping suspect classes and national groups
into the camps en masse.

Postwar accounts of the Soviet camps also drew on pioneering studies published
in the interwar period, many written from firsthand experience and a position on
the anti-Stalinist left. Boris Souvarine (a former leading member of the French Com-
munist Party) and Victor Serge both discussed the camps in works published in the
1930s. In Russia Twenty Years After, the Belgian-born anarchist Serge vividly ren-
dered the Soviet Union’s “filthy corners from which there is rarely a return,” using
the term concentration camps before it had found a place in Webster’s Dictionary:

The routine in these penitentiaries has infinite variations. Its gradations run from the
model establishment and semi-freedom to the most miserable conditions, to physi-
cal decay, to terror, to sadistically inflicted torture. It is no secret to anybody that a
certain number of camp chiefs are shot every year for having conducted themselves
criminally towards the interned. What cannot happen in a detachment of condemned
men lost in the Siberian brush, including bandits, desperate or exasperated peasants,
stool pigeons ready for anything, intellectuals and technicians, harshly treated polit-
icals, all of them bound to a hard task, badly fed, and submitted to the absolute power
of a policeman who is himself a condemned man!24
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A few did return, however, and to survivors fell the task of documenting how there
was, in fact, nothing that “could not happen” in the Soviet camps. Anyone  familiar
with either Vladimir Tchernavin’s I Speak for the Silent or George Kitchin’s Prisoner
of the OGPU (both published in 1935) would have found few unfamiliar revela-
tions in gulag testimony from the 1940s and 1950s.25

These autobiographical testimonies bore witness to the gulag’s massive expan-
sion in the 1930s. As collectivization uprooted millions of kulaks and as schemes
for breakneck industrialization sought to transform mineral-rich, population-poor
regions above the Arctic Circle and in Central Asia, prisoners were “literally sold
to regional administrations.”26 The gulag became the state’s chief employment
bureau. In settings where accumulation was at its most primitive, prisoners com-
pensated for the undercapitalization of Soviet industry and agriculture. As Tcher-
navin explained, the camp population

is actually the invested capital of the GPU enterprises; it takes the place of expensive
equipment and machinery. Machines require buildings, care, and fuel of a certain qual-
ity and in fixed quantity. Not so with these prisoner-slaves. They need no care, they
can exist in unheated barracks which they build themselves. Their fuel ration—food—
can be regulated according to circumstances: one kilogram of bread can be reduced
to 400 grams, sugar can be omitted entirely; they work equally well on rotten salted
horse or camel meat. Finally, the slave is a universal machine; today he digs a canal,
tomorrow he fells trees, and the next day he catches fish. The only requisite is an effi-
cient organization for compelling him to work—that is the “speciality” of the GPU.27

Such trenchant descriptions of the exhaustion of human life on a mass scale ob-
scured nothing of the scale or function of the gulag. They did not typify writings
from or about the USSR during the halcyon years of the Popular Front, however.
As André Gide pointed out in Retour de l’URSS—a tortured reappraisal of his
 “admiration” and “love” for the USSR that appeared in English in 1937—those who
discerned in the Soviet state an “impetus capable of carrying forward in its stride
the whole human race” hesitated to find fault. As depression gripped the capital-
ist world, many liberals and socialists regarded the Soviet Union as a model for
what state planning allied to progressive social policy could accomplish. Rather than
confront the USSR’s metastasizing camps, they turned a blind eye.28

Soviet authorities encouraged foreign visitors to do so by mystifying the char-
acter of their penal institutions. Much was made of the great strides taken by state
penologists in pioneering modern and humane correctional institutions—manu-
factories of the “new Soviet man,” redeemed through ideological instruction and
the purgative power of constructive work. Louis Fischer, who later repudiated his
progressive past, devoted a laudatory chapter of his Soviet Journey (1935) to the
topic of “health through labor.” A year later Sidney and Beatrice Webb proposed
in their two-volume opus Soviet Communism: A New Civilization? that Bolshevik
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reformatories were “as free from physical cruelty as any prisons in any country are
ever likely to be.”29

Many enthusiastic political travelogues of the 1930s offered descriptions of Bol-
shevo, an establishment on the outskirts of Moscow dedicated to the reclamation
of young male delinquents. A steady stream of foreign luminaries passed through
the doors of what served, in effect, as a Potemkin reformatory: a facade carefully
erected to impress onlookers, complete with lecture halls, a library, laboratories, a
gymnasium, a bathhouse, a cinema, a theater, and a “very good restaurant.” George
Bernard Shaw and Lady Astor visited, playing football with the inmates. Fischer
made glowing reference to this remarkable example of enlightened social policy,
while Jerzy Gliksman described how during his visit to Bolshevo in 1935 “an el -
derly English lady” wept “tears of appreciation and joy” at the Soviets’ parturition
of “new, re-born beings.”30

Few western visitors saw beyond, or through, what they were intended to see.
Where outside observers gained access to less exemplary sites, the “politicals” (es-
pecially those fluent in foreign languages) were kept in isolation, while criminal
prisoners—who invariably received superior treatment and surplus calories—gave
the appearance of well-fed satisfaction.31 Before foreign inspectors visited, camp
commanders were instructed to evacuate their premises, “efface all external marks
of the penal camps, such as barbed-wire enclosures, watch-turrets and signboards,”
and costume guards in civilian clothes.32 One gulag memoirist recounted the pre -
lude to such an inspection as a violent frenzy of vodka-driven activity. Scores of
prisoners were casually sacrificed to subzero conditions to satisfy foreign journal-
ists that all reports of forced labor in the USSR—briefly a topic of international con-
cern in 1930—were false.33 Prominent Soviet authors lent their imprimatur to this
message. Most famously, Gorky lauded the redemptive properties of hard work in
an inspirational account of how thousands of workers had been “salvaged” by their
contribution to constructing the Baltic–White Sea canal.34

If myopia characterized the most prominent interwar accounts, what were the
preconditions of the gulag’s later emergence as an object of knowledge? Clearly,
America’s wartime alliance with Stalin militated against heightened attention to
the camps so long as the Soviet Union remained a vital partner in combating the
Wehrmacht. The Office of War Information entreated cultural producers to pro-
vide sympathetic depictions of the USSR—“Yes, we Americans reject communism.
But we do not reject our Russian ally!”—just as it urged Hollywood to stifle criti-
cism of British imperialism and abandon demeaning representations of the Chi-
nese as a “little people who run laundries.”35 Many publishers, writers, and film-
makers duly stressed the fundamental similarity between Russians and Americans,
united by shared aspirations for postwar peace and prosperity.36 But while flatter-
ing portraits of the USSR proliferated in wartime America, the gulag itself expanded
exponentially during the war. As rations shrank and work quotas rose, rates of camp
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mortality reached their highest recorded levels: a death toll estimated at over two
million.37 The high-water mark of Soviet-American amity thus coincided with the
gulag’s zenith.

While Moscow conscripted some camp inmates into the Red Army, it also
shunted millions of fresh replacements into compulsory labor in the struggle to
expand and sustain an overstretched war economy. When Soviet troops advanced
west in 1939, approximately one million men and women from eastern Poland,
the Baltic countries, and Bessarabia were herded in the opposite direction, approx -
imately a quarter of them consigned to the gulag.38 Meanwhile, Soviet civilians
deemed guilty of absenteeism and idleness found themselves subject to draconian
punishments, including katorga: lifelong exile and servitude. Whole categories of
“suspect” nationalities accused of collaboration with the Germans—Volga Ger-
mans, Chechens, Ingush, Crimean Tartars—were deported to the camps. And when
the tide of battle shifted in the Red Army’s favor, vast numbers of German soldiers
were prodded into makeshift POW compounds, if they weren’t simply shot or left
to die of exposure first. Although Moscow never divulged statistics detailing Ger-
man prisoners in its custody, historians estimate the total at three to four million,
together with a smaller number of Finns, Hungarians, Italians, and Romanians.39

In August 1945, the final push into Manchuria delivered approximately half a mil-
lion Japanese prisoners into captivity.40 For all these men, forced labor formed a
fixed point of camp life.

When the war ended, Moscow sought to retain this workforce for as long as pos-
sible. With much of eastern/central Europe under Red Army occupation, the So-
viets also began forcibly relocating thousands of able-bodied civilians to the USSR.
From eastern Germany, Soviet occupation authorities prioritized the removal of
skilled laborers, technicians, and scientists as well as those branded as political “un-
desirables.” At the same time, the NKVD (Narodnyi Komissariat Vnutrennikh Del,
People’s Commissariat of Internal Affairs) presided over group deportations of eth-
nic Germans (Volksdeutsche) from eastern and southeastern Europe, systematically
issuing notice to men and women, as young as sixteen, to pack appropriate cloth-
ing and a fifteen-day supply of food.41

None of this caused a great outcry in 1945, however. On the contrary, the vic-
tors shared a desire to extract whatever recompense they could from the defeated
aggressors. “Elementary justice naturally demands that those guilty of the war and
destruction be forced to repair the damage they have wrought,” announced the New
Republic in May 1945, giving voice to a widely held sentiment.42 Having agreed at
Yalta that Germany would offer reparations in labor, since other forms of capital
would undoubtedly be in such short supply, the Allied powers collectively set their
POWs to work. The British and French governments clung tenaciously to this cheap
labor force. Not all U.S. employers were keen to relinquish their POW workforce
either. In 1946 several cotton farmers and pulpwood producers petitioned the Tru-
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man administration for permission to keep their POWs at least until the end of the
season. Some, in due course, would fill the gap left by the Germans’ return home
with displaced persons (DPs) recruited from Europe’s refugee camps.43

The sheer scale of devastation suffered by the USSR, coupled with the fact that
Germany had deported more than three million Soviet citizens as forced laborers
during the war, fostered sympathy for Moscow’s demand for reparations in hu-
man form.44 Soviet estimates that thirty-five to forty billion dollars could be col-
lected from the expropriation of five million Germans’ labor over a decade may
have occasioned some skepticism, but few quibbled with the underlying principle.45

In May 1945, the New Republic went so far as to anticipate—on the basis of the
“entire character of the Soviet social order” and the “attitude of the Soviet popula-
tion toward labor and skill”—that German workers “rendering labor duty as part
of Germany’s reparations [would] receive the same wages, housing accommoda-
tions and food as Soviet citizens.”46

Sustained criticism of Soviet “forced labor” became pronounced only when the
great powers’ wartime coalition splintered. Gulag consciousness in the West, in
other words, was neither an outgrowth of détente nor a function of de- Stalinization
but a correlate of cold war tension. By 1946, negative representations of the USSR
had begun to displace the rosier wartime depictions, with critics of Soviet totali-
tarianism returning to themes never entirely dormant. As the descriptor slave world
shifted from Germany to the Soviet Union, Moscow’s reliance on “forced labor”
became a dominant motif. In February 1946, Congresswoman Clare Boothe Luce
condemned the Soviet system as one “which keeps eighteen million people out
of 180 million in concentration and forced labor camps.”47 Similarly unflinching
attacks appeared in diverse outlets, from political weeklies like the Menshevik-
 dominated New Leader to popular works of reportage that soon multiplied as
Moscow-based correspondents returned home after the war.48 Typically these
 travelogue-cum-memoirs contained passing reference to the gulag if they didn’t
offer more sustained treatment. William van Narvig’s East of the Iron Curtain, to
take but one example, contained a chapter jarringly entitled, “What Ho! Concen-
tration Camps?”—a dig angled at fellow travelers who had rhapsodized over Bol-
shevo, or perhaps more pointedly at Henry Wallace. Visiting Magadan in 1946,
Truman’s secretary of commerce had saluted the “big, husky young men” who
worked its mines, likening their rugged spirit to the pioneers of the American West.
“Men born in wide free spaces will not brook injustice and tyranny,” he proclaimed.
“They will not live even temporarily in slavery.”49

Drawing on a substantial body of witness testimony, cold war opinion formers
strove to show that slavery was precisely the condition endured by these men and
millions more. While the epic mobilizations, incarcerations, and displacements of
wartime resulted in millions of fatalities, they also left myriad survivors with evi-
dence to offer. Although Moscow did not surrender its last Axis POWs until the
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mid-1950s, certain groups of inmates were released considerably earlier. In 1939,
under the terms of the Ribbentrop-Molotov agreement, the NKVD delivered pris-
oners of German nationality (mostly Trotskyists summoned to the USSR after 1933)
to the Third Reich in exchange for Soviet citizens in German custody: a pact that,
for its victims, meant the substitution of one camp regimen for another. Remark-
ably, some survived both. Two years later, in July 1941, the Soviets freed hundreds
of thousands of Poles under the terms of an amnesty signed with the Polish gov-
ernment in exile of General Sikorski, many subsequently joining an army of “free
Poles” under the leadership of General Anders. These men formed the earliest group
from whom systematic evidence was gathered on conditions in Soviet camps.
Housed at the Hoover Institution at Stanford University, this archive formed an
important evidentiary cache for U.S. government initiatives and postwar publica-
tions on the gulag, such as The Dark Side of the Moon (a collection of autobio-
graphical writings published in 1947 with a preface by T. S. Eliot).50

Within months of the war’s end, then, the preconditions of expanded “gulag
consciousness” were all in place: a group of energetic activists dedicated to raising
awareness; a body of witnesses with compelling testimony to offer; and an audi-
ence in the United States and western Europe receptive to negative reports about
the USSR at a time of rising animosity and mistrust.

THE GULAG IN THE DOCK:  L’AFFAIRE K R A V C H E N K O

In the postwar reorientation—or reconsolidation—of opinion toward Soviet com-
munism, no single volume left a deeper imprint than Victor Kravchenko’s I Chose
Freedom, “one of the most important books of our time,” in the estimation of the
New York Times.51 After abridged serialization in the Hearst press and condensa-
tion in Reader’s Digest, this sweeping five-hundred-page memoir reached Ameri-
can bookstores in April 1946. It would subsequently sell five million copies in
twenty-two languages, its foreign translation and distribution subsidized by British
and U.S. intelligence agencies.52 Beyond these phenomenal sales, the book also
sparked what contemporary commentators described as a “major East-West pro -
paganda duel” that is still recalled as “one of the great cold war ‘affairs.’”53

According to historian Martin Malia, I Chose Freedom was the first volume to
offer “hard evidence” about the “central postwar issue,” the “question of terror and
concentration camps.”54 This was far from true. Earlier authors including Anton
Ciliga, Alexandre Barmine, and Walter Krivitsky had already published damning
accounts of life in the USSR, and, as we’ve seen, they and others had specifically
attended to questions of terror and the camps.55 Even the most favorable review-
ers of Kravchenko’s book admitted that it contained “little that is essentially new,”
including the author’s “horrified discovery of the character and extent of the slave
labor system.”56 But the privileged position Malia accords Kravchenko underscores
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his function as an early cold war bellwether, a role solidified not only by the book’s
prodigious popularity but by the controversy that accompanied it. Having been ac-
claimed and attacked with equal vehemence, Kravchenko launched a libel suit
against the communist literary weekly Les Lettres Françaises in January 1949. What
followed was a three-month-long piece of political theater that confirmed the gu-
lag’s new centrality to reckonings with Soviet communism. As the titles of two
French volumes published shortly after the Paris trial—Kravchenko contre Mos -
cou and Le goulag en correctionnelle—made clear, the defendant in this “anti-
 communist publicity extravaganza” was less Les Letters Françaises than Moscow
itself. Ultimately, the gulag was in the dock.57

With embarrassing prematurity, Victor Kravchenko had abandoned his post as
an officer with the Soviet Purchasing Commission in Washington, D.C., in April
1944. While State Department officials pondered their Soviet ally’s demand for the
return of this “traitor,” the defector drew support from a group of Menshevik émi-
grés who embraced him as a kindred spirit. Far from suspecting his motives or  ruing
his timing, this circle regarded Kravchenko as a natural democrat who had “in-
stinctively come to speak Menshevik prose,” in the opinion of Raphael Abrahamo -
vitch.58 To cultivate this voice, David Dallin put Kravchenko in touch with the New
York Times labor correspondent Joseph Shaplen.59 Dallin also worked to furnish
a ghostwriter for the memoir that invariably followed a high-profile defection.60

Initially, this role fell to another Russian émigré, the prolific editor of Plain Talk,
Isaac Don Levine. (A specialist in such work, he had polished Krivitsky’s In Stalin’s
Secret Service and would later write the twenty-eight-part serialization of Oksana
Kasenkina’s life story.) The resultant articles on Kravchenko’s defection, “I Broke
with Stalin’s Russia,” ran in Cosmopolitan magazine between June and September
1944, with Levine’s contribution prominently acknowledged.61

The authorial hand behind I Chose Freedom was hidden, however. Only later
was Kravchenko’s ghost disclosed as Eugene Lyons, ex-communist editor of the
American Mercury and author of numerous anti-Soviet volumes.62 Working from
an “unreadable” Russian typescript of 1,500 pages, Lyons produced a volume that
was as much an epic narrative of Soviet history—dwelling heavily on the horrors
of collectivization, mass famine, the purges, and incarceration—as an individual
life story. Rendered in the tremulous vibrato of popular anticommunist prose, it
read, as some reviewers pointed out, like fiction—“and Russian fiction at that.”63

Publication of I Chose Freedom in April 1946 cleaved opinion along partisan
lines. Critics of the USSR swooned over what Dorothy Thompson called a “throb-
bing book.” “Dynamite under illusions,” I Chose Freedom represented “the most
remarkable and most revelatory report to have come out of the Soviet Union from
any source whatsoever.” Others joined the chorus, entreating “Americans—
 particularly Americans of good will—to absorb and understand” what Kravchenko
had to tell them. While Ed Sullivan chivvied “local commies” to “learn about the
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bees and the flowers of Soviet gestation—and then decide that the United States is
a pretty fine place in which to live!” advocates of ongoing cooperation with Moscow
were repulsed.64 The New Republic found the “latest spicy dish from the Red-baiters’
kitchen” thoroughly unsavory: “Take one Soviet renegade. Mix with several pro-
fessional Russophobes. Stir well so that ingredients are no longer lumpy. Flavor
with sex and a dash of Chekhov or Dostoevesky. Boil with concentrated extract of
Boris Karloff and Bela Lugosi. Cover thickly with Liberty sauce. Serve piping hot.
List on menu as ‘The Real Truth: Honest to God.’ Will sell like hot cakes.”65 And
so it did.

Yet even admirers certain that Kravchenko’s damning portrait of the USSR was
essentially accurate regretted that I Chose Freedom struck some false notes. “The
suspicion that attends apostasy dies hard,” noted Homer Metz in the Christian Sci-
ence Monitor.66 In a postscript, Kravchenko acknowledged that he had written the
book in his native tongue. The translated English text had accordingly been “edited
from an American vantage point”—albeit “under the stipulation that all facts, in-
cidents, personal experiences, political events, pictures and individual character-
istics, down to the minutest detail, follow faithfully [the] Russian manuscript.” Who
had performed these tasks neither author nor publisher would reveal.67

Kravchenko’s slipperiness, the secrecy cloaking his ghost’s identity, and the pha-
lanx of Mensheviks that surrounded him all provided ample ammunition for de-
tractors in the United States and beyond. In France, J’ai choisi la liberté (which sold
almost half a million copies) intervened in an already heated debate on the left that
had seen Albert Camus break with Jean-Paul Sartre over the function and charac-
ter of Stalin’s camps. With Sartre maintaining that condemnation of the gulag was
simply anticommunist cant, the two authors’ acrimonious falling-out emblema-
tized a larger national schism between socialists and Stalinists.68 In this volatile cli-
mate, it is hardly surprising that the Les Lettres Françaises—a publication “fully and
enthusiastically in the Communist camp”—should have savaged a book that threat-
ened to galvanize further defections from the ranks of the French Communist
Party.69 J’ai choisi la liberté was denounced as a work of CIA (or even Nazi) agents
to which Kravchenko’s name had been appended. The man himself was “morally
insane,” “so illiterate as to be incapable of writing a book.”70 A drunkard and a thief
who had defected because he feared exposure for embezzlement, Kravchenko was
a “puppet whose clumsy strings are ‘made in the USA.’”71

These slurs provoked Kravchenko’s one-million-franc ($3,150) libel suit, though
they were not significantly more slanderous than insults published elsewhere. How-
ever, as the plaintiff let slip during one of the trial’s many impassioned moments,
his motives in taking legal action against Les Lettres Françaises, its editor, André
Wurmser, and its director, Claude Morgan, were governed not by the magnitude
of their libel but by the maximum impact a court case in France would generate.
“I didn’t sue the United States Communists because they aren’t worth it,” Krav -
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chenko declared in an unguarded outburst, “but the French Communists should
be unmasked for the good of the whole world.”72

With remarks like this, Kravchenko strengthened communist charges that he
was not his own man and that this politically motivated suit had been launched at
Washington’s behest. “Of course it was not Kravchenko, but his masters, who chose
the place of the trial and decided at what time it would be most advantageous,”
proclaimed a strident article in Pravda.73 It seems more probable, though, that
Kravchenko’s Menshevik circle urged him to pursue legal action, eager to find a
new arena in which to air the case against Soviet totalitarianism. In 1947, Dallin
and Nicolaevsky had threatened a one-million-dollar suit against the Soviet rep-
resentative to the UN, Andrei Vyshinsky, for slanderous remarks made about
Forced Labor in Soviet Russia, only to find him protected by diplomatic immunity.74

The CIA may neither have fabricated the defector’s memoir nor prompted him
to sue Les Lettres, but Washington certainly took an active interest in the case.
Kravchenko’s view of France as a vital staging ground of the cold war replicated
the State Department’s own estimation of a country still insecurely tethered to the
Atlantic alliance, in which the PCF bulked alarmingly large. Through open chan-
nels carved by the provision of Marshall aid and covert initiatives to undermine
the communist left, U.S. government agencies actively sought to propel French
political culture in a centrist direction. Subsidized distribution of books like I Chose
Freedom constituted one tactic in an extensive ideological war of maneuver against
“intellectual defeatism.”

Clandestine U.S. involvement with Kravchenko did not end there. As the trial
approached in January 1949, the American Embassy in Paris helped him secure a
visa, advising that he travel under an assumed name—another intervention that
lent credence to communist charges that the defector was an American stooge who
lacked a stable or autonomous identity.75

If Washington had a significant stake in Kravchenko’s case against Les Lettres
Françaises, so did Paris and Moscow. The latter helped furnish the defense with
witnesses, while the former—partisan on the side of the plaintiff—opened the Palais
de Justice to hundreds of observers and journalists. This unprecedented departure
from standard judicial procedure was further accentuated by the fact that, as one
American reporter wryly observed, “Justice has gone so far as to install a special
telephone service at the door of the courtroom, from which the official informa-
tion agency of the government, France Presse, every quarter hour sends around the
world an analytical description of everything that takes place in the room.” This
voracious publicity machine was kept steadily fueled by the “vaudeville-like” an-
tics of defendants and plaintiff.76

Proceedings opened in January 1949 “in a blaze of publicity unequalled since
Marshal Henri-Philippe Petain was tried for high treason in 1945,” noted the New
York Times.77 Several hundred observers thronged a courtroom thick with antici-

stalin's slaves 111



pation for a “wild session marked by bitter statements of political opinion by all
sides and the presentation of numerous witnesses.”78 Kravchenko cut a flamboy-
ant figure with his “marcelled hair and well manicured fingers,” sporting a “mys-
terious black eye” whose provenance he refused to divulge.79 For the defense,
Maîtres Nordmann and Blumel had been sharpening their tongues if not buffing
their nails, stopping at nothing to impugn Kravchenko’s credibility. They even pro-
duced an embittered ex-wife “in a billowing New Look dress under a drab Old Look
coat,” who asserted that her former spouse (“an ignorant Don Juan”) had forced
her to abort a pregnancy.80 But while such incidents heightened the Punch and Judy
character of the proceedings, the substance of Les Lettres’ libelous accusation—
that Kravchenko had not written I Chose Freedom—soon shrank to subsidiary im-
portance, an “evident pretext.”81 The central question under adjudication was not
the book’s authorship but the validity of its depiction of Soviet communism.

The defense called on the atomic physicist Frederic Joliot-Curie, the Reverend
Hewlett Johnson (known as the “Red Dean” of Canterbury), and the Labour MP
for East London, Konni Zilliacus, to testify (in the sardonic language of the New
York Times) that “the Soviet Union was a very pleasant place indeed and bore no
resemblance to the terror-stricken nation that Mr. Kravchenko had described.”82

Edward Dmytryk, a repentant member of the Hollywood Ten, claimed that “the
commie paper” had also tried to procure him as a witness to “prove that Russia
was right in contrast to America”—an assignment that he “turned down cold,” and
then decried as evidence of communists’ utter disregard for national loyalty.83 For
his part, the plaintiff introduced thirty witnesses to corroborate his characteriza-
tion of a “barbaric regime.”84 In the main, they were Soviet refugees brought to Paris
from DP camps in West Germany—ordinary people (or “mad fanatics, murderers
and moral degenerates” according to Pravda) with extraordinary stories to tell.85

Olga Marchensko, “a sturdy Ukrainian in her fifties and a complete picture of the
Russian peasant,” tearfully told of being evicted from her home in the 1930s dur-
ing “dekulakization” and giving birth to a stillborn child “thrown out in the snow”
by callous Red officials. Another woman, who had lived in Russia for forty-five
years, insisted that Kravchenko’s book didn’t “go far enough in telling about ‘the
terrible regime’ in the Soviet Union.”86

To some observers, the extremity of these witnesses’ autobiographical sketches
rendered them suspect—caricatures modeled on Kravchenko’s crude original. But
amid the raucous outbursts, flailing fists, and ripe invective that typified these ses-
sions, one witness reduced the unruly courtroom to chastened silence. Expecting
to be greeted with jeers of “sales Boches,” Margarete Buber-Neumann instead met
hushed respect as she took the witness stand on the fourteenth day of proceedings,
at the start of the trial’s fifth week.87 The forty-eight-year-old Buber-Neumann bore
an impressive pedigree: former daughter-in-law of the renowned German philoso-
pher Martin Buber and latterly the partner of Heinz Neumann, onetime German
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communist leader. Herself a member of the Communist Youth from 1921 to 1926
and of the KPD (Communist Party of Germany) until 1937, Buber-Neumann
couldn’t be dismissed (as some of Kravchenko’s witnesses were) as a rancorous class
enemy or fascist collaborator. She had been a convinced and active party member
for years, an opponent of Nazism summoned to the USSR by the Comintern only
to find herself dispatched to the gulag as a “socially undesirable element.”

That her political sympathies had rested with the Comintern for so long made
her subsequent treatment by Moscow all the more astonishing, for Buber-Neumann
was one of those German prisoners handed over to the Nazis under the terms of
the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact in 1940. Her two years in the gulag were thus fol-
lowed by five more at Ravensbrück. At a time when comparisons between Nazi and
Soviet camps were increasingly commonplace, Buber-Neumann was one of only
a handful of survivors whose evaluative judgments derived from firsthand experi-
ence of life “under two dictators.” Her personal history constituted its own unique
indictment of totalitarianism.88

In court, much of Buber-Neumann’s testimony was devoted to her experience
at Karaganda—a vast encampment in Kazakhstan to which she had been summarily
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dispatched in 1938. For two years she performed heavy agricultural labor on a diet
that barely sustained subsistence. Like other postwar witnesses to the gulag, she
stressed starvation as an instrument of coercion. Prisoners who met punitive work
quotas were “rewarded” with barely adequate rations, while those who either could
not or would not work received such scant sustenance that their choice lay between
slow starvation or compliance with the work regimen. For the infirm, all that
awaited was a long descent through infirmity and incapacitation to death.

As this grim picture began to emerge, the defendants’ counsel began a series of
interruptions aiming to prove that Karaganda was not really a camp as the French
would understand that term. “Ce n’est pas en francais ‘un camp,’ c’est une zone,”
insisted Maître Blumel, trying to moderate perceptions of what Buber-Neumann
described by finding some less damaging comparison than the most obvious point
of reference: a Nazi concentration camp. The defense team plied Buber-Neumann
with further questions—whether this “zone” was enclosed by a wall; whether she
could walk freely around its extensive interior; whether her work was paid—in the
hopes that Karaganda might appear more like an internment camp, or even (in the
presiding judge’s term) a hotel. Under provocation, Buber-Neumann’s answers re-
mained calm and succinct. Yes, one could walk unguarded along a road of some
two kilometers (within a camp that extended for some fifty or sixty), but the camp
was surrounded by barbed wire and guarded by armed soldiers with dogs. Accom -
modation was a clay hut infested by millions of fleas and lice—hardly a “hotel.”

These points clarified, Buber-Neumann continued her testimony uninterrupted
to the point of her handover by the NKVD to the SS at Brest-Litovsk, along with
several Germans and Austrians, one Hungarian Jew, and an elderly professor—
the only member of the group of thirty who had never belonged to the Commu-
nist Party. Recounting that, after interrogation by the Gestapo, she had spent five
years in Ravensbrück concentration camp, Buber-Neumann faced no questions
about conditions there. Not keen to pursue a comparison between Nazi and So-
viet camps, Blumel returned to his line that Karaganda was more akin to the in-
ternment camps established by Daladier’s government in 1939. Warming to his
theme, he proposed that a degree of freedom (une certaine liberté) prevailed at Kara-
ganda. Were there not shops and houses in this zone? Weren’t married couples
permitted to cohabit? What Buber-Neumann bluntly outlined in response was an
altogether different sexual economy. Formally outlawed by the camp authorities
(who not only separated married couples but did their best to prohibit any friend-
ship between male and female prisoners), sex became the currency of survival for
female prisoners forced to trade their bodies for food from better-fed male inmates
and guards. To redress the dietary deficit, tipping the balance of probabilities from
starvation to subsistence, most women needed to find not just one male provider
but two or three.

Evidence of this sort abruptly dispelled the burlesque atmosphere that had pre-
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vailed hitherto in the courtroom. Observers unanimously recognized Buber-
Neumann’s testimony as the most damning indictment of the Soviet Union pre-
sented during the trial. A British Embassy official, unimpressed by the “dreary pro-
cession of displaced persons, who testified to the sternness which accompanied
the extermination of the Kulaks in the Ukraine and the horrors suffered by recal-
citrants at the hands of the secret police,” reported that Buber-Neumann had pro-
vided the “most eloquent testimony against the Soviet way of life.” After the pre-
ceding cacophony of profanities, this dignified witness recounted her “barbarous
treatment . . . with obvious sincerity and emotion.”89

More tellingly, Buber-Neumann’s account of Karaganda also produced a chas-
tening effect on observers reluctant to indict Soviet communism. Simone de Beau-
voir, having attended one of the hearings with Sartre, expressed deep distaste for
Kravchenko’s “lies” and “venality.” Buber-Neumann’s testimony, by contrast, was
chillingly credible: logical, unembellished, irrefutable. For all its histrionics, the trial
had placed the Soviet camps’ existence beyond dispute, de Beauvoir later wrote in
La force des choses. Stalinists now had to ask whether the USSR and its satellites
deserved to be called “socialist.”90

Where Buber-Neumann lent gravitas to l’affaire Kravchenko, the judicial ver-
dict exposed the flimsy character of the trial as a libel case. On April 4, Judge Henri
Durk heim ruled in Kravchenko’s favor, but his sympathies were clearly divided.
Although he deemed the plaintiff a “cultured man” fully capable of having written
the book, he ruled that I Chose Freedom had been “subject to some editing and pos-
sibly some ‘romancing.’” He awarded Kravchenko $500 in damages, a sum reduced
on subsequent appeal by Les Lettres to a token $1. At the same time, Judge Durk -
heim fined the journal $314 for its libelous statements—a relatively modest sum
since the defendants’ records proved them to be “patriots.”91 These mixed signals
allowed both sides to claim a moral victory.92 But if Kravchenko’s reputation did
not emerge unblemished and his triumph was partial, he was still hailed by admirers
as a conquering hero tinged with the luminous aura of a matinee idol. As the ver-
dict was announced, a mob of “frenzied women” overwhelmed one hundred po-
lice officers who had been detailed to protect the courtroom from communist pro-
testers. Instead, the gendarmes found themselves “helpless” against a crowd of
women, biting and clawing “to approach Kravchenko and kiss his hands or
cheeks.”93

While Kravchenko emerged daubed in lipstick, the Kremlin was covered in
ignominy—at least as American commentators tallied the outcome of this stren-
uous slugging match. In an editorial entitled “The Big Red Team Loses a Road
Game,” the Chicago Daily Tribune contrasted the Kravchenko case with a series of
recent show trials in eastern Europe, most notably that of Cardinal Mindszenty,
which had concluded on February 8 with his conviction on charges of espionage,
conspiracy, and treason. To the appalled consternation of western observers, the
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cardinal himself confessed to these charges, leading many to conclude that he had
been tortured, drugged, or hypnotized into mouthing his own guilt. In the Daily
Tribune’s opinion, these parallel courtroom dramas proved that only by rigging
the outcome in the most pernicious way could communists hope to prevail: “The
Stalinists prefer to try their legal showpieces in more sympathetic surroundings,
where the shirt to fit the culprit can be starched and ironed in advance and the col-
lar button never rolls out of the interlocutor’s hands and disappears under the
dresser.”94 Where they couldn’t “soften up” witnesses in advance and coerce them
into making false confessions, the Reds would fall flat, their crimes exposed and
arraigned.

After the popular outcry occasioned in America by the cardinal’s conviction,
this was encouraging news. Kravchenko, it seemed, had performed a far greater
service for the “free world” than merely securing token damages from a French lit-
erary magazine.

“A HORRIBLE CHORUS OF ACCUSATION”:  
FORCED LABOR INDICTED

U.S. policy makers reached much the same conclusion. One American diplomat
cabled home from Paris that as a propaganda victory Kravchenko’s ranked “sec-
ond in importance only to the signing of the Atlantic Pact”: two momentous events
that occurred on the same day.95 State Department officials took due note of the
trial’s gladiatorial aspect. As the plaintiff sparred with the defendants and lawyers
locked horns with witnesses, spectators appeared transfixed by the spectacle of
hand-to-hand ideological combat. Kravchenko became a household name in
France; the competing claims of East and West received a memorable airing, and
the camps were established as fact—even by those loath to concede the point.

Impressed by the performative dimensions of judicial procedure, U.S. officials
espoused the tribunal as an ideal mechanism through which to indict Soviet slave
labor. Since Moscow claimed to possess the key to proletarian emancipation, a core
objective of Washington’s global campaign for allegiance was exposure of the
“workers’ paradise” as a hellish landscape dotted with forced labor camps. “Instead
of nothing to lose but their chains, as the original communist theory predicted, the
people have acquired chains that are better forged than ever,” wrote New York Times
Moscow correspondent Brooks Atkinson, a verdict with which the State Depart-
ment was in perfect accord.96 To this end, it aimed to do “everything possible to
show those who at this time may be flirting with totalitarian disaster the ugly real-
ities of Fascist or Communist rule—and there are few realities as ugly as the con-
centration camps which are the tools both of Fascist and Communist dictatorship.”97

Recognizing that there would be a limited audience for statistic-laden reports and
dry factual pamphlets on Soviet “slave labor,” U.S. government officials attempted
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to replicate the effect of the Kravchenko libel case in the international arena. What
the Palais de Justice had been for Kravchenko, the UN—and its third committee,
the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC), in particular—could become for
Washington, or so U.S. policy makers hoped.

The campaign against slave labor began in 1948, the year in which London and
Paris reluctantly agreed to surrender their remaining Axis POWs.98 Waged with
some intensity for five years, this initiative coincided with (and contributed to) the
UN’s growing polarization. On both sides, protagonists struggled to monopolize
the language of human rights, manipulating the symbolic spillover of the Nurem-
berg trials, at which “forced labor” had formed a key charge against the arraigned
Nazi leadership. At the UN and its associated agencies, claims and counterclaims
were now couched in terms of universal rights, “crimes against humanity,” and
“genocide.” While Moscow loudly decried discriminatory practices in the United
States and the Civil Rights Congress leveled its own indictment of U.S. racism, We
Charge Genocide, Truman countered by casting Soviet forced labor as “the most
extreme violation of human rights on the face of the earth today.”99

Washington found many willing partners in this condemnatory enterprise. In-
deed, the administration was not always in the vanguard of a movement pioneered
by trade unionists on both sides of the Atlantic, a proactive Labour government in
Westminster, and the ceaseless efforts of Dallin and Nicolaevsky. Their Forced La-
bor in Soviet Russia had sparked a fiery exchange at the UN in 1947. Provoked by
the South African delegate’s quotation from a volume that argued the gulag’s cen-
trality to the Soviet economy, Andrei Vyshinsky denounced it as the work of “gang-
sters” and “idiots,” based on “information from Hitlerite agents.”100 This fractious
episode confounded Orville Prescott’s prediction in the New York Times that Forced
Labor in Soviet Russia was destined “not to be widely read” since a postwar audi-
ence jaded by Nazi atrocities would “shrink from contact with further horrors.”101

Instead, the book became a touchstone of the international campaign against So-
viet “slave labor,” its authors liaising closely with the AFL to place forced labor on
the agenda of ECOSOC in 1948.102

This initiative failed. It did serve, however, to inaugurate years of close coopera-
tion between the U.S. government and ostensibly private actors and organizations,
cementing the role of organized labor as a key cold war protagonist. Dallin, with
others from the New Leader circle and representatives of the AFL and the Interna-
tional Confederation of Free Trade Unions, regularly attended meetings of the State
Department’s planning committee on forced labor.103 Embroiled in its own two-front
war against communists in the British Labour movement and overseas, Attlee’s gov-
ernment formed another key player in this transatlantic network, sharing the State
Department’s view that slave labor represented their trump card in “political war-
fare” against the USSR. As such, it was a “leading theme” for the Foreign Office’s
dedicated anticommunist propaganda unit, the Information Research  Department.104
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In 1948, the British delegate Sir Christopher Mayhew took up the AFL’s case
to have forced labor discussed at ECOSOC. This move was “part of a new tech-
nique adapted by the United States and the Western European powers in meet-
ing the Soviet accusations of exploitation of colonial peoples and of ‘lynch law’ in
the Southern United States,” explained the New York Times.105 Undeterred when
the motion was again voted down, British and American delegates returned to the
fray in 1949, supported by the AFL’s submission of a sixty-page document con-
taining stories “grimly reminiscent of the Nazi concentration camp atrocities.”106

That February, with the Kravchenko trial at its height, British and U.S. represen-
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tatives jointly pressed for an “impartial investigation into forced labor.” This time,
ECOSOC agreed to approach all member governments to ascertain their willing-
ness to cooperate.107

U.S. and British officials invested considerable ideological capital in this cam-
paign, a bold initiative that Mayhew believed would reanimate the spirit of nine-
teenth-century abolitionism, mobilizing worldwide moral outrage against the So-
viets’ reintroduction of slavery after its ostensible demise some eighty years
earlier.108 Yet these grandiose ambitions were never entirely realized. Fissures in
the transatlantic alliance soon developed, triggered by Washington’s unilateral in-
sistence on a commission of inquiry with extensive powers of on-site investigation.
In August 1949, Willard Thorp, the assistant secretary of state, called for the es-
tablishment of an eleven-person UN commission of experts, “empowered to visit
any member country of the world organization and to hold hearings concerning
forced labor practices anywhere in the world.” This move, wrote Michael Hoffman
in the New York Times, stressed not only the high moral seriousness with which
the U.S. government regarded forced labor but also its commitment to the com-
mission as an investigatory model:

The United States is convinced that millions of persons, who still believe that the So-
viet Union is a progressive country, with a government for, if not by or of, workers,
would be convinced effectively of such a procedure more than by any number of
United Nations reports or resolutions. A vast amount of material already exists con-
cerning individual experiences in Soviet camps, but as the recent Victor Kravchenko
libel trial in Paris proved, the European masses will read avidly stories about what
somebody said under the dramatic circumstances of court hearings while ignoring
completely what governments say on the subject because they feel that it is simply
“propaganda.”109

If the appeal of a procedure that involved public hearings, inspection visits, and
harrowing eyewitness testimony was obvious, so too were its pitfalls. In the mat-
ter of labor practices, no state boasted a clean slate. Few governments wanted to
see an independent commission investigate the more egregious forms of exploita-
tion that occurred under their own jurisdiction. Fearful that indefensible practices
in their colonies would be exposed, Washington’s closest allies pushed for an
 investigation trained exclusively on the Soviet Union and its satellites. Clearly,
though, such undisguised partisanship would never secure a consensus at ECOSOC.
With some hesitancy Washington duly accepted that willingness to face domestic
scrutiny was the price to be paid for rallying international opinion against Soviet
forced labor.110

This strategy paid off, and in March 1951 a three-person ad hoc committee of
inquiry was appointed under the aegis of the International Labour Organization and
the UN, chaired by the eminent Indian statesman Sir Ramaswami Mudaliar.111
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Slowly, his team set about the Herculean task of investigating what it parsed as two
distinct aspects of the issue: “corrective” labor as a punishment for dissident polit-
ical convictions, and forced labor that contributed significantly to a state’s  economy.

Predictably, Moscow refused to cooperate with the investigation, though it no
longer absolutely denied the existence of the camps, as it had at the height of the
Stalinist terror. A caustic editorial in the Washington Post noted that the “latest fash-
ion is rather to describe them as places which combine all the best features of Amer-
ican country clubs, Viennese amusement parks, English country houses and Swiss
sanatoria.”112 In the main, however, the Soviets devoted less energy to self-defense
than to an offensive that aimed to redefine the terms of engagement, turning the
language of slavery back on its capitalist proponents. Moscow thus countercharged
that the United States “wished to raise a hue and cry on that particular subject in
order to divert the attention of the working masses in capitalist countries from their
own status, which was no better than that of wage slaves.”113 Under capitalism all
labor was unfree, but some workers remained strikingly less free than others.

Moscow’s litany of corroborative examples was compendious. In the United
States alone, the Soviets pointed to the predicament of “fourteen million negroes . . .
virtually deprived of the opportunity to engage in any but the most menial labour”;
extensive use of convict labor; and widespread peonage in the South and South-
west, to say nothing of the unemployed millions whose plight was a structural fea-
ture of capitalism. The misery of these oppressed groups—African Americans in
particular—already figured prominently in Soviet propaganda, but Washington’s
proactive stance on forced labor redoubled the vigor with which Moscow lambasted
the wretched conditions that persisted wherever “the means of production were in
the hands of private enterprise.” Varieties of peonage, indenture, and corvée in Eu-
rope’s colonies formed another substantial target of Soviet attack.114 In June 1952,
Moscow’s delegate to ECOSOC also made much of a Daily Worker story that the
U.S. government was constructing concentration camps in the southwestern states
“to accommodate ‘progressive’ elements in a crisis.”115

State Department officials scoffed at the “blind dogma that workers employed
by capitalist employers are exploited.” Yet however specious they found this con-
tention, they could hardly debar Mudaliar’s committee from probing America’s
alleged labor abuses, having pressed for open inspections.116 To their chagrin, U.S.
policy makers acknowledged that some Soviet claims were not without foundation.
In Japan, where State Department personnel recognized that America’s own
wartime record of mistreatment regarding Japanese prisoners would not “very well
bear the light of investigation,” and where postwar occupation authorities had taken
rigorous measures to outlaw communist-dominated labor unions, MacArthur bri-
dled against accommodating the investigators, doing so only when Washington
insisted that obstruction would afford the Soviets a cheap propaganda victory.117

Confronted with these challenges, U.S. officials swamped Mudaliar with as much
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detailed evidence on the Soviet camps as they could muster, delivering forty-four
pounds of documents to the ad hoc committee in June 1952.118 In pursuit of this
material, researchers combed through sixty thousand pages of the Hoover Library’s
collection of fifteen thousand depositions given by the Polish prisoners released
from the gulag in 1940. They also sought more recent interview testimony from
hundreds of refugees who had fled the Soviet Union after the war (names supplied
by Dallin) and from Japanese and Korean former inmates of the Far Eastern camps
whose POW experiences remained “altogether unknown.” The aim was to offer a
picture as “complete and rich” as possible of the entire network of Soviet camps.119

To the State Department’s disappointment, Mudaliar’s committee attached
greater weight to legal documents and printed evidence than to witness testimony.
This wasn’t what U.S. officials had anticipated when, with the Kravchenko trial fresh
in mind, they conjured images of gulag survivors lending their voices to a “horri-
ble chorus of accusation” that would reverberate worldwide. Nevertheless, the pro-
tracted inquiry allowed State Department officials to keep forced labor recurrently
in the public eye, and they considered their publication Forced Labor in the Soviet
Union (issued in September 1952) “undoubtedly the best propaganda pamphlet our
Government ever got out.” Truman personally commended it to the press corps
with the backhanded compliment that it didn’t contain “too many State Depart-
ment words.”120

Proud of their own efforts, U.S. officials evinced considerably less satisfaction
with Mudaliar’s committee. Its report—“huge and horrifying,” in Life magazine’s
judgment—finally appeared in May 1953.121 But from the State Department’s per-
spective, this 619-page volume didn’t horrify for quite the right reasons. With no
little irritation, they found that it condemned “forced labor in South Africa al-
most as thoroughly as that in the Soviet Union.” The report’s ecumenical approach
left the U.S. government embarrassingly exposed, as Pretoria was considered a
 necessary—if troublesome—cold war ally. Yet a refusal on Washington’s part to
condemn apartheid labor practices that turned southern Africa’s indigenous pop-
ulation into a vast reservoir of highly exploited migrant labor would antagonize
“colored” opinion throughout the world, exposing America’s investment in forced
labor for exactly what it was: a sharpened blade angled specifically toward the USSR.
As Henry Cabot Lodge (U.S. ambassador to the UN) flatly concluded, “We will not
get the Asian-African votes if we defend only the persecuted white people.”122

As for allegations against the United States, the report was less damning than it
might have been. A series of front-page articles run by the New York Times in 1951
had likened the plight of Mexican migrant workers to “the days of slavery, when
the systematic exploitation of an underprivileged class of humanity as cheap labor
was an accepted part of the American social and economic order.”123 Investigat-
ing these and similar charges, the committee adopted a lenient approach. Since pe-
onage was outlawed in the United States and the committee had uncovered no di-
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rect evidence that the federal government failed to enforce the law when offenses
were brought to light, the report concluded that “these practices [did] not consti-
tute forced labor.”124

Washington meanwhile deployed its standard response to accusations of dis-
crimination. Concurring that America’s copybook was blotted (albeit not hideously
disfigured in the way Moscow alleged), U.S. representatives stressed that these mi-
nor imperfections were being rectified as democracy marched ever onwards toward
full racial equality. Many journalists were happy to contribute to this work of re-
buttal, concurring that comparison between Soviet “slavery” and the unenviable—
but self-assigned—lot of migrant workers was invidious. Time typified this vein:
“The Mexican wetbacks entered the United States illegally to work on farms and
orchards. They swam the Rio Grande seeking this ‘slavery.’ But there is no record
of anyone crossing any body of water to reach a Russian concentration camp. To
pretend that the two evils are at all comparable is to perpetrate an enormous and
dangerous falsehood.”125

Publicly applauding Mudaliar’s report, Lodge privately chalked up forced labor
among his defeats at the United Nations in 1953.126 Since Washington’s interest in
human rights abuses bore such a markedly strategic character, timeliness was of
the essence. American policy makers anticipated in 1952 that “the whole issue” of
forced labor “might be dead as a door nail” by 1954, the earliest date at which the
General Assembly was likely to consider the ad hoc committee’s final report.127 And
so it proved.

By the time of publication, Stalin had been dead for two months, and his suc-
cessors were busily (if temporarily) dismantling aspects of his legacy. At the very
moment that Moscow stood accused of employing forced labor on a gigantic scale,
the Soviet government had “lost its appetite for forced labour camps,” closing many
of them over the course of the 1950s.128 With Georgy Malenkov installed in the
Kremlin, the Korean War finally over, and prisoners heading home, cold war an-
imosities had started to abate—albeit fitfully, as the GDR’s harsh repression of a
workers’ uprising in June 1953 attested. Although Eisenhower’s administration re-
mained mistrustful of Moscow’s vaunted peace initiatives, other NATO members
found them more persuasive, leading U.S. diplomats to surmise that Europeans
hesitated to push the forced labor issue for fear of offending Moscow at this deli-
cate moment.129 A scathing editorial in Life reached the same conclusion, noting
that European delegates had voted to remove forced labor from ECOSOC’s fall
agenda: “The excuse of ECOSOC’s European delegates for hastily sweeping forced
labor under the carpet was that they hadn’t had time to read the report; moreover,
this session’s agenda was already hopelessly overcrowded. Translated from dele-
gatese into plain English, this means, ‘Oh dear, do we have to vex the Russians now?
The mere mention of forced labor always throws them into a rage and, with the
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way things have been going in Russia lately, they’ll be just too awful if we bring it
up.’ So ECOSOC will avoid Russia-vexing until its next session.”130

After much lobbying, the U.S. delegation successfully championed a resolution
condemning forced labor at the General Assembly. But the administration’s atti-
tude toward this issue, and the UN more broadly, was in transition. Under pres-
sure from the isolationist right—in the shape of the looming Bricker Amendment—
to distance itself from international agencies and treaties, Eisenhower repudiated
the UN Covenant on Human Rights.131 The forced labor question remained on the
agenda of the International Labour Office throughout the 1950s. Now, though, the
roles were reversed: Washington dragged its feet while Moscow took the lead in
pressing for a new convention. Where U.S. representatives had hitherto argued that
human rights questions were by definition matters for international adjudication,
by the mid-1950s Washington had retreated behind the protective shield of sov-
ereignty, refusing to subscribe to any new statute on forced labor on the grounds
that it would infringe U.S. federal authority.132

TWO CAMPS COMPARED:  
NAZI  GERMANY AND THE SOVIET GULAG

As a device with which to pillory the Soviets, “slave labor” had a limited life span.
In 1956, Washington didn’t even deign to respond to an International Labour Or-
ganization questionnaire on the subject. But by then, and not merely as a result of
governmental prompting, the camps had come to occupy a prominent position in
American commentary on and consciousness of Soviet communism.

Historical comparisons proliferated. Constant substitution of the term slavery
for forced labor accentuated parallels with both the empires of antiquity and chat-
tel slavery in the Americas. Many commentators stressed, though, that neither
precedent offered an adequate analogue. Nothing in the past foreshadowed the pe-
culiar malignance of a system that was designed not only to extract labor from an
expendable underclass but to keep an entire population in a condition of terror,
mute in the face of state tyranny. Unlike the slavery of yesteryear, the Soviet gulag
fused economic and political functions. When America’s delegate to ECOSOC, Dr.
Kotschnig, decried the shocking “return in the twentieth century to practices of
ancient slavery,” he added that Soviet forced labor was “worse than the slavery of
the past because it is being used to suppress any dissident political thought.”133

Those who imagined the Soviet camps as vaguely akin to the plantations of an-
tebellum America (if colder) were chided with a reminder that southern slave-
holders had treated their property much better than the Soviet state treated its
helots. “One need only read Uncle Tom’s Cabin and one of the Soviet slave books
together to see that conventional chattel slavery was a mild and benevolent thing

stalin's slaves 123



compared with what has evolved in the ‘homeland of socialism,’” opined Eugene
Lyons.134 Chattel slavery, however “shameful and abhorrent,” was a “capital in-
vestment: the slave owner fed, clothed and cared for his slaves; it was against his
economic interests to work them to death,” Life similarly informed its readers. In
communist countries, by contrast, “the state owns the slaves and doesn’t mind
working them to death in the least. In fact, to destroy individuals and classes which
it considers dangerous, it works them to death deliberately, for the death of such
slaves is considered no loss. Virtually the only capital outlay required is the cost of
seizing the slaves, transporting them to the slave pens and prodding them on with
loaded guns until they drop dead.”135 Appraised in this way, the gulag not only at-
tested the monstrosity of Stalin’s regime but confirmed the meliorative character
of capitalism.

If no historical analogy sufficed to capture the gulag’s grim reality, the recent
past offered a closer approximation. Indeed, the Soviet camps were rarely discussed
without an invocation of their German counterpart. In complex and underappre-
ciated ways, the Soviet and Nazi camps came to define and also distort one another
during the early cold war. To a significant degree, American awareness of the gu-
lag was contingent on shifting attitudes toward Germany set in motion by the for-
mer enemy’s rapid rehabilitation as a cold war partner.

That the Soviet camps should have been twinned with Nazi atrocities in post-
war U.S. discourse is hardly surprising. In the spring of 1945, any American who
had opened a newspaper or gone to the movies would have seen images shot by
Soviet, British, and American photographers as Allied forces liberated the con-
centration and extermination camps that the Nazis had erected across eastern and
central Europe. All five U.S. newsreel companies carried extensive footage from
the camps in special issues that jettisoned censorship conventions to offer an un-
expurgated depiction of human suffering more explicit than anything American
cinemagoers had ever confronted. No one who had seen the naked and the dead
(“stacked like cordwood”), the corpses bulldozed into pits, the crematoria, and the
showers—the abhorrent architecture and aftermath of genocide—was likely to have
forgotten these images. The newsreels themselves expressly confronted cinemago-
ers with a moral obligation to view. “Don’t turn away. Look!” Universal’s com-
mentator commanded viewers who might be tempted to avert their gaze.136 Nor
was this imagery confined to newsreels. An exhibit of photographs taken at sev-
eral Nazi camps, depicting the victims, perpetrators, and German civilian by-
standers who had been forced to inspect the “death mills” by American GIs, toured
cities across the country in 1945.137

Discussion of the Soviet camps in the late 1940s self-consciously evoked some
of the most repugnant features of the Third Reich. Sometimes latent, the compar-
ison was frequently more calculated. Since it was the Nazi camps that had finally
“roused the conscience of the world” by appealing to “the personal, human angle,”
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exposure of the gulag could be expected to have the same effect, wrote Ralph Mur-
ray, the British Foreign Office executive responsible for anticommunist propaganda
policy. The Soviet “concentration camps” were “far the most damaging aspect of
the communist regime as seen through western eyes.”138

A moral yardstick for the evaluation of evil, the Nazi camps also supplied a vi-
sual register for the “concentrationary universe” that the gulag otherwise lacked.
Even as written reports and oral testimony from the Soviet camps amassed in the
1940s and 1950s, what these hidden sites of abjection looked like was largely
confined to a few charcoal and pencil impressions smuggled out by survivors or
drawn later from memory. In September 1948, Life printed a series of sketches by
Vladimir Kowanko, a Pole imprisoned in the gulag from 1939 to 1941, who had
surreptitiously produced scenes of camp life on cigarette papers. His drawings de-
picted the guards’ calculated brutality; prisoners’ backbreaking work in freezing
conditions; their crude accommodation in wooden huts; and the degradation of
female inmates who had “lost all sense of shame and dignity” (one vignette depicted
a bare-breasted woman who had “traded her blouse for bread”).139

These stark images were a rarity, however. For obvious reasons, no photographs
or footage of the gulag circulated during the early cold war. Beyond the reach of
cameras, the camps also defied the cinematic imagination. Hollywood’s contri-
bution to anticommunism did not extend to a Siberian excursion, even though
during a speculative boom in 1948, inspired by the House Committee on Un-
American Activities, titles such as Shanghaied to Siberia had been optioned.140 This
blank screen left the Nazi concentration camps to provide a projective stand-in,
however inadequate the likeness.

The imaginative substitution of German camps for their Soviet counterparts
functioned, at one level, through implied association. But parties to the cold war
dispute over forced labor often invoked Nazism more directly. When British, U.S.,
and AFL delegates to ECOSOC likened forced labor in the USSR to that practiced
by the Third Reich, Soviet delegates retaliated by pointing out that Josef Goebbels
had been the first to level tendentious charges of “slave labor” at the USSR, in an
article published in 1936. Turning the Soviet camps into the central plank of their
anticommunist campaign, the capitalist/imperialist powers were simply replicat-
ing a fascist tactic, drawing on testimony derived from collaborators who had de-
fected from the Red Army’s ranks to serve the German war effort. Kravchenko was
similarly slurred as a Nazi agent, the author of a vicious anti-Soviet tract published
in France during the war. Embroidering the same motif, Moscow couched its re-
fusal to grant access to international investigators as opposition to the violation of
Soviet sovereignty by “American gauleiters.”141

Meanwhile, U.S. newspapers reported that Soviet officials in occupied Germany
had put vacated Nazi camps back into use, turning Sachsenhausen, outside Berlin,
into a depot from which to dispatch German civilians as “slave laborers” to the
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USSR.142 That Stalin had seamlessly picked up where Hitler left off made literal a
contention more abstrusely posited in theories of totalitarianism: that the con-
centration camp represented “the most consequential institution of totalitarian
rule”—a crucial marker of the identical ambitions of Nazi Germany and Soviet Rus-
sia. In the judgment of Hannah Arendt, totalitarianism’s most consequential the-
orist, the camps’ purpose was far more radical in its annihilatory intent than the
economic functionalism ascribed to the gulag by analysts like David Dallin. For
Arendt, the camps’ vital service to the total state lay not in extraction of surplus la-
bor but in reduction of human life to nullity. The camps functioned as “laborato-
ries in which the fundamental belief of totalitarianism that everything is possible
is being verified”; their goal was to reduce human beings to mere “bundles of re-
actions” that could be “exchanged at random for any other.” The camps thus rep-
resented the terminus of a will to absolute power.143

Arendt’s metaphysical conception of “radical evil,” expounded over five hundred
dense pages in The Origins of Totalitarianism, was not intended for mass reader-
ship. But in less sophisticated form, the notion that Nazi Germany and Soviet Rus-
sia bore an essential kinship enjoyed wide circulation and was a mainstay of U.S.
cold war ideology.144 The camps were often invoked as article A in this elision. As
intrinsic to the totalitarian state as the hump to the camel (in Dallin’s analogy), the
camps offered incontrovertible proof of the dictatorships’ convergence and as such
were often considered in conjunction.145 Indeed, in 1950 an organization of Nazi
camp survivors, led by the French Trotskyist David Rousset, proposed that only those
who had themselves inhabited l’univers concentrationnaire could properly pass judg-
ment on other camp systems that continued to scar the postwar world.146

In May 1951, six black-robed men and one woman—drawn from the ranks of
the one-hundred-thousand-member International Commission against Concen-
tration Camps—gathered at Brussels’ Egmont Palace. “For the first time, the men
who lived at Auschwitz and Buchenwald are going to hear men who lived through
Kolyma and Magadan,” announced Rousset, the proceedings’ self-appointed “pub-
lic prosecutor.” After sifting through “mountains of documents” and three hun-
dred written depositions, the jury heard the testimony of twenty-five witnesses, in-
cluding Margarete Buber-Neumann, Elinor Lipper, another German communist
victim of the gulag, and the Spanish Republican commander General Valentin Gon-
zalez (El Campesino), who had served as a fictional model for Hemingway in For
Whom the Bell Tolls. After four days of hearings, the tribunal concluded that con-
centration camps undoubtedly existed in the Soviet Union, though they differed
in significant respects from those established by the Nazis. The Soviets did not per-
form scientific experiments on their inmates, nor did they practice “racial exter-
mination,” and since the gulag was not designed to advance a premeditated pro-
gram of genocide, some inmates obtained release.147

These differentiations offered a salutary corrective to the notion that the Soviet
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and Nazi regimes were exact replicas of one another, stamped from the same mold.
The conceit of totalitarianism encouraged this belief, but perceptions of “Red Fas-
cism”’s undifferentiated sameness quickly gave way to a conviction that the Soviet
Union was not, in fact, identical to the Third Reich. It was worse. When observers
held Stalin up to Hitler’s mirror, they didn’t invariably see the features blur into
the same indistinguishable face of Big Brother; some observed the greater mon-
strosity of Joseph Vissarionovich. In the estimation of historian Peter Novick, not
only did cold war imperatives make “invocation of the Holocaust the ‘wrong atroc-
ity’ for purposes of mobilizing the new consciousness,” but theories of totalitari-
anism served to marginalize the Holocaust: “Anticipating what some time later be-
came a common theme, Time magazine, within a month of the liberation of the
concentration camps, was warning against viewing their horrors as a German crime.
Rather, they were the product of totalitarianism, and its victims’ deaths would be
meaningful only if we drew the appropriate anti-Soviet moral.”148

In making (or insinuating) this case, critics of Soviet communism did not con-
front an impossible challenge. By the end of the twentieth century, the Holocaust
had come to serve as its defining atrocity. Today, Belsen, Auschwitz, Treblinka, and
Dachau register in collective memory in a way that Kolyma, Magadan, and Vorkuta
do not. But if Nazism has come to epitomize evil, to earlier generations things looked
rather different—so different that from 1937 to 1939, confronted with a hypothetical
choice between communism or fascism, a majority of Americans expressed greater
enthusiasm for fascism. This attitude shifted somewhat after Germany invaded the
USSR, though in the fall of 1941 roughly a third of Americans still considered the
two governments “equally bad.” Only in 1942, with the Soviet Union besieged, did
the number of those who said they couldn’t decide between two such noxious al-
ternatives fall below 50 percent. At this point, a majority favored communism over
fascism, but this grudging preference did not erase a profound mistrust of the So-
viet Union among those who had never rallied behind the popular front.149 Cold
war opinion formers didn’t have to dig very far to tap this bedrock of latent anti-
Soviet sentiment.

While Hitler’s atrocities provided an initial benchmark to gauge and envisage
the gulag’s depravity, as anti-Soviet sentiment surged it became common for
American commentators to insist that the Nazi camps were a pale imitation of those
across the Elbe. Thus, for example, a journalistic account of the USSR entitled East
of the Iron Curtain, published in 1946, strove to correct what its author viewed as
an egregious misperception: “There is a general belief in this country that Hitler
was the originator of the concentration camp system for the muzzling of political
opponents. This is a completely erroneous belief. Hitler was not a producer of any-
thing new but a mere copyist of things existing long before him. He copied his con-
centration camps from the Russians in much the same way he modeled his Gestapo
after the Russian Secret Police.”150
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To relativize Nazi atrocities did not require an insistence that “the Russians”
invented the concentration camp. This line of inquiry risked running into an awk-
ward historical roadblock, after all, since both British and U.S. authorities had es-
tablished concentration camps in turn-of-the-century imperial wars in South
Africa and the Philippines, respectively. More common was the assertion that if
Soviet and Nazi crimes were weighed in the same moral balance, the scales would
tip against the former. “People who have survived both the Soviet and Nazi con-
centration camps . . . reluctantly admit that the Soviet brand is more horrible,”
opined Eugene Lyons. “At their worst, the Brown-Red choice is between a quick
death in a gas chamber and a protracted death by overwork, undernourishment
and filthy living conditions.”151 Margarete Buber-Neumann, as one such survivor,
provided valuable ammunition to those eager to press this point on “all the fellow
travelers, the Stalinoids, the double-standard ‘liberals’ and the phony ‘progressives’
who have acted as Stalin’s stooges.”152 Several American commentators seized on
her twin descriptions of Karaganda and Ravensbrück to claim that “Karaganda was
worse”—though she herself reminded readers of Under Two Dictators that if Kara-
ganda appeared bleaker in certain respects, her experiences of Ravensbrück were
hardly typical. There was a salient reason why she survived while many around
her, including her dear friend Milena Jesenka, were murdered. Buber-Neumann
was not Jewish.153

SLAVES TOO LONG:  EDITH SAMPSON 
AND GERMAN POWS IN THE GULAG

The subordination of Nazi atrocities to an anti-Soviet program points to the role
that West Germany’s rehabilitation played in shaping “gulag consciousness.” Ea-
ger to resuscitate a former enemy as a bulwark against Stalin, Washington quickly
abandoned its initial insistence on Germans’ “collective guilt,” jettisoning ambi-
tious plans to de-Nazify the country root and branch. One measure of this rapid
normalization of relations lay in shifting U.S. attitudes toward the Third Reich’s
soldiers. In 1945, General Eisenhower insisted that the Wehrmacht “had been iden-
tical with Hitler and his exponents of the rule of force.” By 1951 his tune had al-
tered beyond recognition. With Washington maneuvering the new Federal Repub -
lic into NATO and the Korean War having paved the way for remilitarization,
Eisenhower remarked “a real difference between the German soldier and officer
and Hitler and his criminal group.”154

With this volte-face came an American commitment to press Moscow for the
release of German POWs still in its custody years after the war’s conclusion. Pre-
cisely how many Axis prisoners remained in Soviet camps was hard to determine.
Moscow had never issued figures, and in 1949 its news agency TASS claimed that
the USSR had released all POWs except for the war criminals, whom it was under
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no obligation to relinquish. German estimates, by contrast, tended to include every
soldier lost on the eastern front, though many had undoubtedly died in combat or
perished as a result of maltreatment in (or before reaching) Soviet camps. Unsur-
prisingly, the disappearance of innumerable German men into the void of Soviet
captivity was a galvanic issue in the fledgling Federal Republic—Chancellor Kon-
rad Adenauer asserting before the new parliament that 1.5 to 2 million German
prisoners of war remained unaccounted for in September 1949.155 Of that total,
some sixty thousand to one hundred thousand were still being held in the USSR,
he maintained. That the misfortune of these Wehrmacht POWs also became an
American cause célèbre indicates how far geopolitical priorities had shifted since
the collapse of the Third Reich.

In 1950, U.S. delegates to the UN embraced the Axis prisoners’ cause, with the
twin aims of placating Washington’s new German and Japanese allies and supple-
menting the roster of human rights abuses laid at Moscow’s door.156 The POWs’
prolonged incarceration provided another opportunity to focus attention on the
Soviet camps. And while the State Department nurtured no expectation that the
prisoners would duly be released, they appreciated the “nuisance value” of scratch-
ing at this sore spot.157 As one might expect, U.S. representations offered no indi-
cation that these inmates of the gulag—whose illicit imprisonment was likened
to the plight of postwar refugees and victims of genocide—were the same Wehr -
macht soldiers who, five years earlier, Eisenhower had insisted were indivisible
from Hitler. More striking was the fact that the U.S. delegate tasked with pressing
the Axis prisoners’ case was an African American woman.

In August 1950, Truman had appointed Edith Sampson, a well-connected at-
torney from Chicago’s South Side, as an alternate delegate to the UN in a blaze of
publicity that clumsily underlined the strategic calculation behind the decision.
Sampson’s award of this prominent diplomatic position, announced the Chicago
Daily News, served as a “dramatic backfire to Russian use of the color issue to set
the nations of Asia against this country.”158 What better rejoinder to Soviet slurs
that America’s “fifteen million American Negroes lived behind barbed wire”—like
so many concentration camp inmates—than this accomplished attorney, the first
African American to receive a law degree from Loyola University? Blessed with a
“hearty manner,” an infectious smile, and a throaty contralto “like Tallulah
Bankhead’s,” there was “nothing downtrodden about Edith Sampson,” the Des
Moines Tribune approvingly remarked.159

Sampson seemed more than happy to embrace both the official remit and an
unofficial role flagged just as prominently. The POW issue provided an ideal plat-
form from which to dismiss Moscow’s repeated assertions that oppression inclined
African Americans favorably toward communism. “Any white man who’s a com-
munist is a fool,” Sampson announced briskly. “Any Negro who is a communist is
a damned fool.” Having yet to overcome the “slave mentality,” these pathetic char-
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acters hankered for submission to Moscow in place of Massa—a barb “Miss Edith”
fired specifically at Paul Robeson.160 “Anyone who makes a compact with the devil
to gain their immediate aspirations will not only fail to win those ends but will share
the fate of all others in the hell to which their short-sightedness delivered them,”
she warned ominously.161

Communists, Sampson insisted, were “pushing their own people back into slav-
ery.”162 That the Soviets continued to hold other people in slavery merely added
grist to her mill. She thus stressed that her ancestry as a descendant of slaves made
her not a paradoxical recipient of the POW assignment—a demeaned “subhuman”
urging the release of Hitler’s foot soldiers—but the natural choice: “We Negroes
know something about the slave system. We know that it delivers a kind of secu-
rity. We know that slaves never have to worry about unemployment, for example.
The masters—and many of them were benevolent—look after the essentials of food,
clothing, and shelter. And we also know the cruel marks of dictatorship, sup-
pression, and the whip. We know what it is like to be forced to say that a lie is the
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truth. We know how it feels to be helpless in the face of arbitrary authority. It is a
part of our folklore.”163 Sampson’s presentations at the UN and her statements to
the press constantly emphasized the fittingness of her appointment. Release of these
pitiable “captives of war,” as she termed them, wasn’t an issue of power politics. It
was a “human problem” that touched the hearts of people around the world who
empathized with the anguish of families aching for their loved ones’ return. An un-
conscionable deprivation of liberty, Axis prisoners’ incarceration spoke to African
Americans with particular clarity. “Those who themselves have suffered and strug-
gled hardest for their human rights will feel this situation most acutely,” Sampson
asserted. “They know that the rights of men are involved in the struggle for the rights
of any group of men.”164

In Sampson, then, the State Department had found a woman of color whose
condemnation of the “slave world” reverberated with peculiar effect. In Sampson’s
hands the elision of chattel slavery and communist enslavement was a weapon ap-
plied bluntly to both the USSR and that inconsequential minority of African Amer-
icans foolish enough to be duped by communist doublespeak. “We Negroes aren’t
interested in Communism,” she was frequently quoted as saying. “We were slaves
too long for that.”165

Despite Sampson’s forceful interventions at the UN General Assembly, the Axis
POWs were not immediately released in 1950—just as State Department person-
nel anticipated. Before many more months had elapsed, though, families in Ger-
many and Hungary began receiving mail from imprisoned relatives who had sent
no word in years. Then, without advance notice, some men long absent suddenly
arrived home. This unobtrusive about-turn was later formalized. Soon after Stalin’s
death, the Soviets had released twelve thousand POWs, and, with a visit to Moscow
in 1955, Adenauer secured the return of ten thousand remaining Germans in cap-
tivity. Their homecomings received considerable attention from U.S. news media.
Newsreels and illustrated magazines carried numerous stories devoted to this
drama: embraces between gaunt, vacant-eyed sons and mothers whose faces bore
witness to years of suddenly dissolved grief. Aspiring to the status of universal
truth—the fraught rapture of reunion with profoundly altered loved ones—these
poignant photographs surely struck a responsive chord with Americans in 1953, a
year that saw the mass return not only of German prisoners from the USSR but of
Americans from Korea.166

Both groups returned with captivity narratives to deliver. Redeemed by their
suffering in the Soviet Union, the former Wehrmacht soldiers were valorized in
the Federal Republic as sacrificial victims who had performed penance on behalf
of all Germans.167 In the United States, successive waves of prisoner releases pro-
vided opinion formers with fresh opportunities to deepen their readers’ acquain-
tance with the Soviet camps—“the Russia only a few know”—based on “50,000 man-
years behind the iron curtain”:
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Without a fork, without a knife,
The shirt reaching only the navel.
Mornings no water, evening no light,
This is the way of Soviet life.

Thus ran a “doleful” verse printed in Life in November 1953. The accompanying
essay ended with what was related as an “old North German saying,” “Better death
than slavery.” A reformulation of the more familiar North American saying “Bet-
ter dead than red,” this Prussian proverb reaffirmed a message endlessly reiterated
in stories from the USSR: that there was no place like home and no place closer to
hell than the Soviet Union.168

SERIAL REDISCOVERY

In the West the gulag has been uncovered, reburied, and disinterred several times
over. The writings of Victor Serge, Boris Souvarine, and Vladimir Tchernavin were
easily (and extensively) overlooked at the height of popular enthusiasm for the
great utopian experiment that many took the USSR to represent in the 1930s.
When the Soviet camps were rediscovered during the early cold war, these pio-
neering accounts found a fresh audience alongside an expanding collection of
scholarly studies and firsthand testaments. Memoirs such as Buber-Neumann’s
Under Two Dictators, Elinor Lipper’s Eleven Years in Soviet Prison Camps, Vladi -
mir Petrov’s Soviet Gold, and Gustaw Herling’s A World Apart graphically charted
their authors’ progress through the Soviet carceral system. Arrest in the middle
of the night was followed by confinement in a dank prison cell; charges of sabo-
tage, wrecking, and “social undesirability” preceded a sentence fixed in advance
of the perfunctory trial. Then came a journey by fetid boxcar to a featureless des-
tination in the taiga, where life consisted of endless backbreaking work to the con-
stant accompaniment of hunger—gnawing at the gut, clogging the mind,  warping
every human interaction.

The way stations of this via dolorosa became increasingly familiar to audiences
in the 1950s. Yet when Solzhenitsyn’s work appeared in the West a decade later, it
was widely greeted as a revelation de novo. His oeuvre was soon supplemented by
the memoirs of Nadezhda Mandelstam and Evgenia Ginsburg, the autobiograph-
ical stories of Varlam Shalamov, and other samizdat works that had migrated west,
but Solzhenitsyn still remains credited as the one to illuminate a particularly dis-
mal episode of Soviet history for western readers. During the most recent flurry of
attention to the gulag, primed by the publication of Anne Applebaum’s Pulitzer-
winning Gulag: A History of the Soviet Camps in 2003, Solzhenitsyn has again been
cast in the role of lamplighter, eclipsing not only other witnesses but any recollec-
tion of earlier iterations of camp consciousness. “Even the word ‘Gulag’ does not
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appear to have made its entry into our dictionaries prior to the early 1970s,” Hilton
Kramer proposed in 2003.169

As we have seen, though, the acronym GULAG featured prominently on a map
distributed by the million, whether or not the word had yet found its way into Web-
ster’s. Bound tightly to new geopolitical exigencies, awareness of the Soviet camp
system expanded during the early 1950s, encouraged by a state keen to spectacu-
larize knowledge production through dramatic trials, witness testimony, and
graphic representations. Whether referred to as “the gulags,” “slave labor camps,”
or simply “Siberia,” the camps’ existence became integral to American under-
standings of life behind the Iron Curtain, with forced labor sparking public protests
against the few Soviet products still imported in the early 1950s.170

With little exaggeration, one might claim that almost all news from or of the
“slave world” in early cold war America gestured toward the gulag if it did not fur-
nish more concrete detail. In the wake of the Kasenkina affair, editorials on the fate
of Consul Lomakin and Vice-Consul Chepurnykh expressed certainty that the
Kremlin would “reward” these diplomats with one-way tickets to Siberia. (Chep-
urnykh was indeed sentenced to fifteen years’ hard labor, while Lomakin defied ex-
pectations by returning to New York as a delegate to the UN.) Anatoly Barsov, the
airman who defected to the West only to change his mind, did not need U.S. com-
mentators to engage in ominous speculation on his behalf. In forebodings confided
to the diary that Life excerpted at length, he correctly anticipated years of “correc-
tive labor” on return to the Soviet motherland he had betrayed.

Escapee stories also constantly conjured the camps. When two Romanian
brothers who had spent seven years as “hostages” of their regime arrived in the
United States to be reunited with their father in 1954, their second stop—after a
handshake from President Eisenhower at the White House—was a trip to see the
Dodgers play at Ebbets Field. Nineteen-year-old Constantin opened the game by
tossing out the first ball, but reporters also noted another striking moment during
the Georgescu brothers’ introduction to the great American game. Puzzled by the
expression “sent to the showers,” the boys were told by their father, “It is like say-
ing they were sent to Siberia”—a remark greeted “with the heartiness of those who
no longer have to worry about that possibility,” observed the New York Times.171

As this “hearty” punchline suggests, over the course of the 1950s references to
the gulag became so ubiquitous as to assume casual or trivializing form. Cole
Porter’s opening number for Silk Stockings, to take one prominent example, in-
cluded a throwaway couplet that rhymed “can’t write that line / you’ll be sent to a
mine.” Noting a Kremlin crackdown on parents who celebrated the five-year plans
by giving their children unorthodox names like “Electrification Pavelovich Popov”
and “Cracking Combineov,” a wry editorial in the Washington Post mused whether
any Soviet couple had boldly named their baby “Gulag Gogol” or “Ogpu Sama -
rov.”172 Meanwhile, General MacArthur averred on national radio in 1956 that the
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present income tax law resembled “the Soviet forced labor system . . . reduc[ing]
the citizen for long periods almost to involuntary servitude”—a cavalier analogy
that attests the gulag’s status as common knowledge, if not MacArthur’s acuity.173

At the same time, Americans who cared to acquaint themselves more thoroughly
with Soviet camp life enjoyed access to rich resources, including the memoirs of
Buber-Neumann, Lipper, Herling, and John Noble—an American who had spent
years in Soviet camps. Widely reviewed and critically esteemed, these firsthand ac-
counts were commonly serialized or abridged in popular magazines like Reader’s
Digest, the Saturday Evening Post, and the American Mercury. Their authors also
appeared as witnesses in hearings designed to heighten awareness of the camps,
such as David Rousset’s Brussels tribunal in 1951. Half a century later, their testi-
mony continues to inform studies of the Soviet camps—which makes it all the more
striking that many recent commentators should insist that almost nothing was
known of the camps in the West before Solzhenitsyn.

How, then, to account for the fact that the gulag has required serial rediscov-
ery, each generation forgetting that it had been at least partly uncovered before?
More particularly, how do we explain obliviousness to the camps’ early cold war
exposure? The answer surely owes much to the way writers of that era typically rep-
resented the Soviet camps: as pockets of extremity engulfed by a vast empire of ab-
jection. In other words, the terminally austere universe behind barbed wire was
portrayed as differing from communist society at large by only a matter of degrees.
Thus an editorial in the Washington Post rhetorically inquired (as early as March
1947) “whether life for the great bulk of the population in modern totalitarian states
can be distinguished from actual slavery; that is to say, whether the status of the
so-called free workers on collective farms and in state factories differs other than
materially from the status of workers in the great Soviet penal camps.”174

Contemporary descriptions of the Soviet bloc constantly stressed the stunted ex-
istence of ordinary citizens, not merely prisoners. Launching the Crusade for Free-
dom on Labor Day, 1950, Eisenhower lamented the fact that “one third of the hu-
man race works in virtual bondage.” In the eastern bloc, employees were bound to
the state, incapable of freely moving from city to city, or switching employment at
will as an American worker could. “For his work, he is rewarded with a tiny, crowded
place to live, a poverty-type diet and little more than the clothes he wears on his
back,” wrote Harry Schwartz in 1952. “The life of a Soviet worker today seems to be
closer to the bitter phantasmagoria described in George Orwell’s 1984 than to the
dream world the Bolsheviks of 1917 thought they were fighting to win,” Schwartz
concluded.175 Leland Stowe made the point yet more bluntly: “The communist state
cannot avoid wholesale enslavement because it is enslavement, per se.”176

With verdicts such as these typifying popular impressions of the eastern bloc,
the gulag was brought into focus only to dissolve again into the larger picture of
misery and immobilization, decay and deprivation that characterized the entire
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“brutalitarian” system (as William Henry Chamberlin dubbed it).177 The camp pro-
vided a compelling metaphor for the constriction of life under communism, in
which exile was a permanent condition of being and “Siberia” effectively stood for
the whole. But the effect of this synecdoche was to minimize the gulag’s character
as a distinct “world apart.” And though it was easy for westerners to elide the camps
with the entire communist system, for inmates the chasm between the zone and
what lay beyond often appeared vast, if not utterly unbridgeable.178

When heightened attention to forced labor lapsed in the mid-1950s, Americans
retained the larger image of Soviet society as prison, without an abiding apprecia-
tion of the peculiar society of the camps themselves. Paradoxically, then, the gulag
suffered from the totality and fixity with which slave world came to define every-
thing east of the Iron Curtain.
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First Captive in a Hot War
The Case of Robert Vogeler

A LYNCHING UNDER THE CLOAK OF LAW

When the U.S. businessman Robert Vogeler delivered a fulsome confession of guilt
to a Budapest court in February 1950, the scene struck many Americans as both
wholly alien and eerily familiar. Exactly a year earlier József Cardinal Mindszenty
had stood trial in the same grubby courtroom on similar charges of espionage and
sabotage, with the same judge presiding.1 According to the Hungarian regime, both
Vogeler and Mindszenty had confessed in custody before voicing their contrition
in public. The guilty verdicts they received surprised no one: life imprisonment
for the “traitor” Mindszenty; fifteen years for the “spy” Vogeler. In the Kafkaesque
realm to the east of the Iron Curtain, prosecution meant certain punishment. The
only question was whether either man would emerge again alive, since sentences
in such cases were generally believed to bear the same fictitious relationship to pun-
ishment that punishment bore to crime.

That communist courtroom procedure was so wearily predictable heightened
the outrage many Americans experienced as they contemplated first the “rape of
justice” suffered by Mindszenty and then the “lynching” of Robert Vogeler.2 Show
trials of the past had typically targeted old Bolsheviks fallen from grace, which
made it possible to comprehend how Stalin’s inquisitors managed to extract con-
fessions to patently trumped-up charges. In the 1940s, the scenario proposed by
Arthur Koestler in Darkness at Noon gained widespread credence: that inter-
rogators manipulated prisoners’ residual revolutionary loyalty.3 But the Hungar-
ian communists’ ability to break a staunchly anticommunist prince primate of the
Catholic Church, “a brave and stubborn man, who at every fork in his life proudly



took the dangerous, uphill way,” required a different explanation.4 Mindszenty’s
 confession—a “sort of miracle of evil,” in Time’s opinion—left commentators de-
bating whether he had been drugged, tortured, hypnotized, or degraded by other
means. Had the term been coined in 1949, observers would doubtless have de-
scribed the cardinal as “brainwashed.” As it was, many adopted a more severe term
for his ordeal: martyrdom.5

From Brazil to Brooklyn, Catholic congregations rose in furious protest against
Mindszenty’s “diabolical treatment.” Pope Pius XII was reportedly reduced to tears
by the sentence, declaring that God himself had been “driven into exile”—the es-
capee of all escapees from the eastern bloc. Meanwhile, from the pulpit of Saint
Patrick’s Cathedral in New York City, Cardinal Spellman thunderously denounced
“the world’s most fiendish, ghoulish men of slaughter”—“men who as their gods
know only Satan and Stalin!” Unless Americans abandoned their “ostrich-like ac-
tions and pretenses” and united “to stop the Communist floodings” of their own
land, they would face “trickery, torturings, disasters and defeat.”6 Heeding the call,
four thousand boys in Catholic Youth Organization uniforms paraded up Man-
hattan’s Fifth Avenue with a fifteen-foot banner proclaiming, “CYO Boy Scouts—
Pray for Cardinal Mindszenty.”7 Throughout the country, crowds massed around
his crepe-draped portrait in gatherings that were at once requiem rituals and po-
litical rallies, occasions for piety and polemic.8

If Catholics spearheaded this grassroots mobilization to stem the tide of athe-
istic communism, others soon rallied to the cause. Editorial comment documented
animation in parts of the country that were neither home to sizable Catholic con-
stituencies nor generally sympathetic to “furriners.” In a report surveying reac-
tion to Pirogov and Barsov’s visit, the New York Times found the “overwhelming -
ly Protestant” Upper South—Virginia, more specifically—discussing Mindszen ty’s
case with “unusual attention.” “No recent move by the Communists seems to have
stirred up so fierce a reaction as the Mindszenty trial,” the columnist concluded, a
verdict borne out by the flood of telegrams inundating the State Department and
White House.9 Truman was beset by pleas to attend protests, say prayers, and take
more stringent measures to denounce the “shocking totalitarian sacrilege” perpe-
trated on “the saintly person” of Mindszenty. One veteran went so far as to enclose
his Purple Heart in a letter to Truman, explaining that although the medal had al-
ways “meant a lot” to him, it would lose its meaning “if Cardinal Mindszenty is
murdered without the President at least knowing enough about the case.”10

Given this ferocity of feeling, we might imagine that a secular restaging of the
Mindszenty story with an unknown American businessman in the lead role would
elicit a less vehement response. Yet while the arrest, confession, trial, and sentence
of Robert Vogeler didn’t stir religious sentiment in the same way, popular reaction
was, in other regards, more bellicose. Vogeler was, after all, an American. To many
fellow citizens it seemed more perplexing and outrageous that Mátyás Rákosi’s
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figure 17. Mindszenty on trial, February 1949. The cardinal’s unnatural expres-
sion convinced many observers, like Ferenc Nagy in Life, that communists
possessed techniques “by which a man’s soul can be torn apart and put together
again.” © The Associated Press.

Consult the print edition for this illustration



henchmen had extracted a mea culpa from a vigorous thirty-eight-year-old exec-
utive for the International Telephone and Telegraph Corporation than from an ag-
ing Hungarian prelate. What had hitherto been a rather abstract puzzle—the com-
munist “confession complex”—now seemed pressingly personal.11

Vogeler’s captivity in Hungary thus resonated with especial intensity. But more
than posing an intellectual conundrum—how had they done that, to an  American?—
the imprisonment of a U.S. citizen behind the Iron Curtain raised practical ques-
tions about Washington’s response. Since American commentators unanimously
believed the charges against Vogeler to be concocted from thin air, his incarcera-
tion appeared nothing but a calculated insult designed to present the United States
as a “‘pushover’ for the Communist state apparatus.”12 A deliberate taunt of this
sort demanded a vigorous response. In the opinion of Morris Ernst (a prominent
attorney hired by IT&T to defend their assistant vice president), Vogeler was the
“first captive in a hot war” with the Soviet satellites. What, then, did the State De-
partment propose to do to deliver this innocent victim of “legicide” from a fifteen-
year sentence many thought tantamount to an execution warrant?13

A clamorous segment of lawmakers, editorialists, and citizens demanded an an-
swer with mounting impatience, their frustration exacerbated by the stalemate in
Korea. Advocates of General Douglas MacArthur’s proposal to drop atomic bombs
on China tended to favor similarly drastic measures against Hungary. The Vogeler
episode thus coincided with, and kindled, an increasingly belligerent mood in the
United States.

This twitchy eagerness for a decisive showdown with the forces of communism
was not a purely spontaneous public reaction. Right-wing Republicans stoked dis-
content by encouraging Americans to regard Washington’s failure to prevail as
symptomatic of a profound malaise in government. In short, if America was los-
ing both the cold war in general and the hot war in Korea, the fault lay with pusil-
lanimous policy makers and insidious subversives who deliberately stymied the
prospects of victory. No one peddled this line more tirelessly than Joseph McCarthy.
Vogeler’s simultaneous abuse by Hungarian Reds and betrayal by State Department
“pinks” provided the Wisconsin senator with powerful ammunition: an illustra-
tion of the constitutive character of the cold wars within and without.

A boon to McCarthy, the Vogeler case contributed to the eastern bloc’s alien-
ation from the United States. The IT&T man’s plight, in tandem with a handful of
similar cases, sharpened a widespread belief that the satellite states lay beyond the
ken of Americans, as politically unfathomable as they were physically inaccessible.
For John Foster Dulles (later Eisenhower’s secretary of state), the “haggard per-
sons” of Cardinal Mindszenty and Robert Vogeler offered a stark illustration of what
Soviet communism was “trying to do to the captive peoples, en masse”—deprive
them of “any will power or private thought or self-esteem.” According to Repub-
lican congressman Jacob K. Javits, the arrest and incarceration of U.S. citizens be-
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hind the Iron Curtain proved that the Soviets were “interdicting a part of the world
to normal movement and . . . destroying fundamental humanities by which people
live.”14 The satellite states increasingly struck U.S. observers as a “brutally archaic”
zone where law served to persecute, not protect—a sphere conceived as Asiatic in
its cruelty and African in its barbarism, distant in both time and space.15 For the
New York Times, the eastern bloc had become “what the world of Mid-Africa used
to be,” a “new Dark Continent in which civilized man penetrates at the risk of be-
ing captured, abused and perhaps killed by savages.”16

With each successive captivity crisis, perceptions of the eastern bloc’s extrem-
ity intensified while commerce and communication dwindled. As the first Amer-
ican to face trial behind the Iron Curtain, Vogeler loomed unusually large in the
process of estrangement by which the eastern bloc became East, with the satellite
states Orientalized as a realm of unbridgeable alterity.

THE ARREST OF AN AMERICAN REPRESENTATIVE

Had the Budapest regime deliberately sought to target a representative U.S. citi-
zen, it could hardly have made a better selection than Robert Vogeler. Patriot, busi-
nessman, athlete, and family man, the thirty-eight-year-old IT&T executive per-
sonified “a very high type and respected citizen of his country.”17 Born of a German
father and French mother who had met on the ship that delivered them both from
pre–World War I Europe to the United States, Robert, in turn, met his future wife
on a train traveling between Antwerp and Zurich. Within forty-eight hours, he had
proposed to Lucile Eykens, a strikingly attractive Belgian “former beauty queen.”
A few weeks later, once the bride-to-be had broken off with an earlier fiancé, the
couple married in Ghent Cathedral.18

Despite these exotic elements, Vogeler’s personal history conformed to a familiar
paradigm of first-generation mobility and assimilation. After schooling in both the
United States and Europe, Robert completed his education at Peekskill Military
Academy before attending the U.S. Naval Academy at Annapolis. A combination
of naval retrenchment and debilitating illness led Vogeler to resign his commis-
sion in December 1931. However, as an engineering major at the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology, he enrolled in the Naval Reserve before embarking on a
professional career in telecommunications and the private pursuit of fatherhood.
Robert and Lucile lost no more time in producing a family than they had in rush-
ing to the altar. Vogeler accordingly found himself in 1945, barely thirty-five, the
father of two young boys (Bobby Junior and Billy) and a senior manager with IT&T,
overseeing its subsidiaries’ operations in central Europe from an office in Vienna.

As Vogeler later described it, the Austrian capital differed little from its depic-
tion in Carol Reed’s The Third Man (1949): rubble strewn and chaotic, teeming with
displaced persons, black marketeers, and fractious tripartite occupation forces
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among whom pilfering and profiteering were not unknown. In the late 1940s,
 despite the rapid Sovietization of Czechoslovakia and Hungary, traffic still flowed
across Austria’s northern and eastern borders. Writing in 1949, the popular au-
thor Joseph Harsch cautioned American readers against too literal an interpreta-
tion of the phrase Iron Curtain, pointing out that it was “in fact neither iron nor a
tier of provinces consolidated firmly into the Soviet Russian domain.” Eastern/cen-
tral Europe was better understood as “a twilight zone in which many crosscurrents
swirl and struggle.” The epicenter of East-West tension, this region was neither lost
to the West nor inaccessible to westerners—for the time being.19

Amidst this turbulence, Vogeler had two principal tasks. One was to prevent
Red Army troops from looting IT&T’s local subsidiaries and hauling their stripped
assets back to the USSR. The other was to counter moves by Rákosi’s pro-Soviet
regime to expropriate foreign corporations’ property and capital without com-
pensation. But these weighty responsibilities didn’t stop clubbable Bob Vogeler
from joining the International House and the Jockey Club. He also assumed the
vice-presidency of the Austro-American Society and honorary chairmanship of the
Austro-American Club—networks of influence that Judge Olti, presiding over his
trial, would represent as filaments of a dense espionage network.

After his arrest in November 1949, friends described Vogeler as “a skilled sports-
man (fencer, marksman, skier, golfer) and a gay companion.” Reporters also noted
his well-groomed good looks, attested by photographs that showed a debonair,
dark-haired figure, sporting a Clark Gable–style moustache and polka-dot tie: a
man confident of his own charm, secure in his worldly position.20 Personal ac-
quaintances anticipated that Bob’s detention and subjection to “the various things
Communists do to some one they don’t like” would “not sit well with American
citizens,” as a golf partner warned Secretary of State Acheson.21 That Vogeler em-
bodied such a robust American masculinity aggravated the insult felt by fellow cit-
izens who didn’t know the IT&T executive personally but nevertheless recognized
and responded to what he represented. Unlike other Americans whose detention
passed without comment, his disappearance was headline news from the moment
he failed to return home from a trip to Budapest to negotiate the future of IT&T’s
Hungarian subsidiary, Standard Electric.22

At first Vogeler was simply missing, whereabouts unknown. Since other U.S.
businessmen had recently been arrested in Hungary and promptly released after
confessing to economic sabotage, Vogeler’s absence wasn’t immediately regarded
as critical.23 For two days, while the State Department pressed for clarification, Bu-
dapest claimed to “know nothing” about the IT&T executive. Then came an an-
nouncement that the Hungarian government had arrested three businessmen—
Vogeler, Edgar Sanders (a Briton), and Imre Geiger (a Hungarian)—on charges of
espionage and sabotage. A terse communiqué related that their conspiracy had been
foiled when Geiger attempted to exit the country without proper state permission.
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Under interrogation, he had revealed an extensive network of subversion that led
to his coconspirators’ speedy arrest. Wrong-footed by their colleague’s betrayal,
the others duly confessed. As in the Mindszenty case, the accused were reported
to have admitted their guilt within hours of arrest.24

From the vantage point of the U.S. Legation in Budapest, the situation now
looked grave. Other foreign detainees had been hastily ejected from the country,
so Budapest had obviously assigned a different function to Vogeler and the mem-
bers of his alleged espionage ring. American diplomats speculated that Rákosi’s
regime was planning a show trial of “spies and saboteurs” to legitimize its nation-
alization of foreign assets.25 As hostage and tradable commodity, Vogeler would
also provide leverage to extract concessions directly from Washington, his arrest
simultaneously sending a strong signal that westerners were no longer welcome in
Hungary—a state that seemed determined to immure itself from the West.

In the United States, Vogeler’s champions maintained his complete innocence
of charges “completely false, completely ridiculous and absolutely without any foun-
dation in fact,” as an IT&T representative put it.26 The State Department maintained
the same public line and, within a month of Vogeler’s arrest, announced decisive
retaliatory steps in response to the “wholly false” charges. Washington also pro -
tested Budapest’s refusal to grant U.S. consular and legal representatives access to
an American prisoner: a direct violation of the 1926 Treaty of Friendship, Com-
merce and Consular Rights between the two countries. In a sharply worded note
of December 20, 1949, the State Department announced it would “until further no-
tice” stamp all its citizens’ passports “not valid for travel in Hungary”—a restric-
tion already in place on Americans’ travel to Yugoslavia, China, and Albania.27 U.S.
citizens, the note protested, could not visit “without suffering surveillance, arbi-
trary arrest, and other intolerable molestations at the hands of the Hungarian po-
lice authorities and other infringements of their rights”—privations with which
Hungarian citizens were all too familiar.28

Washington’s prohibition on travel did not produce the desired effect, however.
On the contrary, Budapest elaborated its charges against Vogeler, Sanders, Geiger,
and their alleged associates, offering a fuller public account of their multifarious
crimes. These fascist adventurers had “forwarded industrial and military spy re-
ports, technical blueprints which were state secrets, maps and other spy material . . .
to their centers abroad.” In addition, Vogeler was alleged to have directed economic
sabotage by siphoning off profits from Standard Electric, reporting a false balance
sheet, and smuggling out foreign currency.29 These charges assumed a prominent
place in the Hungarian press. But staff of the U.S. Legation in Budapest were more
alarmed by the fact that the Hungarians’ private negotiating position was every bit
as adamant as their public posture. The communist line was fixed: Vogeler was a
spy, and irrefutable proof would soon convince even U.S. diplomats about his es-
pionage activities, if they weren’t merely feigning ignorance.30
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Confronted with this obduracy, Washington requested that Budapest expel Vo-
geler. A precedent existed with Ruedemann and Bannantine—two New Jersey oil
executives who, on arrest earlier in 1949, had confessed to sabotage and had then
been deported. Besides, since the Hungarian government had rapidly pressed ahead
with its expropriation of foreign capital during the first month of Vogeler’s incar-
ceration, the American captive had surely served his purpose.31 But Budapest
proved immovable. What, then, to do? Since American trade with Hungary was
already meager, its severance would hardly place Budapest under intolerable pres-
sure to relent. Lacking an economic weapon, Washington applied diplomatic pres-
sure, announcing the closure of Hungary’s consulates in New York City and Cleve-
land in January 1950.32 Hungary’s consular representative in Cleveland had in fact
resigned his post some eleven months earlier in protest at Mindszenty’s trial—a
gesture that Cardinal Spellman likened to Kasenkina’s leap in its bold defiance of
“the Soviet.”33 Largely symbolic, Washington’s move was nevertheless announced
in unusually strident language—a statement dripping with “unconcealed scorn and
some sarcasm”: “Apparently it has become increasingly inconvenient to the Gov-
ernment of Hungary that the Hungarian people should have contact with repre-
sentatives of the free world. It suits its purpose, moreover, that these contacts should
be severed in a manner which represents quite normal and necessary business prac-
tices as ‘espionage and sabotage.’ Under these circumstances in which any United
States businessman or relief administrator in Hungary may be subject to arbitrary
arrest and imprisonment, the United States Government has found it necessary to
refuse to permit private American citizens henceforth to travel to Hungary.”34

To show they meant business, U.S. officials refused to let the national table ten-
nis team participate in the 1950 Budapest world championships. The State De-
partment did, however, seek one exemption to its own ordinance, pressing that
Morris Ernst be permitted to enter Hungary to defend Vogeler. Budapest flatly re-
fused—“outdo[ing] even Nazi ‘justice’ in denying rights,” Dean Acheson bitterly
noted.35 With diplomatic sparring at an impasse, the trial of Vogeler and his “as-
sociates” opened on February 17, 1950.

TRIAL AND TRIBULATION

Any American newspaper reader who had missed reports of a business executive’s
arrest and confession in Hungary in November 1949 would certainly have seen the
bold print announcing Robert Vogeler’s trial, just days after the first anniversary
of Cardinal Mindszenty’s sentence. An American on trial behind the Iron Curtain
was indisputably front-page news, interest in no way diminished by the sensation
of déjà vu that blinked over the proceedings. As many commentators pointed out,
this courtroom drama gave every appearance of being a show—ploddingly scripted,
woodenly acted—without constituting a trial.36 The jaded tone of an observer from
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the U.S. Legation in Budapest typified the tenor of press coverage more broadly:
“The travesty of justice which has unfolded is patently fraudulent. As in other tri-
als in the People’s Democracies the ‘public’ performance of the accused is drama
of a quality reminiscent of a high-school play. There have been sufficient rehearsals
to enable all members of the cast to handle their cues without too much prompt-
ing.”37 Despite innumerable hours of practice, the effect remained as unconvinc-
ing as an eighth-grader regurgitating a Shakespearean soliloquy.

A single widely circulated courtroom photograph accentuated the air of ama-
teurish theatricality. Looking every inch the thespian ham, Vogeler appeared heav-
ily made up: pancaked in white, with lips rouged into an exaggerated cupid’s bow
and eyebrows pointedly arched. As they had during the Mindszenty trial, com-
mentators took physical form as a palimpsest from which traces of torture might
be read. Secretary of State Acheson specifically instructed legation staff to report
daily on Vogeler’s “physical appearance and condition,” taking care to “empha-
size any aspects indicating physical or mental coercion.”38 Before Vogeler had done
more than confirm his date of birth and acknowledged that he understood the
charges against him (his only direct participation in the opening day’s  pro ceed -
ings), the State Department issued a statement warning that he had likely been
“subjected to coercion by intimidation, lack of food, drugging or other forms of
mistreatment.”39

Courtroom photographs of Mindszenty that showed him “terrifyingly altered”—
eyes unnaturally widened, staring to the side in exaggerated alarm—had fueled spec-
ulation that he must have been drugged into making his confession.40 Even before
the trial, press reports had asserted with complete confidence that when he appeared
in court it would be under the influence of actedron—a drug reputed to paralyze
“psychic resistance,” inducing “the urge blindly to obey the slightest orders.”41 One
year later, many expected that Vogeler would appear in a similar trance. Yet over
the trial’s three-day duration, nothing about his demeanor seemed altogether un-
usual, heavy makeup aside. Only one U.S. press representative, Alexander Kendrick
of CBS, gained access to the courtroom, and his efforts at decryption were incon-
sistent. In some reports he pronounced Vogeler pale but showing “no sign of strain,”
while in others he likened the accused to a “frightened rabbit.”42 Faced with such
inconclusive visual evidence, reporters turned their forensic skills from dissection
of the trial’s photographic record to its phonographic transcripts. Audiotapes
broadcast by Radio Budapest, then picked up by the BBC’s monitoring service, gave
American commentators an opportunity to formulate hypotheses based on Vo-
geler’s vocal timbre and cadence.43

Mindszenty’s courtroom responses had been mostly monosyllabic. Vogeler, by
contrast, was assigned a more loquacious role in the proceedings. Day two of the
trial was dominated by his testimony, which offered an elaborate account of espi-
onage and sabotage activities orchestrated by the Office of the Director of Intelli-
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gence in Vienna. According to these statements, Colonel Sosthenes Behn, a senior
IT&T executive (and personal friend, Vogeler averred, of Truman, Acheson, Mor-
genthau, and Marshall), was the architect of U.S. intelligence in eastern/central Eu-
rope. Merely posing as an IT&T manager, Vogeler had undertaken a wide array of
subversive activities with full support from the U.S. Legation in Budapest. Having
implicated several individuals in this network, he then detailed the forms this clan-
destine activity took: from gathering secret data on Hungary’s radio communica-
tions, radar systems, and uranium processing to encouraging atomic physicists to
defect. Furthermore, Vogeler confessed that he had seen to it that Standard Elec-
tric produced defective products for dispatch to the Soviet Union and “people’s
democracies.” These criminal acts, announced the state prosecutor, amounted to
“the vilest stab in the back of the working people toiling heroically for the recon-
struction of their country.”44
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Vogeler delivered his responses in an even tone, neither unmodulated nor im-
passioned.45 He made only one emotional appeal: a concluding apology “for the
subversive acts . . . committed towards the Hungarian People’s Democracy,”
reprised at greater length the following day when each defendant received a final
opportunity to declare their guilt and convey due contrition. More obsequious than
his codefendants, Vogeler coupled expressions of sincere remorse with insistence
that he had been “treated correctly and fairly” throughout the investigation and
trial and that his testimony had been given “freely and openly, without coercion
or maltreatment.”46

American commentators didn’t believe a word of it. They duly attuned them-
selves to Vogeler’s hesitations, repetitions, and stumblings—his fluffed lines and
peculiar locutions—for confirmation that he was in effect “reading from a script.”47

Very few columnists ventured the possibility that Vogeler might actually have en-
gaged in espionage. Where that possibility was entertained, it was aired only to ex-
pose its flimsiness. Would an unmasked American agent, after less than two
months’ imprisonment, repent so radically as to brand his fellow conspirators “pro-
fascist executives . . . and adventurers greedy for money”? It seemed just as unlikely
that a CIA spymaster would describe his strategic objective as assisting Hungary’s
“reactionary elements.”48 And then there was the confession itself, “a statement so
queer and unnatural as to make it wholly unconvincing,” editorialized the Nation.
“I was sent here from a big country, America, to Hungary, a small country, to  inter -
fere and undermine its efforts in rebuilding and rehabilitating itself from the effects
of war,” Vogeler announced.49 If the very fact of an American businessman con-
fessing to such charges were not improbable enough, the curious wording of Vo-
geler’s mea culpa surely confirmed it as an act of ventriloquism—“some sort of di-
abolical puppet show.”50

Vogeler’s intimates found both the intonation and sentiments wholly incredi-
ble. His flat delivery and impassive courtroom demeanor were quite out of char-
acter. “Bob is a nervous, quick-moving, high-strung guy,” a close friend protested.
“He could no more stand calmly and confess than he could fly to the moon.”51 Be-
fore the judge, however, the formerly animated IT&T man “stood almost motion-
less . . . and, in a voice as monotonous as the drone of a litany, confessed to having
plotted against the Red regime.”52 Vogeler’s wife agreed that her husband was em-
phatically not himself, enumerating eighty-five instances in which “words had been
put in his mouth”: “Everything he said was in a colorless monotone. . . . But Bob
is an excitable, warm and lively person. Maybe he was drugged, hypnotized or
beaten. That wasn’t normal, intelligent Robert Vogeler speaking. Nobody knows
that better than I.” By the same token, nobody could attest more persuasively than
Lucile the confession’s palpable fraudulence, couched in language Bob had never
used in his whole life, “the kinds of phrases in which Communists express them-
selves.”53 Americans, the New York Times ventured on the day of the trial’s con-
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clusion, would greet this spectacle with “blank incredulity”: “It simply just doesn’t
add up. Americans don’t think that way and don’t talk that way.” The confession
was nothing more than a “stage effect, obviously contrived and obviously re-
hearsed”: “After the Russian purge trials, and especially after the ‘confession’ of
 Cardinal Mindszenty, we should know that we are confronted with a political and
pseudo legal technique that has quite a different import than anything that exists
under our law. It comes as a shock, however, to discover that this technique is ap-
parently effective enough to be used on a person of the stature of Mr. Vogeler. Some
terrible thing has taken place behind the scenes of this Budapest spectacle and we
are right in feeling horror and loathing when we are confronted with it.”54

American columnists devoted considerable energy to pondering this “terrible
thing”—a U.S. businessman’s surrender to communist coercion seemingly more
shocking than Mindszenty’s capitulation. Had the communists managed to bam-
boozle Vogeler into believing that he’d really committed subversive acts against a
beleaguered “small country”? Or had they secured a semblance of guilt that the pen-
itent merely performed? Either way, unimaginable pressure must have been  applied.

Many, including his wife, invoked “torture” and “drugs” as the likeliest expla-
nations for Vogeler’s docility. But what form of torture—and what kind of drugs—
would leave a man looking so unaltered, yet behaving so pliably in a public court-
room? Even if he had been beaten or doped in captivity, why wouldn’t Vogeler use
the opportunity of a public hearing to tear up the rehearsed script and repudiate
whatever false confessions had been extracted earlier?55 None of the obvious an-
swers added up. A confidential memo by Gerald Mokma, counselor of the U.S.
Legation in Budapest, ran through the various options, casting doubt on all of them.

Fear . . . Torture and physical punishment can force most men to any extremes, but
there appears to be no evidence that actual torture has been employed in former post-
war Hungarian trials nor in this one. Fear for the consequences of non-cooperation
as it might affect family or friends is usually present in trials of this nature, but Vo-
geler’s family is out of reach and his former associates in Hungary suffered more from
his testimony than from lack of it. . . .

Drugs may be partially responsible for his cooperation. He appeared to be fatigued,
his voice was subdued, his usual emotional mode of expression was replaced by a dull
monotone. But, although drugs can produce fatigue, it is doubtful that they can be
used so effectively as to make a strong man jeopardize his freedom and that of others
by cooperating at a public hearing.

Hypnosis is sometimes believed to be responsible for the docile attitude of the ac-
cused. In the present case the presiding judge, Vilmos Olti, dominated all others in
the courtroom. Olti always made sure that he was the center of attention and he was
interrupted only infrequently by the public prosecutor or the defense attorneys. But
even assuming that Olti has unusual powers, it is inconceivable that he could so en-
chant Vogeler that the latter would testify to fictitious actions.

Fatigue . . . is applicable in the present case because Vogeler appeared to be ex-
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hausted. But in spite of long hours under bright lights, incarceration in cell-boxes so
small he could not lie down, long periods of exposure to excessive noise or long pe-
riods without adequate food or drink, the question remains is any one of these enough
to induce a man to refuse to take advantage of a public hearing in order to expose his
captors?56

Mokma concluded that the Hungarian state had probably deployed all these in-
struments in its campaign of attrition, and further that the collapse of this resilient
American offered an ominous warning that anyone so assaulted would surrender.
Others drew the same conclusion, with public dissections of Vogeler’s confession
less commonly attributing it to drugs than to abusive interrogation techniques.
Within a few months, Lucile Vogeler also jettisoned drugs from her account of Bob’s
transformation.57 Sidelining the pharmacological explanations of Mindszenty’s
breakdown, this new emphasis on psychological attrition initiated a shift in pop-
ular understandings of communist mind control techniques that would soon in-
form responses to the treatment and behavior of U.S. prisoners of war in Korea.

Mounting evidence from both the eastern bloc and the People’s Republic of
China suggested that communist captors preferred less bodily invasive forms of
coercion than “old-fashioned torture,” targeting the mind rather than the body—
but without simply drugging it into compliance. In the wake of Vogeler’s trial,  several
Americans who had been exposed to such techniques ventured hypotheses re-
garding his treatment. The briefly imprisoned Standard Oil executive Paul Ruede-
mann related how deprivation-induced despair and long hours of relentless inter-
rogation had led him to sign false confessions—anything to alleviate the prison cell’s
privations.58 Likewise, Angus Ward, a former U.S. consul in Mukden who had spent
thirteen months as a “virtual prisoner” of the Red Guard, informed the U.S. Over-
seas Press Club of “subtler methods of intimidation that ‘break down the human
mind.’” While still only clumsily copied by the neophyte Chinese, these strategies
were irresistible when deployed by more sophisticated practitioners. “You can’t
blame Vogeler or anyone else,” Ward insisted, “for confessing after being kept in
isolation and interrogated continuously for months.”59

Few did. In fact, as the weeks and months of Vogeler’s captivity wore on, many
Americans devoted more energy to lambasting the State Department than to blam-
ing either the Hungarian communists or their defenseless American victim for
his plight.

VOGELER ENSLAVED AS U.S .  PUSSYFOOTS:  
THE STATE DEPARTMENT ASSAILED

At first blush, Americans’ vitriolic condemnation of their own foreign service might
seem counterintuitive. However, in the early 1950s denunciation of the State De-
partment became increasingly common—in no small measure thanks to a junior

148 cold war captives



senator from Wisconsin who, eight days before Vogeler’s trial began, announced
that Acheson’s office was riddled with communists and that the secretary of state
proposed to do precisely nothing about it.

In the course of an animatedly inarticulate speech delivered to the Women’s Re-
publican Club of Wheeling, West Virginia, McCarthy claimed to possess a list of
205 names “made known to Secretary of State as being members of the Commu-
nist party and who nevertheless are still working and shaping policy in the State
Department.”60 Since his alcohol-clouded powers of recall were as muddled as his
syntax, the number of “card carrying communists” reputed to make up the State
Department’s fifth column constantly changed, as did his targets.61 Over the next
four years McCarthy would take scattershot aim at almost every prominent Amer-
ican institution. But though Hollywood, labor unions, the academy, and ultimately
the army attracted the senator’s restless attention, the State Department’s “laven-
der boys” remained perennially in his sights. From Wheeling onwards, McCarthy
made a particular target of “striped pants diplomats with phony British accents,”
not only in bed with the Reds but also, so he nudgingly insinuated, with one an-
other. As the archetypal embodiment of the East Coast candy-ass, Dean Acheson
was the bull’s-eye on McCarthy’s dartboard.62

Seizing the limelight as America’s preeminent Red hunter in February 1950,
McCarthy found an especially piquant theme in the “loss” of China. By his account,
the world’s most populous country had “gone communist” thanks to the influence
of a group of fellow-traveling China hands in and around the State Department.
Under the sway of subversive Sinologists (Owen Lattimore and John Service in par-
ticular), Washington had abandoned Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalists, ushering Mao
into power—an entirely avoidable victory for communism. Determined to milk
the loss of China for all it was worth, McCarthy adopted the cause of two U.S. ser-
vicemen who had been held prisoner in the People’s Republic for twenty months,
Sgt. Elmer Bender and Chief Machinist’s Mate William C. Smith. “The President
should say tonight to the Chinese Communists, ‘We want these young men out,
or we’re coming after them,’” McCarthy railed on May 7, 1950. “To those who say
that would mean war, the time has come to put our foot down and develop some
self-respect. The holding of those two men in uniform is a symbol of complete de-
generation of the greatest nation on earth.”63

By chance, Smith and Bender were released just days later. Vogeler, however,
remained imprisoned—a fact that attracted an increasing volume of impassioned
commentary along identical lines, less because he was America’s “first captive in a
hot war” (as Morris Ernst asserted) than because his captivity fit into a pattern of
humiliating incarcerations.

Vogeler’s confinement coincided with rising unease in the United States over
communism’s worldwide advance. In rapid succession, several developments dented
confidence in America’s postwar supremacy: the Soviets’ acquisition of a nuclear
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bomb in 1949, Mao’s consolidation of the People’s Republic, and the outbreak of
war in Korea in June 1950. McCarthy and his cohort both tapped and channeled
popular anxiety, coupling American vulnerability abroad with a heightened risk
of takeover from within. Far from being self-contained spheres, the “foreign” and
“domestic” were dangerously interpenetrated, McCarthy insisted. The United
States’ overseas setbacks could thus be traced to domestic softness, subversion,
and treason, but these corrosive forces in turn ultimately emanated from the Krem-
lin. Thus by McCarthy’s reckoning Stalin’s nuclear advances owed much to the
betrayal of American “atomic secrets” by Klaus Fuchs, Julius Rosenberg, et al.;
Mao’s revolution had succeeded thanks to fellow travelers in the State Department;
and Kim Il Sung’s impunity in precipitating the Korean War had been galvanized
by Dean Acheson’s vacillating statements as to where America’s defensive perime-
ter lay in Asia.

For those minded to seek it, Vogeler’s imprisonment provided further evidence
of Washington’s inability (or unwillingness) to prevail in the cold war. Irate citi-
zens vented their frustration in letters to local newspaper editors, congressional rep-
resentatives, and the secretary of state himself. Outrage assumed many shadings,
of which the most common was angry disbelief that the Reds dared do this—to an
American. According to their mother, both young Vogeler boys shared this sense
that their father’s imprisonment upended the natural order of things in which
Americans’ inviolability formed a fix point. “They wouldn’t dare do anything to
my daddy—he’s an American,” was their common refrain, Lucile told reporters.
Meanwhile, Daddy (his memoir later explained) was being rudely disabused of pre-
cisely the same notion: “The thought kept running through my mind, You can’t do
this to an American. And then I would laugh hysterically, thinking of the old chest-
nut about the indignant citizen saying, ‘you can’t do this to me,’ and the gangster’s
stereotyped reply, ‘Oh, yeah?’”64

Under international law, only diplomatic and consular representatives enjoy im-
munity from prosecution by foreign jurisdictions. Yet popular commentary tended
to construe any arrest of a U.S. citizen by another state as an affront not simply to
that individual but to the populace as a whole, a blow to Americans’ presumption
of national innocence. In this particular case, even if Vogeler had been spying, many
Americans would doubtless have held—as contemporary press and political opin-
ion did—that he should simply have been expelled rather than imprisoned.65 After
all, the U.S. government had magnanimously returned a Soviet agent, Vladimir
 Gubitchev, to the USSR in March 1950 after finding him guilty of espionage in the
 Judith Coplon case.66 But since Vogeler was not a spy, his fellow citizens believed,
Budapest appeared to be simply dressing up its crude extortion tactics with a
“pseudotrial.”

In many quarters, the rage provoked by this “gangsterism” was less potent than
the ire animated by Washington’s apparent passivity. Thanks to Hollywood movies
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and other cultural cues, Americans already knew that communists didn’t play fair,
that Red subversives favored the same methods as the criminal underworld.67 How-
ever, it was neither customary nor conscionable that Washington would meekly
acquiesce to bullying and demonstrate such impotence when confronted with the
captivity of a virile American. Even before the trial, Americans expressed concern
that the State Department was permitting Stalin’s Hungarian stooges to detain Vo-
geler and extract a confession “by the usual Communist methods.”68 America’s
global prestige hung in the balance: “What has happened to our proud country that
its citizens can be kicked around like that?” one enraged Manhattan couple enquired
in the letters page of a local paper.69 “No wonder the Communists consider us soft
and decadent when we sit supinely by and allow our citizens to be treated in this
manner,” another “Indignant Citizen” opined. In more pugnacious vein, Mr. and
Mrs. Walter Braun (of Beverly Hills) cabled the State Department in protest “that
American citizens are allowed to be kidnapped and made Midzentys [sic] by Com-
munistic Huns. These United States must take action to Free Vogeler.”70

The Brauns were not alone in their conviction that securing Vogeler’s release—
thereby reaffirming U.S. global supremacy—was merely a matter of will. “Would
to God that we had a Teddy Roosevelt in the White House. He would find a way
to stop such work of the devil,” fumed the writer of an anonymous letter to the Los
Angeles Times. Self-assertion would assuredly produce results if only the State
 Department exhibited more of the Rough Rider spirit. “The Vogeler case demands
action—drastic action—even to the extent of severing all relations, diplomatic, com-
mercial and otherwise, with the Government of Hungary,” Congressman T. Vin-
cent Quinn urged Acheson.71 Others took their indignation a step further, an-
nouncing that Truman’s administration should force Budapest to release a wrongly
imprisoned American even at the risk of sparking war—a posture identical to Mc-
Carthy’s vis-à-vis the two U.S. airmen held in China. Vogeler’s golf partner N. Ray-
mond Clark captured the increasingly combative mood: “I think none of us wants
to go to war, but I think, too, none of us is willing to have Hungary granting our
citizens visas and then seizing them and maltreating them and holding them, con-
trary to all honest principles of international law.”72

Segments of the press actively promoted such sentiments. On the anniversary
of Vogeler’s arrest, the Scripps-Howard group launched a campaign for his release
with a series of articles in the New York World-Telegram under the provocative
banner, “Vogeler Enslaved as US Pussyfoots.” Yoking Acheson’s ineffectual diplo-
macy to his etiolated masculinity, these articles dripped disdain for his failure to
“flex the biceps.” The secretary of state had made only “feeble protestations” and
“dainty protests”—a theme taken up by various petitioners who rued his wholly
un- American and unmanly posture of “wilting before every bluff.”73 While Ache-
son minced, Vogeler languished, not merely imprisoned but enslaved. Subject to
enforced indolence rather than forced labor, the prisoner was hardly a human chat-
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tel of the Hungarian state, but the whisper of “white slavery” was too compelling
for the Scripps-Howard press to pass up. Where the New York Times likened the
eastern bloc to equatorial Africa—the new “dark continent”—the New York World-
Telegram imaginatively relocated Hungary somewhat further north, along Africa’s
Mediterranean coast.

The Barbary motif struck a popular chord, amplified by Hollywood’s concur-
rent rediscovery of North African corsairs and American captives in movies like
Charles Lamont’s Slave Girl (1947), Lew Landers’ Barbary Pirate (1949), and Will
Price’s Tripoli (1950). The analogy not only accentuated Vogeler’s torment at the
hands of barbarians—transmuting imprisonment into slavery—but provided an-
other stick with which to beat the State Department. In most analogists’ hands,
whether invoking the Tripolitan War of 1801–5 or a showdown one hundred years
later, the moral remained identical: in years gone by, the White House took vig-
orous action when bandits enslaved Americans, demonstrating to renegades the
folly of interference with American persons and property. Thus in 1804, after the
crew of a grounded American frigate, the Philadelphia, had been taken captive by
the bashaw of Tripoli, Jefferson authorized William Eaton to invade this Ottoman
province and topple its ruler rather than deliver a ransom of $1.69 million that ex-
ceeded the fledgling republic’s entire military budget.74

This piece of derring-do did not, in fact, succeed. While Eaton’s band of marines
straggled across the desert, an American diplomat negotiated a treaty and reduced
ransom payment to the bashaw. It fell instead to Stephen Decatur to end U.S. trib-
ute payments to the Barbary states after the War of 1812, warning the Algerian ruler,
“If you insist in receiving powder as tribute, you must expect to receive balls with
it.”75 However, those eager to recall Eaton’s bravery on the “shores of Tripoli” as
proof that national muscularity had subsequently turned to flab rarely bothered
with such historical niceties. Or they seized on a later Barbary captivity for a rous-
ing illustration of “how different things were back in 1904,” when TR ruled the roost.
As the New York World-Telegram explained,

Then an American citizen, Ion Perdicaris, was waylaid on the road and held for ran-
som by a Morroccan bandit named Raisuli. John Hay, then Secretary of State, didn’t
sit around wringing his hands. He got quick action with a seven-word cable, “We want
Perdicaris alive or Raisuli dead!” a message which thrilled all America and caused its
citizens to hold their heads higher.

True, Secretary Hay was dealing with a private outlaw and Secretary Acheson is
confronted by an outlaw government. He cannot demand “Vogeler alive or Hungar-
ian communism dead!” But surely American resourcefulness has not dwindled to the
point when this country must take everything lying down.76

The columnist appreciated that some latitude was required to cast Rákosi as Raisuli
and may have intuited that gunboats would prove less persuasive when aimed at a
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landlocked state like Hungary. It is unclear, though, whether this author realized
the Perdicaris incident was a “pseudo-event,” staged, scripted, and manipulated in
different ways by its key protagonists.77

For Theodore Roosevelt’s White House, the kidnapping of a U.S. citizen over-
seas provided serviceable stuff with which to spice up a lackluster Republican Na-
tional Convention, and Hay seized it as an opportunity for theatrical bluster that
would produce a ringing American victory at very little cost. The ruse seemingly
worked. Hay’s mantra passed into history as a refrain to be reprised whenever
American puissance was impugned by a hostage crisis, as it appeared to be with
Vogeler’s captivity in 1950, and again during the Iranian Embassy siege of 1979–81,
when critics taunted an “impotent” President Carter for allowing America itself to
be “held hostage.”

But the received version of Hay’s ultimatum presented to Americans in 1904,
in 1950, and in 1980 obfuscated several pertinent details. For one, Hay’s posture
was not so combative as the famously bellicose injunction suggested: the second
sentence of his cable warned the consul general not to “land marines or seize cus-
toms without the Department’s specific instructions.” As it happened, neither tac-
tic was required. Perdicaris had been released before Hay’s message was even wired.
Raisuli, keen to advance his own domestic political ambitions, had already achieved
his objective of putting the Moroccan government’s weakness on embarrassingly
public display. For his part, the liberated Perdicaris proved most sycophantic to-
ward his former captor—as well he might, since it seems he had been so eager for
the limelight as to connive in his own captivity. In American publications, Perdi-
caris lauded Raisuli’s “natural dignity” and “singular gentleness” with an ardor
symptomatic of what would later be called the Stockholm Syndrome. Like its most
famous sufferer, Patty Hearst, Perdicaris was exorbitantly wealthy, a millionaire
with vast assets in South Carolina garnered in the gas illumination business. But
one crucial difference set Perdicaris apart from Hearst: he was not a U.S. citizen.
(He had in fact repudiated his citizenship to avoid conscription into the Confed-
erate army and confiscation of his property.)78

The whole episode, then, was thoroughly bogus. Perdicaris, the American saved
by Hay’s saber rattling from the clutches of a Riffian ruffian, turned out to be an
entrepreneurial Greek who appreciated that Barbary captivity could be lucratively
commodified by selling his story. But a narrative sufficiently flexible to be refash-
ioned by Hollywood in 1975 with Sean Connery as Raisuli and Candice Bergen as
a gender-swapped Eden Perdicaris in John Milius’s The Wind and the Lion (1975)
was more than malleable enough for the New York World-Telegram’s purposes in
1950. As an emotional call to arms, the analogy seemed to have the desired effect.
Taking up cudgels on Vogeler’s behalf, Jacob Javits, avowedly inspired by the
Scripps-Howard columns, wrote to Acheson: “The Government cannot let the mat-
ter rest . . . but must find some way of going on from there in vindication of its own
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dignity and determination to protect its own citizens from injustice at the hands
of foreign governments. This is a doctrine in our Nation as old as freedom of the
seas and as essential to national survival and security. The United States was far
weaker than it is today when one of our early Presidents was prepared to commit
American armed forces against Moroccan pirates when facing a similar situation.”79

A similar situation? Well, if one overlooked almost every salient detail about these
two situations. Literalism, however, was scarcely the point of invoking Hay’s fa-
mous bluster. Providing no obvious prescription for contemporary policy, since
(as William Henry Chamberlin pointed out in the Wall Street Journal) “the Bar-
bary pirates did not have the Kremlin behind them,” the Perdicaris incident was
less a historical glove that fit than a gauntlet to be thrown down.80 With the chant
“Perdicaris alive,” Acheson was taunted by his failure to measure up to John Hays.

As for an appropriate response to Hungary’s “blackmail,” Vogeler’s young sons
had the right idea, their mother informed the World-Telegram. “They write me lit-
tle notes which they leave around the house. They illustrated one of these notes
with a cartoon of a bomb dropping on the home of Hungarian Communist boss
Mátyás Rákosi.”81 Bobby Jr. and Billy were not alone in their enthusiasm for such
a move.

FAMILY AFFAIRS AND AFFAIRS OF STATE

Historically, American captivity narratives have served a variety of purposes: as Pu-
ritan jeremiads, calls for religious rededication, armor for national righteousness,
invitations to Indian hating, and/or titillating gothic fantasies. In each variant,
though, these cautionary tales are commonly domestic dramas that accentuate the
desecration of households. Framed in this way, captivity appears less an ordeal of
individual liberty deprived than of kinship attenuated. With bonds of affection and
allegiance stretched thin or severed altogether, captivity represents a violation not
only of particular homes but of family itself. The pathos of sundered spouses and
parentless children endows a sentimental genre with much of its affective potency,
since “family” is often understood as a synecdoche for “nation.”

Mindszenty’s captivity clearly did not lend itself to such domestication. Felix
Feist’s feature Guilty of Treason (1950) vainly sought to inject some female inter-
est into the cardinal’s story by depicting the torture of an attractive schoolteacher
who had protested his mistreatment.82 But most other narrators emphasized Mind-
szenty’s isolation from mortal attachments, depicting a Hungarian primate who
suffered alone—or alone (his coreligionists trusted) but for God. While the latter
appeared incapable of divine intervention on the cardinal’s behalf, Vogeler had a
compelling champion: his beautiful, platinum-haired wife, whose movie-star aura,
razor-sharp cheekbones, hourglass figure, and palpably sexual presence seemed
made for the cameras. Appealing to a conservative press eager for ammunition
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against Acheson, not least when fired by an unusually photogenic blonde, Lucile
kept her husband’s plight in the headlines throughout his imprisonment.

From the outset, news media cast the Vogeler story as a simultaneous assault
on family and nation, allotting Lucile a starring role that became more militant as
time went by. Initially, she played the tearful supplicant, begging first Truman and
then Rákosi to release her beloved spouse: “I appeal to Hungary to send my hus-
band back. It should take pity on me because I love him and my children need him.
If they have hearts in Hungary they won’t do this to us.”83 She also provided a do-
mestic alibi that undermined the charge that Vogeler had been a spymaster in Illi-
nois during the war. Bob was “too busy washing diapers and doing war work in
Chicago in 1942 to get mixed up with any FBI agents,” Lucile insisted.84 Aged eight
and nine in 1950, the two infants who had kept their father so busy—now brush-
cut, all-American boys in matching plaid shirts—featured prominently in press
 stories. When Vogeler’s fifteen-year sentence was announced, the younger son re-
portedly exclaimed, “But I’ll be an old man by then!” as the implications of his fa-
ther’s prolonged absence sank in.85 No less heartrending was the picture painted
by the World-Telegram of Mr. Vogeler senior: a broken figure, clutching his bath -
robe, alone with the awful news of his son’s imprisonment—let down and ignored
by his government, and far removed in Queens from his stricken daughter-in-law
and young grandsons in Vienna.86

Lucile, however, was not one to take the violation of her family “lying down.”
Having failed in her attempts to move Rákosi (even when she seemed to offer her-
self up to the Hungarian state as ransom for her husband), she targeted leaders closer
to home, all the while maintaining that she was “uninterested in politics.” The
Scripps-Howard group, however, appreciated the precise overlap between her po-
sition and theirs. Adopting her as their plucky belle, they helped enthrone her as
the State Department’s bête noire, for her ire (like theirs) was increasingly trained
on Acheson’s shortcomings and pusillanimity.

This theme took some time to develop. Lucile Vogeler initially responded pos-
itively to a May 1950 meeting with Acheson in London: “I now have certain knowl-
edge that something is being done for my husband, and by the highest authorities,”
she related, noting that the secretary of state had been “most charming.”87 The mood
soured, though, when rumors of her husband’s impending release proved prema-
ture and negotiations over his fate lapsed into abeyance. That August, Lucile pub-
licized her desire to meet Truman in person.88 By November 1950, one year after
Vogeler’s arrest, the New York World-Telegram reported that she had been driven
to a nervous breakdown by the shameful way in which she’d been “kidded along”
by a State Department that treated her, and insisted she consider herself, as a
widow.89

Four months later, in March 1951, the same paper ran a series of five articles
(“in her own words”) under the banner “I Want My Husband Back,” with the ex-
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plicit goal of galvanizing Washington into renewed action. Politically, the central
charge was that the State Department had refused to apply economic sanctions
against Hungary, despite Lucile’s repeated promptings.90

Lucile’s wrenching situation—bereft of her husband, betrayed by her state—
made for a powerful human-interest hook. As Life magazine made clear, a single
mother, no matter how valiant her attempts to master her sons’ train set, was no
substitute for a missing father.91 Columnists further encouraged readers to regard
Vogeler’s plight as a consequence of Washington’s deficient paternalism. Failing
to discharge its proper protective responsibilities toward an imperiled citizen, the
U.S. government forced Vogeler to replicate its own stance as neglectful, absent
 parent. “There are many who believe if it was one of your kin, you would have made
it your business to get a release immediately,” one disgruntled citizen rebuked Ache-
son, deploring his failure to appreciate what was owed to all members of the ex-
tended national family, and summoning the Father to corroborate the point. “I
doubt very much that the Good Lord would condone the work done by your de-
partment in the past, judging by the results.”92

But how justified were mounting complaints that the State Department had
“done nothing” to secure Vogeler’s release? Diplomats aside, did anyone know ex-
actly what was, or was not, being done on the prisoner’s behalf? Negotiations were
necessarily conducted out of the public eye, since premature publication of possi-
ble terms threatened to undermine any compromise. An agreement tentatively
reached in June 1950 did in fact unravel following press speculation that the price
agreed for Vogeler’s release was return of the Crown of Saint Stephen. (Looted from
Hungary by the Nazis, this sacred object had been in the custody of U.S. military
authorities in Germany since 1945.) When this rumor was circulated—Life devot-
ing it a whole-page photo spread—a deal that would have freed Vogeler after four
months of his fifteen-year sentence collapsed.93

Since the crown had not been under negotiation hitherto, the stakes were duly
raised, leaving U.S. officials to wonder whether the Hungarian regime had purposely
planted this piece of misinformation to derail Vogeler’s release. But if Budapest
wanted the crown, why hadn’t it upped the ante more directly at an earlier stage?
And why would apostles of atheism want an object revered by members of a church
they were so keen to destroy? To prove that a “small country” could dictate what-
ever terms it pleased? To highlight U.S. reluctance to restore Hungarian property
“looted and stolen by fascists”? Or did this new demand for the crown (formally
tabled by the Hungarians in September 1950) simply stem from “a pinch of pure
cussedness” that was “in the recipe for every Moscow brew,” according to the U.S.
minister in Budapest, Nathaniel Davis?94

American diplomats in Budapest struggled to understand precisely what the
Hungarians were up to and what larger Soviet scheme lay behind the increasing
number of westerners arrested and imprisoned in the eastern bloc.95 Their strongest
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initial impression was that the Hungarians genuinely believed Vogeler to be a spy
and were quite serious in trying to convince legation personnel of his guilt. But
U.S. negotiators weren’t persuaded that the administration of justice (“communist
style”) was the Hungarians’ sole, or even primary, purpose. Symbolic politics
seemed more significant. Domestically, “Vogeler-the-spy” would serve a useful
function in fueling popular anti-Americanism, with Hungarians encouraged to be-
lieve that agents of imperialism existed everywhere in their midst, sabotaging so-
cialist reconstruction. For western observers, the trial was surely intended to trans-
mit a different message, akin to Budapest planting a giant “KEEP OUT” notice at
the Austro-Hungarian border. On this reading, Rákosi’s harassment of foreigners
aimed to rigidify the Iron Curtain, terminating commerce between the blocs, a move
driven more by fear of westerners importing “dangerous” information into Hun-
gary than by paranoia about foreign agents extracting it.

Show trials generated powerful effects. But at bottom, U.S. diplomats interpreted
Vogeler’s imprisonment as a form of “blackmail.”96 The Hungarian regime’s ap-
parent willingness to relinquish foreign prisoners confirmed American analysts’
sense that Vogeler and Sanders (his British “associate”) were “no more than com-
modities to be exchanged for the highest acceptable price.”97 More surprising was
the relatively low price Budapest initially seemed willing to accept.

The first of Budapest’s demands related to Voice of America broadcasts trans-
mitted into Hungary from Munich. Radio broadcasting was a profound irritant in
East-West relations—calculatedly so on Washington’s part. To Budapest, Amer-
ica’s erosion of its monopoly over the means of communication was all the more
irksome because Voice of America transmissions encroached on the frequency as-
signed to Hungarian state Radio Petofi. In practice this “blanketing” meant that
Hungarians could hear neither Petofi nor Voice of America through a wall of white
noise. Washington, while concerned about the appearance of caving in, ceded
nothing material when it agreed to transfer Voice of America broadcasts to another
 frequency—a move American engineers favored in the interests of audibility.98 At
no point (contrary to press reports) did U.S. diplomats agree to the complete sus-
pension of Voice of America broadcasts to Hungary, a substantive concession they
would never have countenanced.

The size of the U.S. Legation in Budapest formed a second area of negotiation.
Some American officials believed that this represented the core issue for their op-
posite numbers. Here too the Hungarians sought to curtail western influence,
seeming particularly eager to rid themselves of American military personnel. Ini-
tially, the State Department bridled at this request to trim the size of its legation
staff, fearing that any reduction not only would be branded an act of “appease-
ment” by Republican critics but would consign the rump of U.S. representatives
to “innocuous desuetude.”99 This position soon softened, however. The State De-
partment acknowledged that the legation was indeed overpopulated with “alien
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staff,” some of whom were surely Hungarian counterintelligence agents. Far from
damaging U.S. interests, pruning the legation staff represented a sensible precau -
tionary move.100

By June 1950, a mutually satisfactory arrangement had been brokered along
these lines—only to disintegrate in the face of press speculation over the crown.
Frustrated by this setback, the U.S. head of mission in Budapest, Nathaniel Davis,
bitterly remarked that he had been “played for a sucker.” The communists, he now
suspected, had been insincere all along. It was, after all, impossible to divine the
intentions of dialecticians whose (il)logic was seasonally restyled by the Kremlin’s
ideological couturiers.101 But if U.S. diplomats found themselves at a loss in fath-
oming Budapest’s intentions, Vogeler scarcely struck them as an open book either.
In public, they proclaimed his innocence. In private, however, legation staff ex-
pressed skepticism that Vogeler’s word could be entirely trusted.

In the telegrammed back-and-forth between Budapest and Washington, State
Department officials candidly addressed a question that hovered in the air during
Vogeler’s trial. Why did a man who looked “approximately normal” offer such an
abnormal confession? Davis considered it possible that Vogeler had cut a deal with
the regime, agreeing to perform the part of repentant spy in return for an early re-
lease. Collusion would explain the lack of visible markers of duress, though it begged
questions as to why Vogeler would enter into such an arrangement. Did cowardice—
or, more kindly put, desperation—offer sufficient explanation?102 (Vogeler had re-
portedly remarked before his arrest that he would confess to anything rather than
undergo torture.)103 Or had the IT&T executive engaged in criminal activity—black
marketeering, perhaps, or currency speculation—that left him vulnerable to black-
mail? Apprehended by the Hungarian authorities, Vogeler might have agreed to
assume the show trial’s starring role of imperialist agent and saboteur on the un-
derstanding that he would be released soon thereafter.104

The other possibility was that Vogeler had been caught conducting the activity
for which he was subsequently tried: spying. U.S. intelligence agencies insisted oth-
erwise to legation staff, though the latter knew him to be on friendly terms with
various intelligence personnel.105 Having taken a fine-tooth comb to Vogeler’s
courtroom testimony, Davis concluded that at least some of it had a “certain basis
in fact,” however much was distorted or invented. For instance, not only had Vo-
geler informed American intelligence agents about a Hungarian contract negoti-
ated by the Dutch firm Phillips, but he had furnished details of the Tungsram
plant—an episode elucidated in the courtroom. Moreover, Davis learned that these
agents had specifically instructed Vogeler to gather this information. Was Vogeler
paid to do so, or did he regard such favors as part of the warp and weft of reci-
procity that bound expatriates together?106 Inaccuracies in his courtroom account
of American espionage in eastern/central Europe inclined State Department offi-
cials against concluding that the IT&T executive was formally on any civilian or
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military intelligence payroll.107 Nevertheless, whether he was rewarded for infor-
mation or had volunteered it over cocktails, Vogeler had clearly operated in that
twilight zone where routine local fact-finding (of the sort that both businessmen
and diplomats necessarily undertake) shades into clandestine acquisition of sensi-
tive material—or “spying.”

Vogeler was not, then, as innocent of all espionage involvement as American
press and governmental pronouncements on his case insisted. Yet whatever doubts
it entertained, the State Department was more energetic on his behalf than its crit-
ics either appreciated or cared to admit. Neglect was reserved for errant U.S. citi-
zens suspected of being Soviet agents, or of harboring procommunist attitudes, such
as the Field brothers, who had gone missing in Poland and Czechoslovakia shortly
before Vogeler’s arrest and who remained imprisoned longer with far less diplo-
matic exertion on their behalf.108

By contrast, Vogeler’s case formed “the dominant issue in US-Hungarian rela-
tions,” personally handled by Nathaniel Davis, who engaged in repeated rounds of
talks.109 Options were limited, however. The threat of escalation that critics clam-
ored for—“Vogeler alive or Rákosi dead!”—was a bluff too easily called when the
U.S. government had no intention of risking war over this issue, as Budapest surely
knew. Furthermore, too assertive an American stance might substantiate the com-
munist propaganda line that Budapest had unmasked a major U.S. intelligence
asset that had to be recovered at any cost. Davis thus had to tread a delicate line
between assertion and “appeasement,” conciliation and “collapse.” Whatever he did
to secure Vogeler’s release, it couldn’t appear to have been bought, since those fond
of Barbary analogies were quick to brandish another slogan more rousing than his-
torically accurate: “Not one cent of tribute.”

In striking this balance, the State Department’s efforts were beset—not  bestirred—
by those of Lucile Vogeler. A sympathetic press represented her as a righteously
(and rightfully) indignant wife and mother, tenaciously battling for her husband
against government indifference. But there was a more complicated backstory here
too. Far from encouraging the State Department to take ever firmer action against
the Hungarians, she pleaded with diplomats neither to cut off diplomatic relations
nor to be “too tough on Hungary.” She herself, it seemed, was no great respecter
of the “Not one cent of tribute” approach to captives’ redemption. Far from it, she
attempted (behind the State Department’s back) to bribe Hungarian Communist
Party officials into freeing her husband and doubtless feared that tough talk might
prejudice her chances of success. From the legation’s vantage point, her increas-
ingly antic behavior—which included scheming with dubious Viennese underworld
figures to spring Vogeler from jail in return for $2 million of strategic war ma-
teriel (courtesy of IT&T)—threatened to do far more harm than good to her hus-
band’s prospects for release and U.S.-Hungarian relations alike.110 A stern warn-
ing that she desist from “such contacts and negotiations” met the stubborn response
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that she had “no intention of refraining from any contacts or associations that might
lead to the release of her husband.”111

RETURN FROM CAPTIVITY:  
THE HAPPIEST MAN ALIVE

When Judge Olti sentenced Vogeler to fifteen years’ imprisonment on February
21, 1950, Morris Ernst (the attorney who wasn’t permitted to represent him) ex-
pressed doubt that the unfortunate victim of “legicide” would ever be seen again.
Others were equally pessimistic. With press reports constantly harping on State
Department inaction, few Americans expected the announcement that emerged
from Budapest on April 21, 1951: Vogeler was about to be released. The Scripps-
Howard group claimed instant credit.112 Making common cause with Lucile Vo-
geler, its reporters had blasted “the lethargy of the nation’s diplomatic chiefs,” finally
jolting them into action. The New York World-Telegram went so far as to propose
a direct causal relationship between its recent series of articles showcasing her plight
and Vogeler’s impending freedom.113 Needless to say, from the State Department’s
perspective this felicitous outcome owed nothing to Lucile’s public posturing or
her clandestine maneuverings in central Europe’s shady demimonde and every-
thing to painstaking diplomatic efforts to broker a mutually satisfactory arrange-
ment. Until Vogeler finally arrived back in Vienna, Nathaniel Davis professed him-
self “nervous as a kitten on a hot stove.”114

In April 1951, the Hungarians proved willing to accept almost identical terms
to those agreed the previous June, the Crown of Saint Stephen vanishing from dis-
cussions as unexpectedly as it had surfaced. Somewhat to American negotiators’
surprise, Budapest settled instead for smaller-scale restitution of Hungarian prop-
erty and claims still outstanding from the war.115 Washington had already switched
the frequency on which Voice of America broadcast and had simultaneously
trimmed the legation staff. The only new condition was an agreement to permit
the reopening of the Hungarian consulates in New York and Cleveland and to lift
the prohibition on Americans’ travel to Hungary. Anticipating criticism, State De-
partment officials assured skeptics that these moves didn’t represent substantial
concessions. The consular shutdowns and travel embargo had always been tem-
porary expedients, displays of displeasure enacted with a view to their subsequent
lifting once Budapest relented.116

Despite this clarification, much confusion surrounded the terms of Vogeler’s
release. Some headlines and editorials spoke of a “ransom,” even suggesting that
the crown had been exchanged for the prisoner. An editorial in the New York Times
regretfully credited Budapest with a “successful application of the highly developed
Communist art of international blackmail.”117 By the State Department’s own reck-
oning, though, the concessions they had made for Vogeler’s release were remark-
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ably inconsequential. In the end, Budapest appeared more interested in extracting
symbolic capital from their captive’s imprisonment than in securing material rec-
ompense for his release. By April 1951, Vogeler had obviously done his work. He
was free to go home.

As soon as word of his imminent release was issued, Vogeler’s return was
breathlessly anticipated. Lucile injected a frisson of sexual expectation into the pro-
ceedings as she confided to reporters that she had “unpacked some beautiful ny-
lon nighties and a pale blue negligee” for her husband’s return, hinting at one very
particular blessing of freedom.118 No wonder that back on “free soil,” with his wife
in his arms (“Bob, oh Bob!”), Vogeler proclaimed himself the “Happiest Man in
the World.” “Gosh—at last!” chimed Bobby Junior, completing the tableau of bliss-
ful family reunion.119

But all was not well. Homecoming, the captivity narrative’s climactic moment,
was rarely an occasion of undiluted joy. The very event that promised to complete
a sundered community also threatened to destabilize it, for the individual who re-
turned was never quite the same person who had been taken away. Eyed warily by
neighbors as a possible source of cultural contamination, the redeemed captive was
just as likely to rebuke a community that had proven unequal to the challenge of
barbarism. 

What was true of canonical captivities was also true of Vogeler’s. Haggard and
overwhelmed by tumultuous emotion, Robert contrasted starkly with his radiant
wife. Reporters described him as pale and sunken-eyed, his hair thinner and frame
lighter than in November 1949. The man returned by the Hungarians was a “shat-
tered, twitching wreck.”120 “I have never seen anyone in war look worse shell-
shocked,” opined a physician who examined him.121 Talking briefly to the press
corps gathered outside the U.S. Legation in Vienna, Vogeler explained that he had
not “seen or talked with a friend” in seventeen months and now felt like “a man with
a bad case of jitters.”122 Struggling to appreciate that the cold war had  escalated—
with approximately five thousand American prisoners in Chinese and North Ko-
rean hands by April 1951—Vogeler’s stunned response was “You mean there’s real
fighting?”123 Asked by thronging reporters for an initial appraisal of his Hungar-
ian captors, the newly redeemed captive managed to stutter, “Those dirty bas-
tards . . . ” before lapsing into speechlessness.124

That trenchant verdict made for a good headline, but reporters wanted more. Af-
ter all, Vogeler emerged from the eastern bloc’s terra incognita with a definitive so-
lution to the riddle that had perplexed his fellow citizens in February 1950: how the
communists had extracted his confession and what they’d done to leave him in this
pitiful state. Over the course of successive public appearances, both in Vienna and
on return to the United States (where he arrived at Idlewild Airport on May 1, 1951),
Vogeler’s demeanor caused intensifying alarm. While his sons were reportedly de-
lighted to be free from constant worry about “the Russians”—absorbed with an as-
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tonishing new phenomenon, television!—their father was tearful, trembling, inar-
ticulate. At several press conferences, he appeared incapable of controlling his bod-
ily tics or of consistently marshaling language in the service of  meaning.125

Communist captivity had left a man noted for his “erect” carriage “sagging all
over,” his wife related, suggesting a degenerative condition that even her sheerest
negligee couldn’t cure.126 “Oh, what they must have done to him!” Lucile lamented.
“He was such a strong man, and now he is weak as a baby and so nervous. He can’t
bear to have anyone behind him.”127 Of this inferior substitute, Mrs. Vogeler ven-
tured, “If I had met him on the street accidentally I wouldn’t have known him.”128

Unlike her erstwhile husband, this man slouched, round-shouldered and diffident,
shirking his proper duties as paterfamilias. Stripped of self-confidence, Bob now
asked his wife’s advice—a reversal of gender roles that typified the perverted con-
di tion of communist marriages in which women called the shots (at least  according
to a report on communist psychology coauthored by attorney Morris Ernst).  Having
no truck with such un-American behavior, although clearly adept at issuing in-
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structions herself, Lucile preferred things otherwise: “The day he starts ordering
me around again, I’ll say to him, ‘Vogeler, you’re yourself.’ He hasn’t even ordered
me around once.”129

After seventeen months’ solitary confinement, Vogeler wanted to talk,  however
haltingly. In particular, he was anxious to exonerate himself for not (as he put it)
“quite liv[ing] up to American traditions.” According to U.S. Legation staff in
 Vienna, who debriefed Vogeler immediately after his release, he was “extremely
nervous.” Prompted by his Hungarian captors, Vogeler apparently believed that
his fellow citizens would scorn him as a returning traitor. Prompted by his own
conscience, he fretted that legation personnel would have heard, and believed, ru-
mors that he had been engaged in black market activity. (They had, but assured
him these rumors “in no way affected” their efforts on his behalf.) U.S. ambassador
Donnelly in Vienna therefore recommended an early press conference to ease
Vogeler’s “guilt complex.”130 But his first public appearances had just the opposite
effect, raising questions where previously there had been none.

For contemporary tastes, Vogeler struck the right note in his denunciation of
communist methods, avoiding any hint of private remarks to Vienna Legation staff
that his captors been polite, even when beating him.131 Whether drugs had been
administered, he couldn’t say for sure. His mental state had been so degraded that
it was impossible either to know or to subsequently recall precisely what had tran-
spired in the prison cell. However, he did recollect interminable interrogations,
bright lights and sleep deprivation, immersion in icy water: a litany of punishments
and privations that gave firmer shape to the contours of duress that many had imag-
inatively mapped at the time of his arrest. But he did not repudiate his confession.
On the contrary, he announced that, “like all confessions, some of it was true.”132

This was not what people expected or wanted to hear, and Vogeler (under close
surveillance by both his IT&T superiors and the State Department) was obviously
alerted to the tremors this elliptical statement triggered. At subsequent appearances
his refusal to elaborate on a tantalizingly cryptic remark only compounded the dam-
age. As Time’s columnist put it, “Reporters took away the impression that they had
not yet heard the whole story.”133 Naturally, they were keen to get to the bottom of
it. Did Vogeler mean that he had engaged in espionage work, or did his lingering
adherence to a false confession confirm that the communists had successfully
“brainwashed” their American prisoner?134

Vogeler’s second televised appearance caused yet more alarm. Beset by violent
tremors that Lucile’s firm pressure couldn’t quell, a cigarette burning dangerously
close to his knuckles, Robert mumbled through a statement and then faltered into
silence. Clearly, it was time to retire. Two days after his return to America, the press
reported that Vogeler would be hospitalized at the U.S. Navy Medical Center in
Bethesda, Maryland, for “malnutrition.”135 When he resurfaced three weeks later
to address the National Press Club on “What Freedom Means,” Vogeler was fit-
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fully assertive. Talking “in detail” about his captivity for the first time, he mustered
some striking turns of phrase with which to convey an “indescribable unreality”:
“The mind, the spirit and the body are attacked over and over again until the will
is slowly ground away. The very body is forced into league against one’s personal-
ity.” Any confession signed under such conditions, he now insisted, was simply
“rubbish.” The “true” elements earlier alluded to? “The fact is that my name, my
birthplace, my employer’s name and other similar facts were indeed accurately
given. But little, if anything else, applied.” If he had earlier suggested something
different, this should be attributed to the “excruciating experience” of readjustment
“to freedom.”136

FROM RED PAWN TO 
PROFESSIONAL ANTICOMMUNIST

Back in the United States, his connection with IT&T at first uncertain and then
severed, Vogeler immediately embarked on a new career, putting his experience in
eastern Europe to productive use.137 He joined the ranks of a specialized, though
not always highly qualified, occupation: professional anticommunist. As “one who
knows what freedom means because he lost it so thoroughly,” Vogeler was assured
an attentive audience so long as the mood for a particularly stringent brand of  anti -
communism lasted.138

As public speaker and author, Vogeler plied a number of familiar themes. Like
many earlier exponents of the captivity narrative, he endowed his experience with
eschatological significance, representing his ordeal in Budapest as revelatory of a
divine purpose that would test national will just as it had tried his individual met-
tle. In a foreshortened first television appearance the newly released prisoner ad-
vised fellow citizens that “God has given us the mission to destroy the Communist
enemies of freedom.” Global in scope, the campaign against communism was fun-
damentally domestic in intent: a fight for the right of a man “to be able to go to bed
with an easy feeling, not thinking that he may be taken away in the middle of the
night from his family into prison.” Casting the challenge of communism as an oc-
casion for Christian rededication, Vogeler reprised a well-worn motif, echoing
George Kennan’s expression of gratitude that Providence had supplied an “im-
placable challenge” to mobilize a spiritually lethargic community, an exhortation
that would be sounded more stridently in the aftermath of the Korean War.139

Vogeler combined stern rebukes with apocalyptic intimations that “every last
one of us is subject to constant attack by the Soviet Union and its satellites.”140 But
having exposed the barbarity of his captors, he soon devoted greater energy to ex-
coriating the rottenness within American institutions that made them vulnerable
to subversion and liable to collapse. As was more or less mandatory among pro-
fessional anticommunists, he reserved particular opprobrium for Truman and
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Acheson.141 Expressions of bitter betrayal became Vogeler’s stock-in-trade, though
they hadn’t represented his feelings immediately after release from Hungary. In
April 1951, Vogeler had sounded a very different note, requesting a personal meet-
ing with Acheson and cabling both the president and secretary of state to express
sincere appreciation. “It is amazing to me that with all your difficulties and trou-
bles time was found to complete so successfully negotiations for my liberation,”
Vogeler informed Truman. “This is an example of the great solicitude our country
has for every one of its humblest citizens.”142 Soon, however, Vogeler was eagerly
contributing to the president’s “difficulties and troubles.”

Vogeler’s attacks on Truman and Acheson weren’t restricted to his speaking en-
gagements or radio and television appearances. They were amplified by publi cation
of his memoir, I Was Stalin’s Prisoner, which was serialized between October and
December 1951 in the Saturday Evening Post.143 Even though the articles amounted
to a significant proportion of the book, they apparently didn’t diminish the appetite
for further helpings of Vogeler’s story. As rendered by Leigh White, the narrative
gave a strikingly Orientalist cast to an otherwise familiar commentary on com-
munist methods, with frequent references to their sadistic preference for “Asiatic”
punishments, including bastinado and the fearful “water treatment.” The memoir’s
other vital ingredient was an assault on the State Department so scabrous that one
favorably disposed reviewer cautioned potential readers, “You may have to watch
your blood pressure.” This warning was not intended to chastise an apoplectic au-
thor, however. Vogeler was routinely treated with all the respect owed a redeemed
captive whose claim to firsthand authority lay beyond dispute. Thus I Was Stalin’s
Prisoner was lauded as “an American Darkness at Noon, starker than a psycholog-
ical shocker because it is truth and not fiction”—a verdict that, even Koestler’s de-
tractors might agree, erred generously in Vogeler’s favor.144

Communist “hostage taking” remained headline news throughout 1951, not
simply because Vogeler’s experiences were so thoroughly chewed over but because
several more Americans were arrested in rapid succession. In Czechoslovakia,
William Oatis, the thirty-seven-year-old bureau chief of the Associated Press in
Prague, was found guilty of gathering secret intelligence and “spreading malicious
information,” a category that apparently encompassed any material that didn’t
 emanate directly from the Czech government. The American press cast the Oatis
case as a rerun of Vogeler’s, itself a carbon copy of Mindszenty’s: “stamped with
the same fraudulency,” as the Washington Post put it.145 For Vogeler, the message
was clear. “As long as we don’t take a firm stand in these gangster kidnappings, we
shall have more and more and more,” he warned an audience in Grand Lake, Col-
orado. While the American Legion clamored for the expulsion of all Czechs from
U.S. soil, others called for direct retaliation against Czechoslovakia itself.146 Sena-
tor Jenner of Indiana led the charge, angrily petitioning the State Department to
“tell the government of Czechoslovakia to release Oatis or we will send an air mis-
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sile to Prague and take him.” With a nod to the Perdicaris incident, he added, “We
know what bullies do when their bluff is called.”147

The Barbary theme received more pertinent play with respect to another set of
captivities that roiled America in December 1951.148 Budapest had claimed four
more American captives—airmen forced down after straying en route from Mu-
nich to Belgrade. The Hungarian regime alleged that they were on an illicit mis-
sion to airlift supplies to American “spies and saboteurs” in the eastern bloc, a charge
timed to support Vishinsky’s attack on the Kersten Amendment at the UN.149 When
Budapest announced that the prisoners had confessed to their role in clandestine
warfare against the people’s democracies, American commentators yawned wearily.
“‘Confessions’ can be manufactured when needed, like a pair of shoes,” observed
a tart editorial in the New York Times. “They are part of the apparatus on which
Communist propaganda marches.” After a brief trial, the four Americans were sen-
tenced to three months’ imprisonment, a punishment Budapest proposed to waive
if each man paid a $30,000 fine. This maneuver sparked a furious debate on Capi-
tol Hill, many lawmakers vehemently opposing payment of “blood money” or a
“ransom shakedown.”150 Skeptical opinion formers went so far as to suggest that
the Hungarian regime would build “an up-to-date concentration camp” with the
ill-gotten gains of its “gangsterism.”151

Vogeler played a conspicuous, if inconsistent, role in this polarizing case. On
December 26, 1951, the Chicago Daily Tribune reported that he personally intended
to raise the $120,000 required to buy the four airmen’s freedom. Concerned citi-
zens “dug down in their pockets,” just as they had when Barbary pirates had de-
manded tribute for Americans held captive on the North African coast and Jeffer-
son had refused to oblige. “Even in its rising wrath,” observed the New York Times,
“the American public insists on freeing the captives first.” Across the country, in
Portland, Oregon, Wichita, Kansas, Memphis, Tennessee, and Syracuse, New
York, civic groups sprang into action. With the American Highway Carriers As-
sociation offering to tender the full amount, contributions to the flyers’ redemp-
tion fund rapidly exceeded what Budapest demanded.152 But no sooner had the
money been raised than Vogeler’s stance changed and the donations were re-
turned.153 When the fine was paid, it was furnished by the U.S. government.

Repackaging himself as an opponent of blackmail, Vogeler now mooted for-
mation of a committee for the repatriation of Oatis and other Americans held be-
hind the Iron Curtain and in “Red China”—a group whose number he estimated
at five thousand.154 In August 1952, he launched the American Liberation Center
with a view to helping liberate “all peoples enslaved by Communist tyranny.” Rus-
sian airmen, Vogeler announced, should be “invited to fly to freedom” and ac-
commodated in hostels welcoming “fugitives from Eastern Europe.”155

That hundreds of individuals entrusted thousands of dollars to Vogeler in or-
der to redeem captives in the eastern bloc highlights both the emotional potency
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of this issue and his public stature as the best-known American to have “returned
from death” behind the Iron Curtain. In achieving this celebrity, Vogeler was aided
by a sympathetic press and the medium that had come into its own during his
captivity—television. On December 23, 1951, while the four fliers spent Christmas
in a Hungarian jail, American television viewers were offered “unusually grim”
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festive fare by NBC’s Goodyear Television Playhouse: a dramatization of I Was
Stalin’s Prisoner, featuring an appearance by Vogeler himself. Indicting the Hun-
garian communists for having drilled him in a rote confession, he fluffed lines that
had evidently been scripted for him.156 Yet however stilted the performance, it at-
tached a powerful meaning to his captivity. Interviewed by NBC’s John Cameron
Swayze, Vogeler informed viewers that his “imprisonment by the communists” had
been “a personal insult to all of you, an unspeakable rebuff to every American.”
This “story of indignities, of torture, of the denial of human rights . . . could have
happened to you,” he admonished. “If you feel this is untimely, then please turn
off your television.” Such faintheartedness, Vogeler strongly hinted, would amount
to an abnegation of patriotic duty. But there was a reward for staying tuned: the
collective gratification of knowing that, while residents of the slave world went to
bed dreading the midnight knock on the door, the “only invasion in the dead of
the night” that Americans need expect was “that of Santa Claus”—as Swayze con-
cluded with a chuckle.157

By the time of this Christmas star turn, there was no longer any pretence that
the Vogelers were “uninterested in politics,” as Lucile had once asserted. Having
made increasingly brash denunciations of the “namby-pamby” character of U.S.
foreign policy and having openly lambasted Truman, Hiss, and Acheson as “trai-
tors,” Robert and Lucile plunged headlong into the 1952 presidential election cam-
paign.158 With an ominous warning that the Democrats would “lead the country
to socialism and communism,” the couple endorsed Senator Robert Taft’s bid for
the Republican nomination. As president, Taft would “discourage our enemies and
minimize the threat of war,” Vogeler asserted. The couple thus threw their weight
behind the party’s most conservative wing, forging a close alliance with the  in -
dividual whose political agenda and personal style they found most congenial—
 Senator McCarthy.159 Together, Bob and Joe went on the stump, rallying popular
support for the anti-Red crusade.

Relishing the fight, the Vogelers launched more frontal attacks on their foes.
 According to Congressman Melvin Price of Illinois, Mrs. Vogeler—a well-known
local personality—habitually made “the most bitter and vicious castigation of the
State Department, bringing it almost on a personal basis against the Secretary, mak-
ing some of the foulest inferences.”160 Similar concerns reached the department
from other quarters. Robert, meanwhile, was given to alleging that U.S. diplomats
had threatened to revoke his wife’s citizenship and remove her passport.

Scurrilous accusations made for gripping copy. They did not secure Taft’s nom-
ination, however, and with Eisenhower installed in the White House, Republican
“countersubversives” found themselves in a bind. Did they abandon the Reds-in-
government charge now that their party controlled the Senate, Congress, and White
House, or did they continue the campaign regardless? Like McCarthy, the Vogel-
ers chose to press on, becoming ever more bilious in their attacks. Lucile found a
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new role as “outstanding critic of the United Nations,” campaigning in support of
the Bricker Amendment. Without special legislation to keep the menace of “world
government” at bay, Americans faced mortal danger, Lucile insisted. “Actually, the
American citizen has more to fear from the web of international law than from the
bayonet of a Red army soldier,” she told an audience of five hundred “legal experts”
at the Mayflower Hotel in Washington, D.C., in January 1954. “Soviet troops are
still 5,000 miles away. The noose of international law is fashioned in New York and
Washington.”161 In danger of being eclipsed by his more telegenic spouse, Robert
continued to insist that communists still remained in key government positions
under Eisenhower and that the pro-Red conspiracy extended into the realm of pub-
lishing. With presses systematically rejecting anticommunist material, it was “im-
possible for the average citizen to find out much about Communist activities ei-
ther here or abroad,” he asserted—a claim belied by the success of I Was Stalin’s
Prisoner.162

By 1954, the Vogelers’ charges had assumed a more personal and pecuniary char-
acter. Running short of funds, Robert launched a $500,000 suit against IT&T for
the damage he had sustained as their representative in central Europe. In the course
of building his case, Vogeler claimed that reports written for his bosses at IT&T on
conditions in eastern Europe had been “turned over to the State Department” with-
out his knowledge. “Communists” in the department had then sent photostatic
copies straight to the regime in Budapest—a succession of betrayals that had led
directly to Vogeler’s arrest.163

If Vogeler was disappointed by the $50,000 payoff his former employer tendered,
larger reversals lay in store. In 1954, the political tide turned. With Eisenhower’s
White House less susceptible to pressure from Red-baiters than a Democratic ad-
ministration on the defensive, McCarthy’s star was in the descendant. The sena-
tor’s critics, emboldened by his growing recklessness, now pointed to the parodic
way in which the investigatory committees synonymous with McCarthyism repli-
cated the calculated disregard for due process that prevailed east of the Iron Cur-
tain. The HUAC hearing, like the communist show trial, was a “degradation cere-
mony,” in the words of Elia Kazan, designed less to yield information than to abase
witnesses through the act of informing.164

Undeterred, Robert and Lucile Vogeler stuck by the Wisconsin senator, cam-
paigning on his behalf long after shrewder tacticians had edged away. Whether flat-
tered by McCarthy’s attention or hungry for the television cameras (or both), the
Vogelers remained close at hand to the last. They attended the army-McCarthy hear-
ings in June 1954, and on the final day of the proceedings McCarthy introduced
Robert as a “loyal American” and one of his “unpaid consultants on communism.”165

But Vogeler was considerably more than a “consultant” or a theatrical prop, wheeled
out as living proof of communist tyranny and State Department perfidy. The two
men had become close friends. After the hearings concluded, the disgraced sena-
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tor and his wife, Jean, spent a week vacationing with Robert and Lucile in La Jolla,
where for the second year in a row McCarthy’s vacation “coincidentally” overlapped
with J. Edgar Hoover’s annual “rest and physical check-up” at the same hotel. One
of the last pictures of Lucile carried in the national press showed her, resplendent
in a leopard print bikini, dabbling her toes in a pool, with Joe McCarthy at her side
and Jean at his other elbow. Tellingly, Bob was nowhere in sight.166
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HOW THE EAST BECAME THE EAST

Robert Vogeler’s career as a cold war celebrity stalled with the censure of McCarthy
in December 1954. Within a couple of years, the former IT&T executive had lapsed
back into obscurity, struggling to keep a new business venture afloat and fending
off foreclosure on a luxurious family home in Bedford Falls, New York. In the drama
of McCarthyism, Vogeler had played a supporting part. His chief political contri-
bution, however, was less as a Red-baiter, the role he enthusiastically embraced in
1951, than as a cold war captive, the fate bestowed on him by Budapest in November
1949.

As “Stalin’s prisoner,” Robert Vogeler helped crystallize for American audiences
what was meant by “police state”: the constant fear of arrest; the persecutory char-
acter of justice in a society bound by excessive legalism; the reduction of individ-
uals to mere political pawns; and the claustrophobic sense of entrapment that stifled
all residents, not just prisoners. Press reports on Vogeler’s release from captivity,
as he was delivered by Hungarian armed guards into the custody of U.S. diplomats
at the Austrian border, accentuated the radical disjuncture between two antithet-
ical ways of life. Freedom was regained not by leaving a Budapest prison cell but
only by leaving Hungary itself. Vogeler, meanwhile, characterized his return from
the eastern bloc as a form of resurrection. Telling journalists that he had been al-
lowed to sit in the plane’s cockpit as it landed at New York’s Idlewild Airport, he
mused: “I guess it’s a privilege accorded to those back from the dead.”167

Where Vogeler depicted Hungary as an outer circle of hell, others ventured al-
ternative motifs and mappings. But whether they likened Hungarian communists
to pirates, gangsters, or (in Morris Ernst’s analogy) a lynch mob, contemporary
opinion formers all located the Soviet satellites in a realm conceived as morally and
temporally remote from Western civilization, backward and barbarous.168 Twenty
years earlier, Chip Bohlen had described Russians as “primitives—in the best sense
of the word.”169 Now they appeared savages in the least noble sense of that term,
and with “the blackness of barbarism” having descended, the New York Times
warned that all “fruitful exchange” would surely cease between these two incom-
mensurable worlds. The eastern bloc had become “what the old geographers called
Terra Incognita, a territory unknown and unexplored.”170

By the time this prediction appeared in February 1950, there was already scant
East-West exchange, fruitful or otherwise. In the wake of Vogeler’s arrest, travel
across the Austro-Hungarian border became more fraught and correspondingly
less frequent. To signal its displeasure, the State Department banned all travel to
Hungary in December 1949, lifting the embargo in April 1951 only to reinstate it
that December when the four U.S. airmen were imprisoned. William Oatis’s in-
dictment led to the imposition of an identical restriction on American travel to
Czechoslovakia in June 1951. In May 1952 the State Department took the more
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radical step of stamping all U.S. passports “NOT valid for travel to Albania, Bul-
garia, China, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Poland, Rumania, or the Union of Soviet
Socialist Republics unless specifically endorsed under authority of the Department
of State as being valid for such travel.” Stressing that this move was not intended
to place the eastern bloc off limits altogether, U.S. officials stated that their goal was
to curb “sneak visits” to forbidden areas “by persons who might not really under-
stand the hazards to Americans in the Iron Curtain countries.”171 In the wake of
the Vogeler and Oatis cases, however, few Americans could have been unmindful
of the risks posed by a trip to the “Communist jungle world.” The New York Times
even printed a sardonic inducement it imagined the Budapest government might
issue to lure travelers: “Spend your vacation in beautiful Hungary*** Visit our courts
and our jails*** Never a dull moment—midnight arrests and secret trials . . . ***
All sports, including solitaire and forced labor*** No cover charge at any time for
signed confessions.”172

As travel and trade between the United States and eastern Europe dwindled,
diplomats in the satellite states found their lives increasingly constrained and ex-
perienced many of the same curtailments that their colleagues in Moscow had
chafed against for some time. In his private journal, Nathaniel Davis tracked the
progress of Hungarian anti-Americanism, waking on Stalin’s birthday in Decem-
ber 1949 (days after Vogeler’s arrest) to the strains of a catchy marching song—
“We are going to hang Tito and we will hang Truman too.” Social ostracism quickly
followed, since very few Hungarians cared to be seen in the company of an Amer-
ican diplomat in this climate.173 To add to the discomfort of life in the legation,
Budapest imposed a travel restriction on U.S. personnel, a measure hastily imposed
on Hungarian representatives in America, whose movement was likewise limited
to within an eighteen-mile radius of Washington, D.C.174

These developments punched more bolts into the heavy sheet metal partition
that American cartoonists imagined as the “Iron Curtain.” Eastern Europe—a re-
gion to which millions of Americans traced their ancestry—had come to seem im-
possibly distant and menacingly impenetrable. The communist takeover of Czecho-
slovakia in 1948 and Mindszenty’s trial in 1949 left a deep imprint on American
opinion. But it was Vogeler’s imprisonment that really brought home the Sovieti-
zation of eastern Europe.

Depending on how the kaleidoscope was rotated, his captivity appeared as spy
thriller, romantic melodrama, or family story. However, the most common fram-
ing of Vogeler’s predicament was as an emblem of America’s postwar enfeeblement,
a demonstration that the United States could no longer hope to protect its citizens—
or “civilized values”—in a bifurcated world, a growing portion of which was
presided over by “primitive men who have not yet outgrown the swaddling clothes
of savagery.” Confronted with communist barbarism, what was Washington to do?
“We cannot get down in the mud with the Communists and seize innocent Hun-
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garians, to be held in durance as hostages,” noted the New York Times with re-
gret. “In these encounters, civilized man is always at a disadvantage.”175 Cold war
liberals regarded the curse of civility as a condition without easy remedy. But for
others the cure was as obvious as it was appealing. When one impatient citizen
from Ohio cabled Truman requesting that he “please take action” against Russia
and its satellites because they “only understand when hit,” he voiced a widely
shared sentiment.176

Across Asia, western Europe, the Middle East, and South America, U.S. influence
was expanding rapidly in the years after World War II. Many Americans, however,
had no sense that they were witnessing their state’s “rise to globalism.” Quite the
reverse. Convinced that Washington was losing the global battle with communism,
a substantial segment of opinion maintained that America lacked the muscle, in-
genuity, and ruthlessness to score a decisive victory, whatever its apparent advan-
tages in economic strength and atomic weaponry. “The Reds are doing the pitch-
ing and we keep popping fouls into the bleachers until they toss a fast one at us
when we are called out on the strikes,” noted a rueful editorial on Vogeler’s impris -
onment in the New York World-Telegram.177 That captivity was so widely  under -
stood as a testament to U.S. vulnerability—a shameful sign of impotence—goes
some way to explaining this apparent paradox.

If it was intolerable that eastern bloc states should have imprisoned a handful
of American citizens with apparent impunity, a yet more alarming scenario soon
compounded this beleaguered sense of victimization. Over the winter of 1950–51,
thousands of American soldiers surrendered to, or were captured by, the forces of
communist China and North Korea. Their fate occasioned shudders of dread at
home. “Multiply the suffering of Vogeler by 10,000 and add the well known bru-
tality of the oriental Communists and Americans will have some notion of the mis-
ery and human suffering of American boys being held prisoner in North Korea and
Manchuria.” Thus three Republican lawmakers entreated fellow citizens in July
1951, offering instruction in cold war Orientalism that many Americans scarcely
required.178

first captive in a hot war 173
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Prisoners of Pavlov
Korean War Captivity and the Brainwashing Scare

THE SORRIEST BUNCH

For soldiers, war is all about getting home—or so civilians often say. It is an arti-
cle of faith that men in uniform want nothing more than to return with all possi-
ble speed when hostilities end. This notion received a powerful boost when GIs sta-
tioned in occupied Europe and Japan staged massive demonstrations to demand
immediate demobilization in early 1946. When the Korean War ended in July 1953,
after months of fitful armistice talks, contemporary commentators imagined that
soldiers would be similarly eager for home—none more so than the 4,400 men who
had spent almost three years in communist-run POW camps. To the astonishment
of many fellow citizens, however, twenty-three American prisoners refused to ac-
cept repatriation. Rather than returning home to “the highest standard of living
the earth had ever seen,” as journalist Edward Hunter put it, these men were head-
ing for Red China, “an extremely backward, dreadfully impoverished country, sup-
posedly out of preference for its way of life.”1

That POWs could opt against repatriation wasn’t itself a revelation. For more
than a year, the question of whether prisoners had a right to choose their postwar
destinations had dominated the armistice talks. Any attentive American would have
known that negotiations had foundered on precisely this issue, with China insist-
ing that prisoners should automatically be repatriated and Washington asserting
their right to decline. But of course Truman’s administration hadn’t espoused the
cause of voluntary repatriation on behalf of American prisoners. And though CIA
director Allen Dulles had tried to prepare domestic opinion for this eventuality by
overplaying the likely scale of desertion from U.S. ranks, his efforts made little im-
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pression on media treatment of the POW story.2 News of the “turncoats’” repudi-
ation of their country was thus as unexpected as it was shocking. “The defection of
even one . . . would have been enough to sadden the heart of any loyal American,”
lamented an editorial in America magazine. Desertion by twenty-three was “almost
like a blow in the face to the rest of us,” Commonweal chimed.3

Throughout that fall Americans had ample opportunity to contemplate this
bruise to national pride. Under the armistice terms, all prisoners who refused repa-
triation were required to spend ninety days at Panmunjom under Indian army cus-
tody while officers of their own nationality made the case for going home. During
this three-month interlude for “explanations,” U.S. commentators obsessively
probed the motives of these men, their psychological peculiarities, and the family
backgrounds generative of such sorry specimens of American manhood.4

The “balky GIs” were forthright in explaining their position, issuing a press state-
ment that pointedly referenced the “murder of the Rosenbergs” and the “legal lynch-
ing [of] dozens of Negroes” in defense of their desire to work for peace in China,
a country where “there is no contradiction between what is preached and what is
practiced.” Such sentiments were “pure communist jargon,” one columnist re-
marked. But it remained unclear whether these young men had possessed deviant
leanings before captivity or only as a result of it. While it was conceivable that the
U.S. military contained a handful of communists—since “what we have at home,
we have in our Army,” George Sokolsky reminded readers of the New York Journal-
American—most commentators suspected that the twenty-three had been in-
doctrinated during their long incarceration.5 Despite disagreements over how a
brain was washed and whether it could subsequently be relaundered, many insisted
that these men had fallen foul of diabolical techniques hitherto applied to Cardi-
nal Mindszenty and Robert Vogeler. The nonrepatriates offered “living proof that
Communist brainwashing does work on some persons,” announced an unequiv-
ocal editorial in the New York Times.6

As sufferers of an “artificially imposed mental illness,” they were to be gently
encouraged back into the fold, counseled the Times. Thousands of civilians rose to
the challenge, with Sunday schools, civic groups, and old people’s homes organiz-
ing letter-writing drives. According to the Indian officer in command at Pan-
munjom, children played the most prominent role in this epistolary campaign to
cajole the unredeemed captives. “The number of letters, containing the most cloy-
ing sentiments, and written in pathetically childish scrawls, was truly amazing,” he
later reminisced.7 Several prominent figures volunteered more lucrative entice-
ments. Myron Wilson, president of the Cleveland Indians, wrote to offer each of the
twenty-three a job “either in baseball or in private industry,” a signal that fellow
citizens understood that “a man might choose communism to a horrible death.”8

Meanwhile, Harry Myers, director of the American Legion’s Los Angeles branch,
floated a plan—vigorously backed by the Hearst press—to fly the nonrepatriates’
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mothers to Korea so they could personally participate in the “explaining” process
at Panmunjom.9

The Defense Department, which had considered flying out persuasive person-
alities like Arthur Godfrey, Jackie Robinson, Edward R. Murrow, and Bishop Ful-
ton Sheen to reanimate faith in the democratic way, hastily squelched this scheme
as “neither practical nor desirable,” imagining the chaos that would ensue if
twenty-two thousand Chinese and Korean mothers demanded equivalent access
to their sons.10 Nevertheless, one mother (Mrs. Portia Howe of Alden, Minnesota)
flew to Tokyo, protesting that she had been called by God to do so—with the finan-
cial assistance of her church and sale of her son’s defense bonds.11 Despite a curt
rebuke from her twenty-two-year-old son, who insisted that whatever she had heard
about his having been “forced, doped or brainwashed” was “horse manure that they
use to slander and defile people like myself who will stand up for his own rights,”
Mrs. Howe still maintained that he was “a victim of brainwashing.”12 Several other
relatives, lacking access to the same spiritual and material resources, relied on lo-
cal radio stations to record appeals to sons and brothers who couldn’t truly prefer
the privations of communist China to the comforts of home. Whatever “spell” these
boys languished under would surely be “pierced” if they could just hear their moth-
ers’ loving voices, claimed Mrs. Gladys Peoples, whose son Clarence Adams was
one of three African Americans in the group.13

But not everyone accepted that the recalcitrants were laboring under a malign
spell or that they deserved compassionate consideration. Military sources signaled
that several members of the group were “such thoroughgoing collaborators” that
they feared coming home to “face the music.” The men weren’t necessarily com-
munist converts, just self-seekers who had curried favor with their captors and
 ratted—or worse—on their buddies.14 A long Newsweek report emphasized the
judgment of Lt. General K. S. Thimayya (the Indian officer commanding the Neu-
tral Nations Repatriation Commission) that these Americans were “about the sor-
riest, most shifty-eyed and groveling bunch of chaps he had ever seen.”15

Among the “rats” too cowardly to face the wrath of their peers or the judgment
of courts-martial, Newsweek ventured that some had fallen in love with Chinese
girls. Worse yet, others had allegedly fallen for fellow American boys. In reporting
rumors “started by persons who had been inside the camps” that “about half the
Americans were bound together more by homosexualism than Communism,” the
magazine mooted a convergence of “deviances” common in early cold war dis-
course: a conflation of the Red Scare with a “lavender menace” promulgated not
only by McCarthy but by many contemporary epidemiologists of communist
pathology. Embroidering the same motif, the Washington Post announced that per-
haps four of the non-repats were “homosexuals who have taken to letting their hair
grow long,” and used “language so foul as to repel the regular soldiers of the India
Army who are their guards.” Two men, it was reported, had been seen “dressed in
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women’s clothes.” Curtain crossing and cross-dressing were, it seemed, all of a
piece.16

If sexual “perversion” didn’t suffice as an explanation for treachery, other ob-
servers hypothesized that an array of material rewards must have been held out
to lure these gullible dupes. Each of the “pro-Red POWs” had reportedly been
promised “$5000, a fancy car, and a college education, plus a commissar’s job when
the Reds took over America,” moonshine pledges that would soon evaporate along
with whatever down payments of “cigarettes, liquor, women and hashish” had se-
cured the men’s defections.17 “Pathetic men” who’d hoped to get “something for
nothing,” they would soon pay a heavy price for succumbing to the cheap lure of
ego gratification when they ended up in Chinese labor camps, many editorialists
 predicted.

A similar shudder of distaste rippled through official responses to the nonrepa-
triates. At Panmunjom, U.S. officers made little secret of their growing repugnance
for the men who wouldn’t come home. Had the twenty-three appeared emaciated,
bewildered, or obviously cowed, empathy might have been sustained. As it was, these
“bronzed young men, obviously well-fed and seemingly in the best of physical con-
dition,” soon exhausted lenient inclinations, taunting American reporters as “Yan-
kee Imperialists” and evidently relishing their performance of defiance. “If I had my
way they would be told they had five minutes to make up their minds and let it go
at that,” one unnamed “high ranking officer” informed the New York Times. “If we
got them back I’m afraid they would all be constant security risks.”18

As the deadline for the termination of “explanations” approached, a U.S. mili-
tary spokesman broadcast one five-minute appeal, affirming that the twenty-two re-
maining recalcitrants would be fairly treated should they undergo an eleventh-hour
change of heart. Corporal Edward Dickenson, who had already decided to return
to the United States, was reported to be enjoying a thirty-day furlough and honey -
moon. But during the military’s halfhearted exercise, the rest of the group main-
tained their intransigent posture. Linking arms with fellow South Korean resisters,
the Americans stamped, banged cymbals, sang, and joined in a “wild folk dance,”
posing for photographers with their mascot, a dog whose coat was emblazoned with
the defiant slogan “Unexplained To.” A final press statement reiterated that “Mc-
Carthyism, McCarranism and KKKism” at home disinclined them to return.19

On January 28, 1954, after a further member of the group, Claude Batchelor,
changed his mind, the twenty-one remaining American nonrepatriates set off for
China. However uncertain their future, one thing was clear: they were no longer
members of the U.S. military. Three days earlier, Secretary of Defense Charles E.
Wilson had announced their dishonorable discharge. Meanwhile, at the very mo-
ment that word of Edward Dickenson’s lenient treatment was being broadcast to
his former comrades as an assurance of the army’s understanding attitude, the
twenty-three-year-old corporal was arrested at Walter Reed Hospital. Having ear-
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lier been led to believe that his unconsummated flirtation with communism would
go unpunished, Dickenson now faced charges of “unlawful intercourse” with the
enemy.20

In the wake of this episode, many U.S. opinion formers reassured a perturbed
populace that twenty-one “lost souls” didn’t amount to such a shameful tally when
compared with twenty-two thousand defections from North Korea and China—
or with the “ratio of treachery” found among the Twelve Apostles, as the Wash-
ington Post noted.21 Few seemed quite so sanguine, however. Judas might have ac-
cepted thirty pieces of silver, but at least he hadn’t sung the Internationale while
doing so. Americans simply didn’t reject the free world for a “slave civilization.”
And since earlier defections of U.S. citizens in the USSR and GIs who had gone
AWOL in East Germany had barely dented public consciousness, the decision of
the twenty-one prodigals seemed utterly unprecedented. Overlooking a long his-
tory of unredeemed captives refusing to rejoin their Euro-American communities,
commentators in the 1950s repeatedly stressed that never before in history had

figure 22. Four of the “nonrepats” prepare for their journey to China, wearing their
politics on their truck. From left to right, Albert C. Belhomme, Clarence C. Adams,
Andrew Condon (the “lone Briton”), and John R. Dunn. © The Associated Press.

Consult the print edition for this illustration
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Americans elected to remain with their captors. No wonder, then, that a story bur-
dened with such radical implications sustained attention throughout the 1950s and
beyond, inspiring press reports, scholarly analysis, novels, teleplays, and movies.

Yet the rapid gyrations of judgment that saw these men deemed successively
(or simultaneously) victims, invalids, dupes, “rats,” and “cheese-eaters” also track
larger anxieties generated by America’s first mass experience of communist cap-
tivity. What the unredeemed captives experienced with particular force, three thou-
sand other returning prisoners would encounter with varying degrees of intensity
as their individual records were appraised, then collectively reevaluated. Their cap-
tivity came to function as something akin to a Rorschach test for social commen-
tators in the fifties. The shapes Americans discerned there mapped an intricate
set of cold war anxieties over gender roles, sexuality, parenting, class, and race,
concerns anticipated in constructions of the nonrepatriates’ characterological
deficiencies. From schooling to segregation, “momism” to McCarthyism, affluence
to anomie, every ailment believed to afflict the body politic as a whole could ap-
parently be diagnosed by dissecting the infirm bodies and fragile psyches of Amer-
ica’s POWs.

SLAUGHTER OR SLAVERY:  
THE POLITICS OF REPATRIATION

In the furor surrounding the twenty-one “turncoats,” far less attention was paid to
the twenty-two thousand Korean and Chinese prisoners who opted against repa-
triation, men so happy to be free that (according to Time) they wept tears of joy
and “sang songs of what they would do to the women” when they reached Taiwan.22

Since their repudiation of communist regimes represented the UN’s most tangi-
ble gain from a war that left Korea divided much as it had been in June 1950, Eisen-
hower’s psychological strategists worked hard to stress what amounted to “victory
of a kind” after an unpopular war that had claimed in excess of thirty thousand
American lives, left another ninety-eight thousand wounded, and cost taxpayers
$15 billion—to say nothing of the human and environmental devastation wrought
on the Korean peninsula.23

With many disgruntled U.S. citizens inclined to accentuate the negative, gov-
ernment officials assiduously emphasized that thousands of valiant Chinese and
North Korean freedom lovers had been saved from totalitarian slavery. More than
that, Washington’s role in championing their right to defect would embolden com-
munist troops in any future war to surrender at the earliest opportunity, secure in
the knowledge that they wouldn’t be sent back to a miserable fate. Fear of whole-
sale desertion would make the Kremlin think twice about launching future wars.
“From now on, the Red Armies will be less dependable as tools of aggression. We
have increased the prospect of peace and added to the security of our nation,” an-
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nounced an ebullient John Foster Dulles in September 1953.24 Washington had thus
found a way to win the cold war without fighting—or without fighting very much.

Triumphalism of this sort aimed to reassure Americans that the principle of non-
forcible repatriation—staunchly asserted by Truman on May 7, 1952, and then em-
braced by his successor—had merited fifteen additional months of war. On this
question, psychological strategists were warranted in suspecting that popular con-
viction could be stronger. Opinion sampled during the war revealed public sup-
port for the administration’s POW policy to be less than resolute. Surveys conducted
in March, April, and June 1952 (while White House policy on repatriation was hard-
ening) showed that although a growing number of respondents favored refusal to
return reluctant communist prisoners a majority assented to this proposition only
if it wouldn’t jeopardize the return of American POWs.25 Clearly, though, the im-
passe on this issue did delay the signing of an armistice, and in its absence GIs re-
mained encamped along the Yalu—not without some murmurings of discontent.
In May 1952, Walter Judd (R-MN) read into the congressional record the com-
plaint of three women who charged that “the lives of enemy POWs were being put
before those of our own men.” Was the United States really so hard up that it must
“stoop to purloining prisoners of war for prospective converts to our way of life,”
demanded a disgruntled veteran of his congressman.26

Why, then, did the White House commit itself so implacably to the principle of
nonforcible repatriation? As the historian Barton J. Bernstein points out, the pres-
ident could have made a strong case for compromise on the POW question had he
been so minded.27 A prisoner’s right to refuse repatriation was not mandated by in-
ternational conventions, and until the summer of 1951, when armistice negotiations
were about to begin, U.S. officials had given little hint that they planned to stake out
an unorthodox new position of questionable legality. Truman’s stance, by contrast,
placed U.S. prisoners in danger of reprisals, extended their captivity, and “for month
after weary month . . . constituted a gigantic monkey wrench thrown into the truce-
negotiating machinery”—this at a time when public opinion was increasingly po-
larized between those who believed U.S. troops should quit Korea altogether and
those impatient to drop atomic bombs on China and be done with it.28

On the face of it, prisoner repatriation shouldn’t have occasioned controversy.
Article 118 of the Geneva Convention of August 12, 1949, for the Protection of
War Victims appears unambiguous: “Prisoners of War shall be released and repa-
triated without delay after the cessation of hostilities.” Although neither Beijing nor
Pyongyang had signed the 1949 Convention, and Washington hadn’t ratified it,
the war’s chief protagonists all announced within weeks that they intended to ob-
serve it. Within months, both sides held significant numbers of prisoners—and
there the problems began.29

Most prisoners were captured in 1950. Only 465 American prisoners (of 6,656)
were taken during the second and third years of the war. By the time truce talks
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began in July 1951, the UN Command had detained 97 percent of the eventual to-
tal of 150,000 Korean prisoners and 85 percent of its Chinese prisoners—a POW
population that ultimately rose to 21,000.30 That the UN Command detained far
more prisoners than its opponents represented a major complication, inclining U.S.
negotiators against an all-for-all exchange of prisoners, since this arrangement
would mean delivering to the enemy a much larger supply of military manpower
than the UN Command would receive in return. But the greatest problem arose
not from the discrepancy in numbers held by the two sides but from the hetero-
geneity of prisoners confined in UN-run camps and the vigor with which they made
their political preferences known.

Ostensibly members of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army or soldiers of the
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, many POWs held by the UN Command
were neither. Referred to as “communist prisoners,” only a minority comfortably
fit or readily embraced that description. Of the Chinese prisoners, almost two-thirds
had served with Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalist forces during the civil war. Having
been imprisoned, reeducated, and maneuvered into the People’s Liberation Army,
many were hardly volunteers, and their loyalty to China’s new regime was at best
uncertain.31 The Koreans, meanwhile, were “probably the most motley crew ever
classified as prisoners of war,” noted Demaree Bess in the Saturday Evening Post.32

Their number included forty thousand civilians who had been either impressed into
service with Kim Il Sung’s forces or mistakenly taken prisoner by UN forces dur-
ing the early months of the war, when chaotic reversals of military fortune uprooted
almost the entire Korean population. Some forty-nine thousand of the UN Com-
mand’s Korean POWs originated from the South.33 In the circumstances, it is un-
derstandable that thousands of prisoners—both Korean and Chinese—should
have objected to “repatriation” to North Korea or China, destinations alien by
either birth or inclination.

Object they assuredly did, with anticommunist POWs going so far as to present
their captors with petitions signed in blood. Hyperbolic gestures of this kind, un-
derscored by violent riots in the camps, made clear that large numbers of prison-
ers would resist delivery into communist custody at pain of death. Their vehemence
pushed Truman toward the increasingly intractable position he enunciated in May
1952: that he would not “buy an armistice by turning over human beings for slaugh-
ter or slavery.”34

This inflexible stance had its critics. Although Secretary of State Acheson came
to support it, he initially argued against voluntary repatriation on the grounds that
it conflicted with the Geneva Convention, threatening to jeopardize the safety and
timely return of American POWs.35 Others in the State Department made the case
yet more forcefully that Washington couldn’t espouse a position on repatriation
at variance with international law. Having championed the 1949 Geneva Conven-
tion to shame Moscow over its ongoing detention of Axis prisoners, it would hardly
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do for U.S. forces to retain thousands of prisoners after the Korean War ended. As
one State Department official heatedly argued in October 1951: “The United States
would be put in a very embarrassing position if they did what the Russians did after
World War II. . . . We would not accept from the North Koreans, the Chinese, or
the Russians the explanation that they were not returning prisoners of war because
they did not want to come home.” Nor would the North Koreans and Chinese ac-
cept it from the United States, as subsequent events confirmed.36

For supporters of voluntary repatriation, however, fear of behaving like Russia
after World War II wasn’t the largest concern. More worrisome was the prospect
that U.S. troops might end up replicating American postwar actions. With thou-
sands of Korean and Chinese prisoners insisting that they would kill themselves
rather than submit to forcible repatriation, many of Truman’s advisers foresaw a
replay of scenes like those at Fort Dix in June 1945. There Soviet prisoners (cap-
tured in German uniforms) had tried to provoke their GI custodians into killing
them because they preferred death to whatever fate awaited them in the USSR. While
this episode in New Jersey was uncomfortably close to home, there had been nu-
merous “unpleasant incidents” of a similar sort in Europe. As Psychological Strat-
egy Board personnel vigorously pointed out, U.S. participation in the forced repa-
triation of millions of reluctant Soviet citizens had caused—and continued to
occasion—“widespread despair” in the eastern bloc. It had also occasioned much
em bittered comment from conservative critics of the Yalta agreement and those State
Department staff responsible for enacting its noxious provisions. Truman’s posi-
tion in Korea was thus contrived “to a great extent in an effort to retrieve—or at
least not add to—the damage done in 1945–47 by this forced repatriation  policy.”37

Truman’s attempt to erase the stain of the past was fashioned with an eye firmly
on the future. “Repetition of our previous mistake would discourage defection by
Chinese communist forces in any future conflict,” advised Wallace Carroll, prefigur-
ing the line later endorsed by Dulles. “It would therefore in the long run cost us
more American lives than are involved in the exchange of prisoners problem.”38

U.S. prisoners might experience hardship or loss of life during their long captiv-
ity, but their sacrifices were a price worth paying—and their suffering constituted
its own rationale for continuing the war until Washington’s terms had been met.

Although some historians have construed Truman’s position as a largely ad hoc
piece of opportunism, it was entirely congruent with the administration’s broader
commitment to defection as a lodestone of cold war strategy. Just two months be-
fore Truman made his assurance that no POW would be sent to “slaughter or slav-
ery,” he had unveiled the United States Escapee Program, underscoring his ad-
ministration’s commitment to a new “Fifth Freedom”—freedom of movement.
White House policy on prisoner repatriation emerged from the same tangled web
of symbolic and strategic aspirations spun around the escapee, that exemplary an-
ticommunist whose salvation would demonstrate Washington’s absolute com-
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mitment to the worth of the individual, thereby encouraging a steady flow of de-
fectors to the West. In view of this very public promotion of flight from the “slave
world,” Truman could hardly have adopted any other position on the fate of re-
luctant POWs in Korea.

Like other escapee projections, however, repatriation policy was marked by sub-
stantial slippage between rhetoric and practice. Naturally, Truman and his successor
presented the dispute between the UN Command and its communist opponents
as expressive of the central dichotomy between freedom and slavery: individual
choice versus mass compulsion. Yet the POW camps run by the UN Command
for the prisoners at the center of this contest were assuredly not places that sug-
gested a high regard for the “dignity and worth of the human person.”

In these grim sites of material scarcity and brutal excess, “freedom of choice”
was simply not a meaningful possibility. When one British journalist visited the
camp on Koje Island in May 1952, he found inmates in “sensationally appalling
condition”: “puppets of skin with sinews for strings—their faces . . . a terrible,
translucent grey,” cringing “like dogs.”39 Lacking food and medicine, they con-
sumed a daily ration of violence. Running battles occurred between prisoners and
guards, who made liberal use of lethal force. In addition to strife between captors
and captives, the camps were also staging grounds for two unfinished civil wars,
Korean and Chinese. But since pro- and anticommunist prisoners were quickly
screened and segregated, most of the camp’s brutality arose not from clashes be-
tween ideological antagonists but from compound leaders’ attempts to enforce in-
ternal discipline. Chinese Nationalist strongmen practiced extreme intimidation
to ensure that none who found themselves in the anticommunist camp could sub-
sequently switch sides.

The State Department knew that prisoners’ attitudes toward repatriation were
canvassed against a backdrop of “physical terror including organized murders, beat-
ings, threats, before and even during the polling process” and that American officers
themselves had done more to foster than to suppress this “police-state type of rule”
in the camps.40 Early in the war, U.S. personnel empowered Nationalist “trusties”
among the prisoners to impose order. When General MacArthur supplemented
his South Korean staff with recruits from Taiwan, Nationalist “patriotic organiza-
tions” not only were actively encouraged in the camps but became a dominant
source of authority. Chinese prisoners thus experienced intense pressure to resist
repatriation and were scarcely in a position to make an “uncoerced, unintimidated,
informed choice.” One ill-starred attempt to screen prisoners in February 1952 left
69 dead and 142 wounded.41

Conscious that a “reign of terror” governed camp life, U.S. personnel were nev-
ertheless taken aback by the sheer volume of Chinese and Korean POWs who ob-
jected to repatriation.42 American negotiators, estimating in early 1952 that 10 to
25 percent of POWs might resist, had already told the Chinese and North Kore-
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ans that they could expect 116,000 prisoners back. This figure was high enough that
Beijing signaled willingness to explore a deal, asking U.S. officials to conduct a
screening to confirm the numbers. When the Far Eastern Command duly did so,
they were perturbed to find that only about 70,000 prisoners agreed to accept repa-
triation: 5,000 of 21,000 Chinese; 54,000 of 96,000 North Koreans; 4,000 of 15,000
South Koreans; and 7,500 of 38,000 civilian detainees.43

Understandably, Beijing refused to accept that less than a quarter of the People’s
Volunteers would be returned. Instead they accused American negotiators of a
breach of faith and of using “force and cruel mistreatment” to deliver prisoners to
its friends in South Korea and Taiwan.44 Keen to settle terms, Washington re-
sponded to this setback by trying to reduce the number of nonrepatriates. When a
further screening was held in late April–May 1952, American officials posed lead-
ing questions that emphasized the desirability of returning home, while stressing
that the UN Command would accept no responsibility for those who refused repa-
triation.45 The category of “nonrepatriate” was simultaneously narrowed to exclude
those who merely preferred not to return, including only the prisoner who “would
cut his throat, drown himself, [or] be prodded with a bayonet” before returning to
the communist side.46 Still, the total remained higher than Beijing could possibly
accept.

As these hasty but ineffectual side steps suggest, Washington’s chief concern lay
neither in offering prisoners real freedom of choice nor in securing the largest pos-
sible number of “converts.” Rather, U.S. policy makers sought to tap the symbolic
potential of defection while averting the calamitous blow to U.S. prestige that would
ensue if UN Command forces ended up repatriating anticommunist prisoners at
gunpoint. When U.S. personnel began indoctrination efforts in the camps in 1951,
they aimed (like the Chinese and North Koreans) to win ideological converts among
their prisoners, not to engineer a mass defection. The prospect of fervent admir-
ers of capitalist democracy returning home to undermine their state’s social cohe-
sion and political legitimacy initially held more appeal for U.S. strategists (and for
their Chinese communist antagonists) than finding homes and occupations for
myriad deserters. But Nationalist “patriotic organizations” and some zealous
American Civilian Information and Education officers had other ideas, and once
thousands of Chinese and Koreans announced their resistance to repatriation in
unmistakable terms, even Foggy Bottom’s skeptics warmed to the cause.47

Even then, though, American tacticians balked at the prospect of “too many”
prisoners refusing repatriation. Since this war was clearly not going to be settled
on the battlefield, a deal on the POW question would ultimately have to be struck:
hence U.S. officials’ attempts to shrink the number of nonrepatriates in April–May
1952. In the end, it took Stalin’s death, intensive bombing of North Korea, and
Eisenhower’s threats of retaliation against the People’s Republic to break the dead-
lock. Finally, in March 1953, Zhou En-lai proposed that all prisoners who rejected
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repatriation be delivered into neutral custody, pending a final adjudication of their
fate. The following month, a limited exchange (“Little Switch”) of sick and wounded
prisoners was agreed upon, while those who consented to repatriation were sub-
sequently released in the “Big Switch” of August–September 1953.

At last, the haggling was over. But the price of disagreement was exorbitant.
Forty-five percent of the Korean War’s casualties were incurred in the fifteen
months during which repatriation formed the sole impediment to an armistice. On
the UN side, approximately 125,000 were injured or killed, and as many as a quar-
ter million on the North Korean and Chinese side: physical victims of Washing-
ton’s “psychological” investment in the symbology of escape.

NO HARD FEELINGS:  THE CAPTIVES RETURN

Little hard news about conditions in Chinese-run prison camps filtered back to
America during the war. But when snippets of information were glued together
with copious amounts of speculation a bleak picture emerged. The discrepancy be-
tween the number of prisoners the Chinese acknowledged holding and the figure
the U.S. military believed had been taken prisoner lent itself to various readings,
none of them encouraging. Had thousands of men perished en route to camps along
the banks of the Yalu River? It was easy to imagine that hundreds had succumbed
to frostbite, disease, or untreated battle injuries during these grueling forced
marches, and just as easy for many Americans to suspect that North Korean guards
would treat invalids and stragglers with utter ruthlessness. Perhaps some of these
missing GIs had been smuggled across the border into Manchuria, or even trans-
ported to the Soviet Union. No one really knew.

It was no secret, though, that Beijing was making considerable use of their POWs
for propaganda purposes. In 1952 and 1953 several U.S. airmen made radio broad-
casts confirming Chinese claims that the United States had waged bacteriological
warfare in Korea. From these disturbing “confessions,” many concluded that
American prisoners were being brutalized and brainwashed by captors whose ide-
ological fanaticism was supplemented by an “Oriental” propensity for cruelty and
“indifference to suffering”—or a more sadistic relish for inflicting pain. As the psy-
chologist Raymond Bauer bitingly noted after the war, many Americans seemed
to believe that “nothing less than a combination of the theories of I. P. Pavlov and
the wiles of Fu Manchu could produce such results.”48

Pilots like Marine Colonel Frank Schwable and Lieutenants Floyd O’Neal and
John S. Quinn formed the prize exhibits in Beijing’s germ warfare campaign.49 How-
ever, when hundreds of families and local newspapers began receiving letters from
prisoners full of peculiarly phrased pleas for peace, indictments of U.S. imperial-
ism, and barbs about Wall Street warmongers, suspicions grew that the Chinese
had launched a full-scale indoctrination campaign. “My brother couldn’t have writ-
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ten those letters,” announced Myrtle Wilson of her sibling, Aaron (one of the non-
repatriates). “He was too dumb to write like that. Why, when he went in the Army
he was seventeen and still in the eighth grade.”50

Widely circulated “expert opinion” encouraged Americans to believe not only
that their fellow citizens had been subjected to mental coercion but that brain-
washing was an irresistible process. Every man was ultimately defenseless when
confronted with communists trained in “mind murder,” claimed Edward Hunter,
the journalist who popularized the term brainwashing. In his opinion, this hijack-
ing of free will represented the ultimate form of captivity. “The aim is to create a
mechanism in flesh and blood, with new beliefs and new thought processes inserted
into a captive body,” Hunter claimed. “What that amounts to is the search for a
slave race that, unlike the slaves of olden times, can be trusted never to revolt, al-
ways to be amenable to orders, like an insect to its instincts.”51 Similarly, Joost Meer-
loo insisted that “menticide” was a crime against humanity analogous with—or even
worse than—genocide. Unless the victim died first, “capitulation [was] inevitable.”52

Such notions carried ambiguous implications for the reception of homecom-
ing POWs in 1953. If no one could withstand the insidious pressure Chinese cadres
applied to the fragile human psyche, it stood to reason that returning prisoners
should receive compassionate consideration. They had endured coercion of a kind
no American POW had hitherto confronted, and most press columnists duly urged
that returning prisoners who showed signs of duress be judged “not as traitors but
as sick men.”53 Yet to conceive these men as brainwashed was also to acknowledge
that they’d been “infected” with a poisonous ideology. If minds could be emptied
“like overturned, corkless bottles and then refilled with Communist dogma,” re-
turning POWs were vessels containing a toxic substance that threatened to con-
taminate those with whom they came into contact.54 Why would the Chinese de-
vote so much manpower to the time-consuming business of brainwashing if not
to send home men programmed to act under their captors’ implanted instruction?
The long-range objective was surely to create a network of saboteurs working like
termites to hollow out and topple the American state from within, or sleeper cells
awaiting activation during some future crisis. Writing in the Saturday Evening Post,
Rear Admiral D. V. Gallery speculated that the Chinese had sown mental seeds that
they anticipated would “take root and sprout” in ten or twenty years, should an-
other depression grip America. “This may seem farfetched to us who live from year
to year,” he cautioned. “But it isn’t to Asiatics, who look at centuries as we do
months.”55

Oscillations between sympathy and suspicion characterized popular commen-
tary and official policy alike. Convinced that U.S. citizens still failed to grasp the
enemy’s true colors, the Psychological Strategy Board regarded servicemen’s or-
deal in captivity as a vehicle for popular enlightenment, an education in commu-
nism’s inhumanity that would reinforce collective commitment to long-range cold
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war objectives. It was imperative, then, that Americans regard their homecoming
prisoners as “victims of communist mental aggression”—a position the Psycho-
logical Strategy Board adopted before the first prisoner exchange of April 1953.
Again in July, the board affirmed that returnees who had succumbed to psycho-
logical pressure were “not held to be traitors to their country, nor are they to be
blamed for having adopted a practice of limited cooperation.” To ensure this mes-
sage hit home, the board’s personnel cultivated press assistance to explain the POW
issue in its “true magnitude and perspective” to the American people. Chinese
 “indoctrination efforts” were inseparable from “the global conspiratorial drive of
International Communism. The one is simply a part of the greater whole.”56

For their part, Defense officials, preoccupied by the apparent breakdown of mil-
itary discipline among POWs, were much less inclined to write off the germ war-
fare “confessions,” peace petitions, and other forms of prisoner cooperation as ev-
idence of irresistible communist pressure. Fighting men were supposed to maintain
discipline in captivity, not simply cave in to their captors’ demands. On the long
journey back from Asia, returnees would accordingly be interrogated about the still-
hazy specifics of their treatment and behavior. Collaboration required investiga-
tion and punishment—whatever the appropriate penalty might be. On this  matter,
opinion differed, as it did over the delicate question of how to “deindoctrinate” those
who’d been brainwashed, both for the psychological health of those “infected” and
the well-being of the body politic as a whole.

Fears of contagion shaped the army’s decision to quarantine twenty-three pris-
oners released in the “Little Switch” exchange of April 1953. On the basis of initial
screening reports, intelligence officers concluded that 66 percent of all 149 Ameri-
can POWs in this group had been “politically reindoctrinated” by their captors, some
to a “post-graduate level.” The segregated men constituted the hard core, a “secu-
rity risk” to the country at large.57 Flown back to the United States under the guard
of armed MPs, they were conveyed to Valley Forge Army Hospital at Phoenixville,
Pennsylvania, for psychiatric evaluation, curative treatment, and further interroga-
tion. But while the army regarded these contaminated men as a grave threat to na-
tional security, press commentators adopted a more compassionate  position.

Editorial opinion uniformly condemned the army for stigmatizing these re-
turnees as “Red-tinged,” a charge sufficiently toxic at the height of the blacklisting
era that some of those so labeled complained they’d be incapable of securing civil-
ian employment and would be compelled to reenlist. Interviews with the Valley
Forge internees, including an eight-page photo story in Life, accentuated the bar-
barity they had suffered at communist hands.58 Their subsequent mistreatment by
the U.S. military was thus all the more distressing. “A profound apology to these
men is obviously in order,” editorialized the New York Times. “They should have,
in addition, the knowledge that their fellow-countrymen are profoundly sympa-
thetic toward them and outraged over this misrepresentation of them.”59 Taking
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their cue from staff at the hospital who insisted that they weren’t “running a
damned Laundromat here,” press commentators also rubbished the notion of “de-
brainwashing” as another manifestation of the Eisenhower administration’s over-
weening obsession with “psychological warfare.”60 “The idea is as repugnant to
us as it was to the GIs who came to Valley Forge,” announced the Philadelphia In-
quirer. “We don’t believe any elaborate cure is needed for the minds of these men
who went to war as Americans, endured prison as Americans and came back as
Americans.”61

Press opinion diverged sharply from the private judgment of prominent mili-
tary and administration officials. The colonel in charge of evaluating the twenty-
three men detained at Valley Forge speculated, with evident approbation, that the
army would “probably hang” prisoners who had voluntarily collaborated with the

figure 23. Lichty takes aim at the U.S. military’s program to “de-brainwash”
returning POWs in a cartoon from June 1, 1953. Grin and Bear It © North America
Syndicate.

Consult the print edition for this illustration
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enemy. Henry Cabot Lodge viewed prisoners who had accepted communist “re-
arrangement of thought” as “intellectual eunuchs,” while C. D. Jackson (Eisen-
hower’s PR impresario) disparaged the “hard-shelled commies” among the re-
turnees as “goons” whom the FBI would continue to tail.62 But lessons were
learned from what Newsweek dubbed the “snafu at Valley Forge.”63 At least in pub-
lic, the tone softened. Defense Department spokesmen announced that, when the
major prisoner exchange occurred, there would be no further segregation. All would
receive the same hands-off treatment. “In the future, the aim will be to counter Com-
munist indoctrination of prisoners by ‘letting the American way of life speak for
itself,’” the Washington Post reported.64

Brigadier General Rawley Chambers, the army’s chief psychiatrist, counseled
civilians that “the wisest, kindest thing to do” was treat returning prisoners with
casual nonchalance, as though they’d “just been around the corner to the drug-
store.” Press columnists replicated this advice, warning readers to resist the ten-
dency to ask too many “nagging questions.”65 Life cited the opinion of a “top Army
psychiatrist” whose visit to Valley Forge led him to conclude that there was no
quicker way to drive men exposed to communist indoctrination “over the line . . .
than a hostile attitude at home.”66 The president himself, touting his newfound re-
ligiosity, preached a gospel of forgiveness and understanding. Asked to comment
on the case of Corporal Dickenson—the first of the twenty-three “turncoats” to
 recant—Eisenhower encouraged fellow citizens to refamiliarize themselves with the
parable of the Prodigal Son (Luke 15:11–32).67 Americans were thus primed to em-
brace returning prisoners warmly, including those who had wavered under pres-
sure or whose attitudes seemed altered. “There’s nothing to this brainwashing that
a good steak and an ice-cream cone won’t cure,” one official confidently asserted,
which translated into GI vernacular as “There’s nothing the matter with our minds
that can’t be cured by a beer, a blonde, and a hometown newspaper.”68

News media narrated the “return of the captives” in a variety of registers but
typically staged homecoming as a celebration of down-home values as thousands
of “nice little towns” across America experienced their “stirring moment of high
emotion and high purpose.”69 Community spirit, godliness, and neighborly cheer
formed a heartwarming contrast to the cruelties of communist captivity, though
affirmations of homespun virtue in the pages of Time, Life, and Newsweek rarely
avoided class condescension.

Edward Dickenson’s return to Virginia in November 1953 provided a field day
for reportage of this sort. The very name of his remote Appalachian hamlet, Crack-
ers Neck, hinted at the types found residing there: a community largely untouched
by twentieth-century technology and untutored in world affairs. Pop, a fragile sev-
enty-two, announced himself “all tore up” over his son’s mystifying initial decision
in favor of Red China. Why, he’d “never heard the Communist name until this war
started. Us mountain folks don’t understand things and don’t pay much attention
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to the papers and things,” Pop told reporters. “They say my boy is a Communist,
but he ain’t. . . . Why, I’ll bet if they had the President over there, they’d make him
do anything they wanted.” His wife, Bessie, a forty-four-year-old mother of thir-
teen, was “shore happy” her “purty boy” would soon be back.70 “We done some
shouting, but nothing like we are going to do when Ed gets home,” she related, ask-
ing reporters to tell her son that “hereabouts nobody thinks hard of him for what
he done and we will give him a big welcome home. Ain’t no hard  feelings.”71

Sure enough, the conclusion of Ed’s seven-thousand-mile odyssey occasioned
“Joy in Crackers Neck.” Scores of people crowded into the family’s four-room cabin
to offer an “almost hysterical welcome” to a local hero whose reappearance was
 little short of miraculous. A returnee from the slave world, the twenty-three-year-
old corporal was greeted not only as a restored family member but as a voyager
from the great unknown who had been farther, and seen more, than anyone else
for miles around.72

Many homecoming stories similarly stressed the collision of worlds wrought by

figure 24. “Ain’t no hard feelings.” Members of the Dickenson family prepare to
welcome a prodigal son home to Crackers Neck, Virginia, in December 1953. © The
Associated Press.

Consult the print edition for this illustration
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the return of men burdened with experience beyond their years and beyond the ken
of their isolated communities. The very presence of former communist captives in
these sleepy towns and villages was instructive, press commentators repeatedly
stressed. “Through these young men the devious, ominous nature of the global war
of ideas will be brought home to many Americans who have had little realistic con-
tact with this intangible struggle,” noted Malvina Lindsay in the Washington Post.
Far from contaminating society, these men’s debilitated bodies and vacant expres-
sions lifted “the domestic quarantine from knowledge of  communism.”73

TELL US ABOUT THE BRUTALITY:  
REPRESENTATIONS OF COMMUNIST ATROCITY

“Everybody grabbed you,” complained one newly returned former prisoner. “TV,
radio, everybody.” Life conjured scenes of GIs disembarking at San Francisco to
the insistent call, “Tell us about the brutality!” But if the magazine intended to scold
these overly intrusive hacks, it proved no less keen than competitors to deliver the
goods.74 Homecoming soldiers faced ceaseless entreaties to elucidate communist
brutality, the more gruesome their stories—or emaciated their bodies—the better.
“The tales being told by the prisoners returned by Communists in Korea are of a
kind to make the heart sick,” noted the Washington Post with evident relish.75 While
a few prisoners quietly attested that they had been fairly treated, experiencing no
“rough stuff” and a diet only as poor as their captors’, the “horrors of red slavery”
monopolized attention in the fall of 1953.76

No phase or dimension of POW experience went undocumented, from the shock
of capture to the euphoria of release. For most prisoners, captivity began—and for
several hundred it also ended—with a long march north through austere, snow-
covered terrain to the overhead accompaniment of strafing by U.S. bombers: “as
bloody an experience as the Bataan Death March,” noted Time.77 Without adequate
food, clothing, shelter, or medical attention, numerous prisoners succumbed to ill-
ness, chronic fatigue, and frostbite long before they reached encampments by the
banks of the Yalu River. The New Yorker vividly relayed the story of one twenty-
five-year-old sergeant who, after eighteen days of marching, “had nothing left of
his toes but the bones. He kept walking anyway, urged along by an occasional prod
of a rifle butt or bayonet, and goaded on even more forcefully by the realization
that each time someone in the group dropped out, the sound of a single shot was
quickly heard to the rear.”78 Later, to avoid an improvised amputation without anes-
thetic, the prisoner dug into his rotted joints with his fingernails and snapped off
the bones himself.79

Descriptions of camp conditions enumerated myriad denials, shortages, and pri-
vations, particularly the meager rations on which men were forced to subsist. Food
loomed correspondingly large in the moral economy of camp life and prisoners’
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imaginative projections.80 Like inmates of the Soviet gulag, these prisoners dreamed
of food, talked about food, and sometimes did whatever it took to acquire more of
it. On an unfamiliar diet of millet, sorghum, and soybeans, supplemented rarely
by vegetables or meat, many inmates developed beriberi, dysentery, and night blind-
ness. But if food and medicine were in short supply, soap and hot water were al-
together lacking. Journalistic accounts spoke euphemistically of the “filth” prison-
ers endured, but readers required little imagination to deduce that latrines in POW
camps where many inmates suffered from dysentery would leave much to be de-
sired. Imprisonment meant extended exposure to “excremental assault,” not sim-
ply an olfactory affront but a blow to dignity and morale. Just as camp personnel
manipulated rations to reward cooperation and punish disobedience, denial of “san-
itation privileges” served to coerce as well as degrade.81

That every dimension of camp life was contrived to modify prisoners’ behavior
formed a common denominator of press reports. More than merely seeking com-
pliance, however, the Chinese had set out to reengineer these GIs as “new com-
munist men.” Never before had a captor attempted a “systematic attack on the
mind,” asserted US News and World Report.82 Much ink was spilled pondering the
precise ways in which prisoners’ psyches were assaulted: the relationship between
bodily pain and mental pressure, indoctrination and suggestion, volition and sub-
conscious. However mysterious the mechanics of brainwashing, the mastermind
ultimately responsible for this “systematic attack” was commonly agreed to be
Ivan P. Pavlov. In Life’s judgment, American POWs in North Korea were less pawns
of Mao or Kim Il Sung than “prisoners of Pavlov.”83 For those convinced that the
Soviets secretly controlled every aspect of the Korean War, the Russian psycholo-
gist did more than furnish an explanation of how reflexes could be conditioned to
respond to external stimuli. His spectral influence in North Korea seemed to cor-
roborate the Soviets’ shadowy direction of the war itself. “A new, devilish technique
evolved by the Chinese Communists,” brainwashing was nevertheless “adapted
from Russian methods,” announced Richard Wilson in Look magazine.84

But what did this “devilish technique” entail? Rear Admiral Gallery explained
to Saturday Evening Post readers how “red Brainwashers”—through a combina-
tion of physical torture and psychological manipulation—reduced men to “bor-
derline case[s] between a human being and a rat struggling to stay alive.” In the
end, “natural instincts” were “replaced, like the rat’s, by conditioned reflexes.”85

Often in less alarmist language returning prisoners told how they’d been forced to
sit through haranguing monologues on topics such as the “decaying of capitalism”
and U.S. imperialist aggression, then made to recapitulate these lectures with per-
fect fidelity. Information in the camps—and from the world beyond—was tightly
controlled to permit prisoners access only to material that corroborated the Chi-
nese line. Camp libraries contained copies of the Daily Worker, canonical works
of Marx and Lenin, approved realist American fiction from Dreiser to Sinclair, and
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“specially prepared history books, ‘all fixed up,’ as one P. W. put it, ‘about how bad
we treated the Indians and the Spanish.’”86 But indoctrination of this kind struck
many contemporaries as the least insidious—and also least effective—form of brain-
washing. Had the Reds relied on rote instruction alone, they’d surely have failed,
encountering obdurate resistance from GIs skeptical of BS in general and com-
munist “horseshit” in particular. According to Time, only 30 POWs of 3,500 proved
“really susceptible to enemy propaganda.”87

Since most critics similarly discounted the possibility that any number of pris-
oners found their captors’ position genuinely persuasive, brainwashing necessar-
ily appeared all the more sinister because it bypassed reason, turning men into au-
tomata despite themselves. How was this done? Where Admiral Gallery envisaged
the individual prisoner reengineered in tormented isolation—like Robert Vogeler
or Winston Smith—others saw the essence of brainwashing as manipulation of
group dynamics and social milieu. To this end, the Chinese disrupted military com-
mand structures, organizing prisoners according to the degree of pliability they ex-
hibited, while cultivating the tensions, suspicions, and resentments that camp life
encouraged.

African American prisoners formed a particular target of attention. In 1952, they
were segregated from their white peers and subjected to an intensive campaign to
nurture disaffection with racist America. As one returnee later told the Chicago De-
fender, “The Chinese ignored the fact that segregation had been abolished in the
American army . . . playing instead on any sensational news item or propaganda
bit that could infer inequality.” According to most mainstream American colum-
nists, black and white, this indoctrination effort was an unmitigated failure. “The
Negro retained a far greater capacity than the white man to keep his mind focused
on fundamentals,” wrote Edward Hunter, while a Reader’s Digest story entitled “US
Negroes Make Reds See Red” typified the tenor of much press reportage.88

Chinese cadres may have focused particular attention on African American pris-
oners, but many reports stressed the tenacity with which they sought all prisoners’
psychological weak spots. “Self-criticism,” a process derived from Maoist reedu-
cation practice, provided a key. Under the watchful scrutiny of their peers and cap-
tors, POWs were required to review their life histories through the corrective lens
of class consciousness. Written autobiographical statements had to be amended
and finessed until all vestigial deviations had been ironed out, a wearisome process
that not only sapped prisoners’ stamina but helped interrogators pinpoint sources
of hidden guilt, weakness, or fear of exploitation.89

Some commentators depicted the relationship between captor and captive as a
sinister perversion of that between analyst and analysand.90 But for a newfangled
psychological process, mind control apparently relied on a good deal of “old-fash-
ioned torture” applied to those who failed to submit to more subtle psychic pres-
sures. Accounts of camp life spared their readers no detail—with sleep deprivation
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and solitary confinement ranking among the communists’ milder abuses. More se-
vere punishments saw recalcitrants immured in dank pits dug five feet or so into
the ground or locked in wooden boxes too cramped to allow the occupant either
to stand or to sit. Other techniques, like the “water treatment” (“waterboarding”
in today’s parlance), were typically described as unique “Oriental” inventions. “They
would bend my head back, put a towel over my face and pour water over the towel,”
one former POW related. “I could not breathe. This went on hour after hour, day
by day. It was freezing cold. When I would pass out they would shake me and be-
gin again. They would leave me tied to the chair with the water freezing on and
around me.”91

Chinese interrogators also favored techniques that turned the tortured into their
own torturers, forcing prisoners to adopt stress positions—sitting or standing to
attention—that caused excruciating pain when sustained for hours. Leaving little
or no trace of rough handling on prisoners’ bodies, these self-administered pun-
ishments appealed to the Chinese, U.S. government spokesmen maintained, be-
cause they enabled Beijing to deny that it practiced torture. In reality, the Chinese
not only employed multiple forms of torture but also softened prisoners up with
constant reminders of death’s proximity. Mock executions and real ones, coupled
with the camps’ high fatality rates, left prisoners in no doubt about the value their
captors placed on preservation of human life.

Harrowing details of this sort were supplemented in the U.S. press by uplift-
ing stories of resistance: tales of prisoners defying and outsmarting their captors,
whether through humor, guile, or Christian faith. “If anything is surprising to me,”
announced Dr. Charles Mayo (a widely cited expert on the psychology of return-
ing POWs), “it is that so many of our soldiers . . . although for months they were
treated like animals or worse, somehow continued to act like men.”92 Captivity,
it seemed, was an ordeal American prisoners had heroically survived—or even
transcended.

SQUEALERS,  CHINK-LOVERS,  AND CHEESE-EATERS:
RECKONING WITH COLLABORATION

Tales of communist “savagery and sadism,” “terror and torture” laid powerful claim
to readers’ emotions, “almost too much horror for the public to comprehend,” in
Newsweek’s estimation.93 Yet the accent on communist atrocity did not preclude
publication of other “ugly stories” from the POW camps in which ugliness was pre-
dominantly an American attribute. Confronted with cruel and calculating captors,
some prisoners had collapsed, and the specter of “collaboration” cast an ominous
shadow over the reception of homecoming prisoners.

Discussion of collaboration drew on an idiom imported from Korea, where Chi-
nese camp personnel dubbed receptive prisoners “Progressives” and resisters “Re-
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actionaries.” GIs reversed the valence of these appropriated labels, turning Reac-
tionary into a badge of honor to be worn with pride. Progressive, meanwhile, was
a dirty word, as the array of synonyms used in its place made abundantly clear:
chink-lover, squealer, rat. “Progressives” were traitors who’d turned on their bud-
dies, tattling to their captors and even betraying fellow captives’ escape attempts.94

Former prisoners offered various explanations for these acts. Some attributed
collaboration to venality. “It’s not pretty to see your GI buddies go over to the
 Communists—this one for a warm room, that one for a few cigarettes, someone
else for rice instead of millet,” wrote Lt. Col. Thomas D. Harrison in Collier’s.95

Others suggested that progressives were “garden-variety quitters who found it eas-
ier to live by playing the Commie game,” “just spineless men who didn’t have the
gumption to kill the lice in their shirts.”96 But many conflated collaboration with
conversion. The lowest of the low, the “chink-lovers,” were men who freely—even
eagerly—embraced communism.97

Whatever impulses they ascribed to collapse, several former POWs stressed that
men in captivity weren’t completely stripped of agency. They had choices. Some
had bravely resisted and paid the price, while others opted to make their lives  easier
by collaborating, often at fellow prisoners’ expense. Maybe it didn’t really matter
whether a prisoner had “gone communist” or had just responded to the prompt-
ings of an empty stomach? The result looked the same, and self-styled “Reac-
tionaries” made no secret of their desire for vengeance. “‘Reactionaries’ have come
out of prison with an angry hatred,” noted US News and World Report. “More than
one has spotted a ‘progressive’ and asserted that, ‘If I get a chance, I’ll kill him.’”
Similarly, a returning corporal from Boone, Iowa, told a Newsweek reporter that
any “Pros” found on board the transports conveying servicemen back from Ko-
rea would be “shark bait.” “Chink lovers,” he insisted, were “hated worse than the
 Chinese.”98

These venomous warnings weren’t empty threats. Violent confrontations, in-
cluding attempted homicides, did occur on the long oceanic voyage home, just as
they had in the camps. Adopting the Klan as the model for their vigilantism, some
“Reactionaries” summarily dealt with alleged “Progressives.” Rarely, however, did
these episodes make it into the press.99 Stories of collaboration were so discom-
forting, motives and circumstances so murky, that many columnists derived reas-
surance from their conviction that “Reactionaries” were straightforwardly the “good
guys.” From the whole confused saga of captivity in Korea, their resistance appeared
to offer something stable and affirmative. Reactionaries were soldiers who had
“stuck steadfastly to all their patriotic beliefs through months of prison life,” an-
nounced one press report.100

Girded with the assumption that “Pros” were all “commie lovers” or “stool pi-
geons” just as surely as “Reactionaries” were heroes and patriots, conservative civic
leaders were apt to cold-shoulder men who returned under the malign star of “Pro-
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gressivism.” In Benham, Kentucky, homecoming celebrations that had drawn a
crowd of ten thousand to a town of 3,500 soured when rumors began circulating
that the twenty-one-year-old honoree, Army Staff Sergeant Jack Flannery, was a
“Progressive.” Veterans of Foreign Wars and American Legion officials abruptly
stalked off the platform, leaving the smeared sergeant to insist that he “had just
done a lot of reading in the camp library to better his vocabulary.” Appreciating
that this defense might not suffice, Flannery added that he “believed in capitalism,
not Communism, and wanted to be a good American citizen.”101 Another alleged
“Progressive,” Bennie Smith, received “terroristic warnings” by phone and mail after
the Commercial Appeal ran a series of derogatory stories about him, charging that
the former POW had come home with “new, un-American ideas.” The grounds
for this claim? He had told a local businessmen’s club in Mississippi that he “be-
lieved capitalism was not perfect.”102

“To distinguish the converts to Communism from the victims of Communism”
was, as Newsweek averred, no easy task.103 But many nevertheless tried to map the
contours of collaboration, to discern who had “turned,” why, and what it might
mean. Hardly had the last POWs disembarked before fictionalized representations
of camp life began to appear on television and cinema screens, all preoccupied
with this issue and eager to redeem prisoners’ reputations by locating responsi-
bility for “collapse” squarely with the captors or by erasing the taint of collabora-
tion  altogether.104

In September 1953, NBC’s Fireside Theatre presented a POW drama entitled
The Traitor. Based on a story by a Korean War combat veteran, Forrest Kleinman,
it features as protagonist a stool pigeon assigned to betray his fellow prisoners’ es-
cape attempt but ultimately incapable of “justifying the means with the ends.”105

Broadcast one month later, U.S. Steel Hour’s POW focused more squarely on the
psychic repercussions of captivity. Set in a U.S. military hospital, David Davidson’s
teleplay depicts the strained dynamics among a group of newly returned POWs as
they wrestle with feelings of guilt, inadequacy, and betrayal. Flashbacks to North
Korea keep the traumatic past dangerously present. But the prospect of idolization
by families and civic dignitaries makes the future hardly more appealing for men
who fear their behavior in captivity was far from heroic. These anxieties take acute
form in the central character, “Lucky” Dover (Richard Kiley). Beloved by his fel-
low comrades-at-arms—bar one, the self-styled Reactionary “Iron Man” Bonsell—
Lucky carries a crippling psychological burden. Ashamed of having been captured,
he is also tormented by the specter of having confessed under duress, a lapse so
unspeakable he can’t bring himself to disclose it to the hospital’s “head doctor,”
Major Mead (Gary Merrill).

Like many social critics at the time of Big Switch, the playwright adopted a sym-
pathetic position toward returning POWs, using the psychiatrist, Mead, to issue
reassuring bromides. Throughout POW, he reminds the tormented former pris-
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oners that the army expects captured soldiers to be only the “best men” they can,
not martyrs. Mead assures Lucky that “every man has his breaking point” and that
this particular enemy won’t rest until he has located and exploited each man’s
Achilles’ heel. Why, even Cardinal Mindszenty—“You’ve heard of him, Lucky?”
“Everybody’s heard of him!”—was finally broken by the communists. Should
American prisoners, ordinary mortals, really demand more of themselves than a
“Prince of the Church”? Mead thus absolves Lucky, whose guilt turns out not merely
to be excessive but altogether misplaced. A third-act plot twist reveals that Dover
hadn’t confessed at all. It was Bonsell, the ostensible “Reactionary,” who betrayed
an escape attempt to the Chinese, with Lucky framed as the stool pigeon. Yet even
Bonsell finds absolution. As the final credits roll, a voice-of-God narrator gravely
cautions viewers to remember that it was the “nature of the enemy” to force pris-
oners into submission.

POW clearly struck a receptive chord. The “greatest play ever done on television,”
as the Hollywood Reporter gushed, it was appreciatively received by the Pentagon,
which acquired its own kinescopes for private screenings.106 Television viewers’ re-
sponses were no less avid. When POW’s transmission was disrupted in Detroit by
a blown condenser at WXYZ-TV, public reaction was stronger than anything the
station had ever experienced. Callers jammed the switchboard, sending thousands
of letters and petitions protesting that their viewing had been interrupted—just as
the Chinese began torturing the American POWs. “Immediate reaction was a cry
of ‘sabotage!’” related Variety, with many viewers “believing that some Communist
had purposely cut off the video at that point.” The episode became a front-page cause
célèbre as Detroit viewers demanded a complete rebroadcast.107 Primed by POW’s
characterization of a foe for whom no tactic was too devious and by ubiquitous de-
pictions of communists as shady fifth columnists, viewers made the obvious imag-
inative leap: that Red saboteurs had engineered the blackout at WXYZ-TV.

Hollywood also proved keen to tap the vein of impassioned anticommunism
exhibited by Detroit’s clamorous viewers, though the studios proved less willing
than television dramatists to concede that any American prisoners had in fact col-
lapsed. Eager to shake off MGM’s reputation for “buying a story when it’s topical
and releasing it when it’s typical,” Dore Schary assigned a writer to his POW project
on August 22, three days after the army signaled its approbation. Two days later,
when the first transport docked in San Francisco with a consignment of 328 for-
mer prisoners, the screenwriter Allen Rivkin was waiting on the dock to conduct
interviews.108 On release in May 1954—with Prisoner of War touted by the studio
as the “Film of the Year”—MGM bragged that it had set a “speed record for the de-
velopment from original screenplay to actual filming of a motion picture,” four
months and two days.109

Promotional material made substantial claims on behalf of a feature that pur-
ported to depict “the factual, unbelievable story of the hell behind enemy lines.”
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Rivkin’s sixty interviews with newly returned prisoners meant that all “incidents
and dialog” were “for real”—or so publicists announced. But MGM tiptoed with
extreme caution around the issue of collaboration, hinging its plot on a “pseudo-
Progressive,” an army intelligence officer, Captain Web Sloane (Ronald Reagan),
parachuted into North Korea to gather “proof and documentation” of communist
violations of the Geneva Conventions. To gain closer access, Sloane assumes the
identity of an eager “Pro,” even suggesting that the Reds force American prison-
ers to make propaganda broadcasts. The camp commandant, a familiar screen Rus-
sian (played, as ever, by Oscar Homolka), expatiates on the “conditioned reflex of
the rat,” but his Chinese underlings display less psychological acuity and more a
sadistic relish for torture. Over the course of the film’s eighty-four-minute running
time, American prisoners are stretched out on wooden poles; given a “water cure”
in which the victim’s head freezes in an icy death mask; made to lie “in their own
filth” for days in shallow graves; and subjected to mock executions. Confronted
with unswerving resistance from the camp’s arch-Reactionary, Corporal Stanton
(Steve Forrest), the communists deploy their ultimate weapon—bludgeoning the
American’s puppy to death. “An old Chinese custom,” Sloane remarks knowingly.

No tactic is too dastardly for the communists. Yet nothing breaks the inde-
structible Stanton, whose powers of endurance stand in stark contrast to the
craven behavior of fellow prisoner Jesse Treadman (Dewey Martin). “One percent
brain and ninety-nine percent stomach,” as a disgusted POW puts it, Treadman
has been bought by his captors and is now “playing footsie with Stalin.” “Just a lit-
tle mouse,” this “cheese-eater” doesn’t even need shock therapy to make him squeal.
But Treadman’s treachery turns out to be a tease. Having taunted audiences with
the noxious presence of a rat in the POW camp, MGM offers a final reel reprieve.
Treadman is revealed as another undercover military operative merely posing, like
Reagan’s character Sloan, as a “Pro” to gather intelligence. With the cloud of col-
laboration lifted, cinema audiences could breathe easy, assured that American pris-
oners were uniformly as valorous as their captors were monstrous.

Few, however, seemed to want this kind of comic book comfort. Far from claim-
ing its mantle as “movie of the year,” Prisoner of War offended just about every-
body. The army distanced itself from an “unhelpful” production it had initially sup-
ported with gusto. Movie critics, meanwhile, passed harsh judgment on a feature
that handled a sensitive topic so crudely: “unbelievable” but not in the way MGM
publicity intended to denote. The Soviets and Chinese were cartoonish grotesques
whose repertoire of cruel and unusual punishments—as crude as the film’s  politics—
strained credulity beyond breaking point. Prisoner of War “only rings faintly of the
horrible truth,” lamented Variety. The torture scenes, like those in Felix Feist’s Mind-
szenty melodrama, Guilty of Treason, offered viewers “a series of oversimplifica-
tions of what could have been a serious and visually impressive  indictment.”110



figure 25. “An old Chinese custom.” Not content with physical torture, the Reds
prepare to bludgeon an American prisoner’s puppy to death in MGM’s Prisoner of War
(1954). Courtesy of Photofest.

Consult the print edition for this illustration
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“Laudable” in purpose, the picture’s emphasis on “commie blandishments . . . would
seem to limit the audience appeal,” echoed the Hollywood Reporter.111

Columbia Pictures’ The Bamboo Prison, released seven months later in De-
cember 1954, was even less serious and just as unsuccessful. Whereas Prisoner of
War aspired to verisimilitude, its successor played captivity for laughs—a “poor
man’s Stalag 17,” one trade critic opined.112 Everything MGM’s picture lacked The
Bamboo Prison strove to provide. Romance and comedy topped the list of bank-
able ingredients not typically found in a prisoner-of-war camp and nowhere visi-
ble in Prisoner of War. Unencumbered by pretensions to documentary realism, di-
rector Lewis Seiler equipped the camp’s “brainwashing chief from Moscow,” a
Communist Party USA defector, with a ballerina bride, Tanya (Dianne Foster), thus
introducing some “feminine appeal.” As the comely brunette arrives at the camp,
the American prisoners jostle behind the barbed wire to get a better view. “Boy,
could I use a brainwash!” one joker exclaims. Indoctrination lectures provide an
opportunity for fun at the communists’ expense, while allowing the camp’s one
African American inmate (a middle-class professional who has volunteered for ser-
vice in Korea) to refute communist slurs about discrimination in the United States.
The “problem of the Negro in America will one day be ended,” he intones solemnly,
in terms redolent of Edith Sampson. “I would rather be black than Red!”

More breezily pitched than its predecessor, The Bamboo Prison nevertheless
shares a central plot device with Prisoner of War. Its two key protagonists are also
U.S. military intelligence agents who feign communist sympathies to amass evi-
dence about atrocities—a covert mission that involves Sergeant Bill Rand (Robert
Francis) “climbing under the covers of the Proletariat” with the alluring Tanya.
(“Horrible, ain’t it, the sacrifices a guy’s gotta make for his country,” quips Rand’s
sidekick, Corporal Brady.) The dancer quickly overcomes her scruples about steal-
ing incriminating documents from under her husband’s nose. Communism, she
ruefully announces, has “emasculated” Russian men, though it doesn’t appear to
have altogether debilitated her husband. Discovering Tanya’s perfidy, he subjects
her to a “charming game called Russian roulette”—a dice with death from which
she’s saved by Rand and Brady, who arrange her passage to America along with
the repatriated POWs.

The Bamboo Prison met no greater critical acclaim or commercial success than
had Prisoner of War, offending for some of the same reasons while adding new
sources of affront. Above all, it outraged Catholic sentiment by making its one real
traitor the camp padre: an American communist cloaked in a cassock whose im-
posture is rumbled when it becomes clear that he neither knows the meaning of
mea culpa nor feels any remorse for his own egregious trespasses. Catholic orga -
nizations were outraged that a vodka-drinking Red would pass himself off as a man
of the cloth and that Columbia Pictures would expose cinemagoers to such blas-
phemy, even though the sin hardly goes unpunished. (After exposing the interloper,
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Brady strangles the phony priest to death with his bare hands.) In response to church
pressure, several state censorship boards moved to ban the picture’s exhibition—
a testament not only to Catholic primacy over the cinema screen but also to the
volatility of feeling that surrounded the “POW story.”113

PITY OR PUNISHMENT?

If sympathy provided the initial leitmotif of homecoming, compassion was com-
plicated by less forgiving judgments of prisoners’ record in captivity. Within
months of Operation Big Switch, empathy had ebbed. By mid-decade, social crit-
ics overwhelmingly construed U.S. prisoners’ record in captivity as a source of
alarm, less a testament to communist brutality than an index of national collapse—
and, as such, a source of shame that required vigorous remedial action if a disas-
trous repeat performance were to be avoided. The speed with which this volte-face
occurred owed much to promptings from the army. For homecoming prisoners
press columnists had contemplated “Pity or Punishment?” After the Valley Forge
“de-brainwashing” snafu, the military’s softer tone suggested an inclination toward
clemency, a verdict mandated by civilian sentiment. Soon, though, it became clear
that a dim view of collaborators—hitherto largely confined to private discussion—
would govern military policy. Punishment, not pity, was the order of the day.114

The military response to Prisoner of War serves as a barometer of this shift. At
first, Defense officials endorsed Schary’s project as a marvelous instructional tool,
appointing a liaison officer—himself a former POW who had spent thirty-three
months in captivity—to improve the “overall accuracy and authenticity” of Rivkin’s
screenplay. But by May 1954, when the film opened, the army publicly distanced
itself from the feature, even refusing to permit military bands to play at theaters
where Prisoner of War was premiering. Where had the studio gone wrong? Ac-
cording to an army spokesman, the movie’s central failing was that the incidents
depicted “were just contrary to the facts as we know them.”115 More to the point,
MGM’s contribution was no longer helpful. In the army’s estimation, the impli-
cation that no U.S. prisoners had collaborated—except those tasked to do so by Mil-
itary Intelligence—was problematic. For one thing, Prisoner of War threatened to
confirm Chinese charges that uniformed Americans were all spies, and since the
People’s Republic continued to detain several U.S. airmen this wasn’t an inconse-
quential matter.116 For another, while the feature was in production the army had
begun court-martial proceedings against former prisoners accused of violating the
1951 Uniform Code of Military Justice: a policy that rearranged imperatives for
home-front opinion management.117

No longer were portraits of communist cruelty and unbelievable feats of sol-
dierly endurance so germane to military purposes. On the contrary, Prisoner of
War’s depiction of staunch resistance unto death displeased an army struggling to
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quell public unease over the courts-martial. A very different message was now re-
quired: that captivity did not automatically render every POW a hero. Some cap-
tured soldiers had in fact dishonored their uniform and their country. Echoing this
line, the New York Times’s military correspondent, Hanson Baldwin, urged that
Americans “learn to distinguish between villains and heroes. They must rid them-
selves of sentimentality . . . and they must strive to see the prisoner-of-war issue
whole.” In other words, civilians must accept that some “weak, maladjusted, dis-
satisfied and immature young men”—traitors and cowards—deserved punish-
ment.118 The “organs of public information,” Baldwin continued, had been derelict.
“We drew up a simple equation . . . the Communists were wicked, conditions in
the prison camp were terrible, many prisoners were tortured, this American was a
prisoner of the wicked and the cruel, and therefore he must be good and brave.”119

Perpetuating this pattern, Prisoner of War was deemed most regrettable. Army Mo-
tion Picture Section personnel fretted that “all men who were progressives or who
were considered in that category might use the story to further their own end.”120

Prisoner of War was released in May 1954—in tandem with the first court-mar-
tial of a former POW. The accused: Corporal Edward Dickenson, the “turncoat”
who had quickly changed his mind in October 1953, claiming (among other
things) that he had remained behind to gather more dirt on the Chinese, like Rea-
gan’s screen character. Army statements took pains to stress, however, that Dick-
enson’s offense was not that he initially refused to come home. Since U.S. nego-
tiators had fought for months to instantiate the principle of voluntary repatriation,
military authorities could hardly arraign a soldier who had chosen to exercise this
right. Instead, the corporal was charged under Article 104 of the Uniform Code of
Military Justice with “unlawful intercourse” and currying favor with his captors
“to the detriment of fellow prisoners.”121

His trial was the first of fourteen conducted by the army, and it attracted front-
page press coverage. The fresh-faced boy from Crackers Neck had achieved national
celebrity, returning to a hero’s welcome and, within days, marrying a local girl to
whom he had proposed in a letter from Korea—months before their first date. Yet
even if Dickenson hadn’t been feted in Life or likened to the Prodigal Son by Pres-
ident Eisenhower, the first army court-martial of a former POW would surely have
generated intense interest as a highly charged moment of reckoning. If it was true
that every man had his breaking point, did duress constitute a legally acceptable
defense for every act of capitulation, or was it a “crime to crack up,” as US News
and World Report inquired?122

Adjudication of soldiers’ actions in captivity posed vexing evidentiary ques-
tions—in Dickenson’s court-martial as in those that followed. How credible were
witnesses recently returned from a long, arduous, and disorienting experience?123

The journey home was, in different ways, little less demanding. With Intelligence
questionnaires running to eighty pages, some former prisoners ended up with files
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“close to two feet thick.”124 No one emerged from camp free from suspicion, and
on the ship-bound voyage back, former POWs fresh from extended “self-criticism”
sessions were required to make detailed statements about their own and others’
behavior to military interrogators and psychiatrists. This febrile situation—in
which guilt feelings were exacerbated by superiors’ evident mistrust and a perva-
sive mood of vengefulness—produced a frenzy of recriminatory accusations. POW
stories naturally tended toward the self-justificatory. Not surprisingly, then, the wit-
nesses in Dickenson’s court-martial, including the defendant himself, proved of
questionable reliability.125

During the court-martial a succession of former prisoners testified. Dickenson
was alleged to have informed camp authorities about four fellow POWs’ escape
plans, causing one man (himself a witness) to be “beaten brutally by Chinese Com-
munists.”126 Accusers also claimed that the corporal had tried to convert camp in-
mates to communism, solicited signatures for an “Asiatic peace pact,” and pushed
an ailing prisoner down some stairs after the sick man had asked for food. During
a heated discussion about the Rosenbergs in the summer of 1953, Dickenson was
said to have “asked why, if there was freedom in the United States, the nation would
execute people who were ‘fighting for peace.’” He himself had announced over the
loudspeaker system at Pyoktong, Camp #5, that he intended to fight for peace.
Worse yet, he had been seen entering the quarters of a Chinese communist known
as “Screaming Skull” three or four times a day, proof positive that he’d been snitch-
ing.127 But while the accusations mounted, the accusers’ credibility waned. One
week into the trial, a star witness for the prosecution—the only man to claim that
he had personally overheard Dickenson informing on fellow POWs—swore that
he was so uncertain about the events in question that he wanted all his previous
testimony thrown out: “I was mistaken—I think so—I am still confused on it.”128

Despite this befuddled protestation, his earlier statements remained extant.
Dickenson’s lawyer unsuccessfully attempted to have the case dismissed on the

grounds that the army had implied, if not directly promised, that Dickenson would
enjoy immunity from prosecution on returning to the United States. The remain-
ing nonrepatriates had, after all, been encouraged to recant in January 1954 with
reference to the good treatment Dickenson received on return, and assurances that
“no harm” would come to them or their families if they accepted repatriation.
Throughout the court-martial, Dickenson opted to remain silent, claiming in a writ-
ten statement that he had been subjected to “cruel and brutal treatment.” Inten-
sively indoctrinated, he had been promised “a home, a job and any woman in China”
if he refused repatriation. Chinese camp officials had further assured the corporal
that, since revolution was imminent in the United States, he would soon be able to
select any job “from President on down.”129

When the presiding legal officer, Colonel Richard Scarsborough, remained un-
moved by pleas of duress, Dickenson’s lawyer argued—as did defense teams in later
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courts-martial—that the defendant’s mental balance had been impaired during his
captivity.130 Three psychiatrists testified that he was the kind of “emotionally un-
stable” young man who could be “intimidated easily.” One described Dickenson as
a “passive-aggressive personality”—a term glossed by the Washington Post as “the
sort of person who after a brief and ineffectual struggle against environment tends
to follow the line of least resistance.” With a background of “insecurity, deprivation
and a feeling that nobody really cared for him,” Dickenson had capitulated much
more readily to “Communist bullying” than “more stable  individuals.”131

That Dickenson was “easily led” was hardly the kind of mitigating factor liable
to sway an army intent on disciplining deviance. The defendant was duly pro-
nounced guilty. Dishonorably discharged, with forfeiture of all pay and allowances,
the twenty-three-year-old corporal was sentenced to ten years’ imprisonment with
hard labor: the first soldier to be convicted under a code not yet promulgated when
he enlisted.132 With a few virulent exceptions, like George Sokolsky of the New York
Journal-American, who had long argued that the military should court-martial those
“rats” that Reactionaries hadn’t already strung up on the journey home, opinion
sided with Dickenson, not the army.133 The verdict “deeply disturbed” Representa -
tive Frances Bolton (R-OH). “Let’s be human in these things,” she urged. Another
Republican member of Congress, William C.Wampler of Virginia, described Dick-
enson as a “mere country boy victimized by a shrewd propaganda technique.”134

Many wondered what had happened to the army’s intimations of clemency. “The
boys was promised to have a big welcome if they would come home,” Dickenson’s
sister, Rose Helen, reminded the president. “Now look what they have done to him.
I know you (IKE) have all power to stop it.”135 But Eisenhower didn’t intercede,
and more than one draft board member resigned in disgust over this breach of faith.
“The Army lied to him and if it will lie to one it will lie to another,” announced Al-
bert L. White of Hattiesburg, Mississippi.136

Despite these signs of restiveness, the army’s judgmental turn was decisive.
Claude Batchelor, the second of the twenty-three nonrepatriates to change his
mind, was found guilty of “aiding the enemy” in September 1954. Many voices
were again raised in protest—Robert Vogeler condemning the former POW’s life
sentence to hard labor as the “most unjust thing” he had “ever heard.” All told,
Batchelor served four and a half years, one year longer than Ed Dickenson, who
emerged in November 1957—divorced, embittered, but saved—to pursue his ec-
clesiastical calling at a Baptist ministerial college in Nashville.137 “The only differ-
ence between me and a lot of others,” Dickenson told reporters as he left the dis-
ciplinary barracks at Fort Leavenworth, “is the others have not been caught.”138

Or, at any rate, not court-martialed.
The army had, in fact, made vigorous efforts to catch every case of  collaboration,

investigating 426 men—11 percent of repatriated prisoners. Of all the services, it
adopted the least yielding line.139 The air force, by contrast, examined eighty-three
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men suspected of misconduct before announcing that it wouldn’t court-martial any
of them. Twelve were honorably discharged, with an opportunity to demonstrate
why they should not be disciplined.140 For its part, the marine corps launched an
investigatory hearing into the conduct of Colonel Frank Schwable in February 1954.
This two-month-long investigation ended in his partial exoneration. The colonel
would not face court-martial, but his germ warfare confession was deemed to have
“seriously impaired” his “military usefulness.” General Lemuel Shepherd, who made
no secret of his disgust with this subordinate, advised that Schwable would hence-
forth be assigned duties that would make “minimum demands” on his leadership
capacity. The colonel was consigned, in Time’s plangent phraseology, to “some kind
of military limbo . . . compelled to wander, unpunished but unloved” for the rest
of his life.141 Draconian though this fate appeared, it could have been considerably
worse. “There isn’t any question but that Colonel Schwable is a coward and a trai-
tor and the Marines will probably hang him,” crowed Walter Bedell Smith during
a private telephone conversation with Dulles.142

Neither Schwable nor any other former POW was in fact hanged for crimes
committed in captivity. Only one, Sgt. James Gallagher, was sentenced to life im-
prisonment, found guilty of murdering two fellow prisoners.143 Still, both in the
Pentagon and beyond, the view gained ground that something had gone terribly
awry in Korea—that the American fighting man was not what he once had been
or ought to be.

SELF-CRITICISM

By the late 1950s Americans of almost every political stripe had come to believe
that their soldiers’ record in captivity during the Korean War was uniquely shame-
ful. Journalist Eugene Kinkead crystallized this verdict in a book entitled In Every
War but One (based on an extended essay written for the New Yorker in 1957), in
which he argued that never before in history had U.S. prisoners behaved so dis-
gracefully. Their lapses extended beyond “wholesale collaboration” and a perplex-
ing collective failure to escape to brutal—or murderous—behavior toward fellow
prisoners. Most damningly of all, 38 percent of American POWs (2,730 of a total
of 7,190) had died in captivity: a “calamity that might not, on the face of it, seem
to point to any moral or disciplinary weakness among the prisoners.”144

Kinkead sought to disabuse his readers of any such sanguinity. Rates of collab-
oration, acquiescence to captivity, and the high number of fatalities all pointed to-
ward an alarming attrition of martial manhood. In his opinion, these various forms
of surrender owed nothing to brainwashing, a notion he forcefully refuted. If POWs
had been neither politically reoriented, psychologically rewired, nor physically tor-
tured by their captors, then their “sad and singular record” must be the result of
personal inadequacies and, by extrapolation, national deficiencies. In droves, these
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pathetic captives had voluntarily—even willfully—lapsed into inertia, exhibiting
something approximating a collective death wish, a syndrome Kinkead termed
“give-up-itis.” Instead of maintaining discipline and sustaining their esprit de corps
as captured Turkish and British soldiers had, American prisoners turned on one
another, adopting an “each to his own” mentality or opting out of this Hobbesian
war for individual survival altogether. Many had simply refused to struggle through
the monotonous days of captivity—hence the unprecedented death toll.

That Americans had only themselves to blame for dying in such large numbers
as prisoners of Chinese and North Korean communists might seem an unlikely mes-
sage for cold war America to embrace. As the military sociologist Albert Biderman
noted, Kinkead painted a “strangely white portrait of the Reds”—a snapshot of camp
life that consigned its privations, pressures, and underlying brutality to the back-
ground.145 Together with Edgar Schein, Raymond Bauer, Robert Lifton, and other
psychologists, Biderman made a systematic effort to expose Kinkead’s fallacies, con-
tending that POWs behaved no differently—hence no worse—in Korea than in any
previous war. That they died in greater numbers was due not to terminal apathy
but to “malnutrition, disease, exposure, and wounds which were not treated.”146

Yet clinical correctives did little to mitigate popular perceptions that American be-
havior in captivity constituted a national disgrace. The “collapse thesis” soon dom-
inated interpretations of POW experience, and even those drawn to more outré
conceptions of brainwashing accepted Kinkead’s questionable indices of “give-
up-itis.” Thus John Frankenheimer—whose 1962 feature The Manchurian Can-
didate memorably depicted POWs whose minds had been “not only washed but
dry-cleaned”—credited In Every War but One as a particular influence. In an in-
terview with Gerald Pratley, the director recalled how he had been struck that “not
one prisoner ever attempted to escape”—an exaggerated restatement of Kinkead’s
erroneous assertion.147

The “collapse thesis” was, in Biderman’s analogy, a millipede that grew back legs
as fast as they could be hacked off. But what gave a New Yorker article and its spin-
off that sold no more than fifteen thousand copies such traction? Clearly, the “some-
thing-new-in-history” line required more than one proponent, and sure enough,
Kinkead said little that the army sources on whom he relied hadn’t been saying for
years—privately and publicly. The 1955 Department of Defense report POW: The
Fight Continues after Battle articulated a more mangled version from which
Kinkead subsequently ironed the wrinkles. Asserting that the prisoners’ record had
been “fine indeed,” the report nevertheless insisted that a similar episode “must
never be permitted to happen again.”148 To this end, President Eisenhower unveiled
a new Code of Conduct for captured service personnel in August 1955. After much
interservice disagreement over whether in the age of “brain-warfare” it was rea-
sonable to expect prisoners to remain uncooperative, the code reaffirmed that POWs
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should divulge no more than their name, rank, date of birth, and serial  number—
information that a captor was lawfully permitted to request.149

The code underscored the message transmitted by the army courts-martial: that
soldierly conduct in Korea had been reprehensible and could not go unchallenged.
Military-sponsored reports on communist interrogation and indoctrination tech-
niques also concluded that brainwashing—“the voluntary submission of people to
an unthinking discipline and robot-like enslavement”—did not explain prisoners’
lapses in the camps of North Korea.150 Kinkead popularized these conclusions in
such a way as to imply that no serious pressure at all had been applied to the pris-
oners, enunciating a gospel of collapse also fervently preached by Colonel William
Erwin Mayer. An army psychiatrist, Mayer toured the country during the late 1950s
and early 1960s, making a handsome livelihood from delivering the same talk ap-
proximately twice a week on the POWs’ traitorous conduct and what it indicated
about the “rottenness of American character.”151

These social critics alighted on symptoms of national malaise with unalloyed
greed—the appeal of their message attesting a mania for morbid introspection by
a generation of “cultural hypochondriacs.”152 Captivity was accordingly less com-
pelling for what it revealed of men in extremis than what it implied about the “weak-
ness” of American society as a whole. Thanks to the diligent efforts of Kinkead,
Mayer, and others of their ilk, the much-prodded and probed Korean War pris-
oners became “the subjects of another type of propaganda—propaganda by Amer-
icans, about Americans, directed to Americans.”153 Construed as a referendum on
national character, the POWs’ parlous record prompted a vote of no confidence in
the entire postwar generation.

According to the Cassandras of decline, those susceptible to give-up-itis were
“people without strong religious or family ties—in other words, persons who are
spiritually and emotionally adrift.” These “dependent personalities,” “more than
normally eager for affection and social approval,” often tried to please their cap-
tors by giving them the right answers. In their passivity, anomie, and “other-
 directedness,” the prisoners resembled their gray flannel–suited peers who had
never been drafted to fight in Korea but had floated adrift in the lonely crowd. Some-
how the younger siblings of the “greatest generation” weren’t valiant warriors but
sluggish conformists with a tendency toward “emotional constriction.”154 Some-
where along American history’s onward march, these characterological defects had
supplanted the “barbarian virtues” of a vigorously expansionist population. Prone
to de pression and increasingly addicted to tranquillizers, midcentury man was, as
Arthur Schlesinger put it, “tense, uncertain, adrift”—descriptors that arguably fit
midcentury American woman even better. This was certainly the view advanced
by Betty Friedan. In The Feminine Mystique she proposed that the symptoms in
question were quintessentially those of a female malady, even if psychologists took
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note only when “the apathetic, dependent, infantile, purposeless being, who seems
so shockingly non-human” happened to be male. Citing Kinkead’s litany of POW
lapses, Friedan concluded that the “new American man” was “strangely reminis-
cent of the familiar ‘feminine’ personality.”155

For many critics, passivity wasn’t simply an affliction of the spirit. Psychic las-
situde assumed a corporeal form every bit as alarming. As fiber frayed, so Ameri-
can bodies became soft, pudgy, and prone to “muscular deterioration,” a condi-
tion that many agencies, including the White House, sought to address. “What’s
Wrong with American Youths?” inquired US News and World Report nervously
in 1954, and answered that they were “not as strong as Europeans,” who “enjoyed
fewer of the advantages of modern civilization.”156

If the symptoms of demise were everywhere apparent, social clinicians were in
no doubt as to their ultimate source: affluence. Success hadn’t spoiled just Rock
Hunter; the privilege of existence “under the highest standard of living that the earth
had ever seen” had corroded national character.157 In support of this thesis, Meer-
loo cited experimental tests on overfed laboratory rats that demonstrated that “lux-
ury negatively influences man’s capacity to endure.”158 Prosperity had plumped the
flesh and sapped the spirit. Like Richter’s lethargic lab rats, the children of plenty
no longer toughened their bodies through constant motion and vigorous play. In-
stead, they munched and slouched in front of the television—a pacifying device
that worked its own form of brainwashing on young and old alike.

Affluence had also apparently produced a different kind of parent: one inclined
to pamper, coddle, and cosset the child. “Are unusually permissive, indulgent par-
ents more numerous today—and are they weakening the character of our children?”
Dr. Spock inquired in 1960.159 Many thought so, typically locating responsibility
for this troubling development with America’s mothers. The presumptive primary
caregiver, “mom” was an unstable neurotic liable to smother her offspring with ex-
cessive maternal love. “Momism” had become a menace. This, at any rate, was the
position aggressively staked by Philip Wylie in Generation of Vipers, a wartime
polemic that continued to reverberate through the 1950s and beyond. According
to Mayer, “A boy who has been brought up largely by his mother alone, a boy who
has become what in psychiatry we refer to as a dependent character, something
like the result of ‘momism’ as described by Philip Wylie . . . did not withstand the
stresses of captivity at all well.”160

Critics of maternal excess weren’t all fueled by Wylie’s misogyny. Friedan, for
example, offered a lamentation for the children of frustrated middle-class moth-
ers who devoted themselves “almost exclusively to the cult of the child from cra-
dle to kindergarten,” lacking other creative, professional, and emotional outlets.
For such women, the relationship with their children “became a love affair, or a
kind of symbiosis,” Friedan suggested. Mothers of this sort spawned sons uniquely
prone to “give-up-itis”—a proposition that The Manchurian Candidate (released the
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same year as The Feminine Mystique) vividly affirmed in Angela Lansbury’s por-
trayal of “Mother.” An incestuously inclined monster, she raises an emotionally
stunted son whose reflexes are ripe for conditioning.161

Like other forms of social criticism inspired by or extrapolating from the POWs’
“sorry record,” critiques of deficient parenting pulled in different directions. No
style of childrearing lay beyond reproach. While indulgent stay-at-home mothers
produced suggestible “momma’s boys,” independent working women were sus-

figure 26. “I’d have said to those Reds, ‘Now, see here! . . . ’” 1954 Herblock
Cartoon, copyright by The Herb Block Foundation.

Consult the print edition for this illustration
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pected of sapping their sons’ manliness—as though a zero-sum Oedipal equation
precluded the possibility that strong women might raise strong sons. Thus when
the no-nonsense mother of Claude Batchelor appeared on television in November
1953 to discuss her son’s refusal to return home, one critic noted, “Looking at the
stern old-American features of Mrs. Batchelor, it was hard indeed to imagine her
son a Communist—unless her very strength had weakened him.”162

Authoritarian parents, male or female, were perhaps the most culpable of all.
“Any POWs who accepted Communist propaganda as a result of Soviet ‘mind wash-
ing’ techniques were men who, as children, gave up the struggle to be themselves
and abandoned themselves to the dictates of father or mother,” announced Dr.
James Clark Moloney at the American Psychoanalytic Association convention in
1953. By way of corroboration, Moloney cited Robert Vogeler. Anyone wondering
why the IT&T executive had confessed to ludicrous charges in a Budapest court-
room need look no further than his German father, whose dictatorial habits could
be taken as read.163 Similarly, in MGM’s court-martial drama The Rack (1956), it
is a harshly disciplinarian father—an army colonel incapable of exhibiting affec-
tion—who appears most responsible for his son’s collapse in captivity. This critique
of fatherhood was by no means restricted to Laven’s film alone.164

What could be done to fortify national character? The military quickly devised
an array of responses to Americans’ unfitness for the rigors of waging cold war.
One innovation was the inauguration of military “torture schools” in which role-
playing soldiers prepared for “the abrupt transition from American life to Com-
mie prisoner life.”165 The idea was purportedly to alert soldiers and airmen to the
physical privations and interrogation techniques they might confront in captiv-
ity: an amulet against mysterious Red methods, born of a belief that (as General
Jacob L. Devers put it) “the American boy can take most anything if he knows
what he’s up against.”166 “We must do everything we can psychologically to pre-
pare our soldiers for the torments of these heathen Red foes,” insisted General
Matthew B. Ridgway, who had commanded the UN forces in Korea.167 At Stead
Air Force Base in Lemmons Valley, Nevada, airmen encountered a regime in which
“hunger, pain and fatigue” were part of the training. So too was being “forced to
strip, to hear lies and insults about their personality, race, religion, national ori-
gin or physical  characteristics.”168

When Newsweek broke the story about Americans confining one another in 120-
degree temperatures in sweatboxes, instigating mock “death marches,” and ad-
ministering live electric shocks to their peers, many commentators were more
alarmed than reassured to hear that twenty-nine thousand servicemen had “safely
withstood” the seventeen-day program at this “survival school” outside Reno. Its
director, Colonel Burton McKenzie, insisted that the harsh treatment—merely
“stress” and “minor pain” introduced when men were tired and confused—stopped
short of “any real torment,” but his semantic sleight of hand left several editorial-
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ists unconvinced. Conceding that the “line between mere ‘ruggedness’ and outright
cruelty [was] not always easy to draw,” the Washington Post protested that this
boundary had been definitively breached in the Sierra Nevada sand. In less equiv-
ocal terms, the Saturday Review lambasted this “school for sadists,” noting: “Bru-
tality is like a bullet; you don’t shoot a man to prepare him for war. And when you
degrade a man and humiliate and damage him the end result is measured in the
damage it does to him, not in the supposed ‘training’ he receives.”169

In the face of rising protest, the Pentagon backpedaled swiftly. A week after

figure 27. In the sweatbox. “There is ample time to decide which is worst—the pain that
comes with crouching almost motionless in a space too small to sit, lie or stand, or the
heat, or the ear-ringing produced by guards pounding the box with rifle butts,” Newsweek
explained, breaking the story of the U.S. Air Force “survival school” in Nevada, Septem-
ber 1955. Photo by Joseph Scherschel/Time Life Pictures/Getty Images.

Consult the print edition for this illustration



Newsweek’s initial exposé, the air force announced that airmen would “undergo
‘torture’ techniques only if they volunteer.”170 Three months later, it was an-
nounced that students would merely “watch instructors using Communist inter-
rogation techniques on one another”—following a suggestion made by Senator Lyn-
don B. Johnson.

Clearly, not all citizens endorsed “ruggedness” air force–style, but most agreed
that military recruits required better education in Americanism, if not preemptive
shock therapy. The Defense Department Advisory Committee on POWs concluded
that captured soldiers “weakened because they lacked sufficient knowledge of US
democracy”—a common conviction. “The uninformed POWs were up against it,”
the 1955 Department of Defense Report announced. Faced with clever Chinese di-
alecticians, at least some of whom had been educated in the United States, Amer-
ican POWs “couldn’t answer arguments in favor of communism with arguments
in favor of Americanism, because they knew very little about their America.”171 Ig-
norant about the United States, they were even less knowledgeable about Marx-
ism. Not infrequently, returning prisoners bemoaned their impoverished education
in political philosophy, an ignorance that putatively made some men easy prey to
enemy propagandists.172

Conservatives blamed liberals and liberals blamed conservatives for educational
deficiencies understood in contradictory ways. In Mayer’s estimation, America’s
“rapid moral decay” derived from “the change of ideology that since the Second
World War has been inculcated into innocent minds by radical politicians and
teachers.”173 Liberal critics, on the other hand, maintained that it was precisely the
absence of exposure to radical ideas—a function of McCarthyism—that had fos-
tered such damaging ignorance. With educators living in terror of the blacklist,
communism had become a taboo topic. Even to mention Marx—or to use Russian
dressing (in Herblock’s satirical view)—was to invite the unwelcome attention of
investigatory committees and zealous school boards. The result: an unworldly gen-
eration vulnerable to the “superficial allure” of an egalitarian message. “We must
not let fear of Communism keep us from being fully informed about it,” advised
Virginia Pasley, concluding her study of why twenty-one Americans had resisted
repatriation. With superior education, future generations would not be “taken in
when they find out that Communists don’t beat their grandmothers.”174

Where totalitarian states possessed a concrete, all-encompassing political phi-
losophy, insistently drummed into their populations, America merely had an in-
choate “way of life”—or so many midcentury commentators maintained. This defi-
ciency constituted yet another way in which the United States was presumed to lag
dangerously behind its communist challengers. Hence, while some psychologists
counseled that the American soldier be taught to “make up his own answers and
to criticize his teachers,” others believed just the opposite. NSC 68 had cautioned
in 1950 against the “excesses of a permanently open mind,” and by the mid-1950s
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many espoused the view that an independently minded citizenry wasn’t nearly so
desirable as a population thoroughly versed in the right answers—convinced of
American rectitude and primed to refute the false promises of communism with
the catechism of free market democracy.175

Mindful of this perceived “ideology gap,” the Code of Conduct for POWs in-
cluded the galvanizing motto “I will never forget that I am an American fighting
man, responsible for my actions, and dedicated to the principles which made my
country free. I will trust in my God and in the United States of America.”176 Since
such an entreaty would be meaningless unless GIs appreciated what those prin ciples
were, superior training in “Americanism” assumed the status of a national  priority—
a task not only for the military but schools, churches, communities, and, above all,
mothers. “I realize that I must instill in my child a deep understanding of Ameri-
can politics and American history to serve as a bulwark against enemy political in-
doctrination,” ran the “Code of an American Mother” issued by the AmVets aux-
iliary in 1956. “This I shall do in my home and by urging our churches and our
schools to inaugurate study groups wherein my child will be given the knowledge
which will enable him to determine the rightness of the American doctrine as com-
pared to the belief advocated by the Communist or the Marxian  teachings.”177

By becoming more like the cold war adversary—more cohesive, better regi-
mented, more thoroughly indoctrinated in right-think—the United States would
improve the odds on victory. That, at any rate, formed the gist of many recom-
mendations for remedial action.

LACUNAE

Fifties’ diagnoses of national decline, and their accompanying calls for moral, mar-
tial, and maternal rearmament, for “searching and renewal before God,” bore a dis-
tinctive cold war cast.178 Such stringent self-criticism, however, hardly represented
something new in history. The corrupting properties attributed to affluence—the
triumph of materialism over godliness, greed over parsimony, sloth over  industry—
have triggered recurrent spasms of alarm from Puritan times onward. The authors
and editors of Indian captivity narratives often framed their stories as admonitory
warnings that indolent bodies and impious souls were no match for heathen cap-
tors. In the Protestant imaginary, captivity served as a stimulus to spiritual regen-
eration: a welcome test of mettle, and opportunity for the elect to reaffirm their di-
vine covenant—in the late 1600s and mid-1950s alike.

Early cold war America was indeed increasingly affluent, but amidst the “people
of plenty” millions still lived in poverty. Certainly the young men taken to exem-
plify the deleterious effects of affluence on both moral fiber and national charac-
ter were not well placed to corroborate a connection between coddling and col-
laboration.179 Eager to fathom the twenty-one “turncoat GIs,” reporters dredged
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up biographical details, pursuing their quarry down unpaved rural lanes and dim
urban alleys in search of more salacious or squalid tidbits. One unnamed man’s
family was traced to an “eastern US city,” where he had been raised by a hard-
 drinking mother who “openly went about with other men” before she vanished into
skid row’s “warren of flophouses.” A younger brother was in jail, while a sixteen-
year-old sister languished in an institution for homeless girls, “going blind from
syphilis.”180 While this story was extreme, nearly all the nonrepatriates had grown
up poor, some in utter destitution. One, whose home life did not furnish “the habit
of breakfast,” was reported to have survived by foraging for food in garbage cans.181

Only two had attended college, neither completing a degree. Ten had attended high
school, but only three had graduated. Several had never made it beyond the eighth
grade; a few not even that far. Most had joined up when they were seventeen or
eighteen, and some had enlisted when they were only sixteen years old.

Gothic flourishes aside, these stories of broken homes, impoverished childhoods,
and truncated educations failed to mark the twenty-one as distinct from their mil-
itary peers. On average, the American GI who served in Korea possessed eight and
a half years of schooling. Forty-four percent had only a grade-school education,
and among both captives and casualties in the Korean War African Americans were
disproportionately represented.182

Was it altogether surprising, then, that some POWs did not regard the country
that dispatched them to Korea, still in their teens or early twenties, as a bastion of
high ideals and higher living standards? That some struggled to grasp what they
were doing caught up in a civil war some six thousand miles from home and felt
bitter toward a government that had apparently condemned them to a prolonged
imprisonment? Or that twenty-one, seven of whom were teenagers when captured,
should initially have chosen not to come back? “The reason for the Negro boys want-
ing to remain is not too hard to explain,” Alonzo M. Mercer, MD, wrote in a let-
ter to the Chicago Defender. “These three have had their brains washed every day
from the date they were born under the American way of life as it applies to Ne-
groes.” Or as a columnist in the same paper put it, where Jim Crow prevailed, free-
dom had “a peculiar Southern flavor which is totalitarianism of another kind.”183

These voices aside, however, few contemporaries conceived “collaboration” as any-
thing other than a manifestation of suggestibility at best and psychopathology at
worst.

That Chinese peace appeals might have genuinely attracted some U.S. prison-
ers, an inadmissible proposition, wasn’t the only lacuna of the Korean War. Greater
than the obfuscation that surrounded America’s “Progressive” prisoners was the
veil drawn over the circumstances under which twenty-two thousand Korean and
Chinese prisoners were “saved” for the free world. Boosters touted Washington’s
position on repatriation as a glittering instance of high moralism in international
politics. “In the final test, free world ideas and ideals worsted communist brain-
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washing by a score of one thousand to one,” enthused the popular author Kenneth
Hansen. Citing General Mark W. Clark, he avowed that voluntary repatriation had
become “a beacon to guide others now suffering under Communist tyranny to the
sanctuary of freedom and human dignity”—like Kasenkina’s leap multiplied by
thousands.184 But the conditions under which these prisoners had “worsted com-
munism” miserably failed to instantiate “free world ideas and ideals.” Respect for
“human dignity” was in such short supply at Koje that even the UN troops dis-
patched there as guards considered it a place of punitive exile—the “Siberia” of
American fighting forces in the Far East, according to one former commanding
officer.185 Comparisons with Nazi and Soviet camps typified internal U.S. descrip-
tions of Koje. Where U.S. ambassador John Muccio likened the Nationalist Chi-
nese compound leaders to “Gestapos,” Frank Stelle (of the Policy Planning Staff )
advised Paul Nitze that the United States should not be blind “to the fact that our
prison camps for Chinese in Korea are violently totalitarian” and that “the thugs
who run them” are “the actual objects of our concern in the POW policy.”186

As for the prisoners who “chose freedom,” General K. S. Thimayya (the Indian
officer who presided over the process of “explanations” at Panmunjom) noted the
scant resemblance between these “unfortunate people” and the “picture given to
the Western world . . . of brave and noble warriors who, through experience and
by an intellectual process, had learned that communism was Evil and that capital-
ism was Good and who were prepared to sacrifice their lives rather than be exposed
again to the evil of communism.” In reality, the majority were “motivated by fear,
not of communism as such but of going home,” having been told repeatedly that,
on return, they’d be beheaded for having allowed themselves to be captured.187

If coercion in the U.S.-run camps made it impossible to gauge how many Ko-
rean and Chinese prisoners really wished to reject repatriation, conditions at Pan-
munjom—supposedly a forum in which POWs could listen to “explanations” from
officers of their own nationality and then express unconstrained choices—were lit-
tle freer. With U.S. military sanction, the Nationalist grip over Chinese prisoners
remained so intense that most compounds violently rebelled against the explana-
tion process.188 Thimayya, together with the Czech and Polish representatives of
the Neutral Nations Repatriation Commission, protested that these terror tactics
“negate[d] all assumptions or assertions about Freedom of Choice”: “any prisoner
who desired repatriation had to do so clandestinely and in fear of his life.”189 By
the end of the ninety-day term prescribed for explanations, only 3,362 Chinese and
North Korean nonrepatriates had been screened. Of these, 628 subsequently ac-
cepted repatriation.190 We might imagine, then, that had the other twenty-two thou-
sand prisoners undergone the same process, a sizable number might also have
changed course. In practice, what “freedom” meant for many of these former pris-
oners was often a period of “reeducation” before involuntary conscription into Tai-
wan’s Nationalist army or the forces of South Korea.191
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After the war, Eisenhower lauded the U.S. stance on repatriation as “a new prin-
ciple of freedom,” one that might “weigh more than any battle of our time.” Bold
claims abounded that communist troops would lose no time in throwing down their
arms in any future conflict. But as the Vietnam War attested, fantasies of mass sur-
render were exactly that—projections divorced from any credible account of how
and why twenty-two thousand North Korean and Chinese prisoners had come to
“choose freedom” in 1953.192

Did Washington’s championship of voluntary repatriation redeem the stain of
Yalta and U.S. participation in forced repatriation? It certainly didn’t hasten the
westward flow of escapees from the eastern bloc. As many internal reports attested,
the rate of defection from the “slave world” owed less to any actions undertaken
by the United States than to permissive local conditions. Did promotion of pris-
oners’ right to asylum bolster America’s claim to free world leadership? Up to a
point, perhaps. But ultimately what most Americans would recall about the Ko-
rean War wasn’t Washington’s stand on repatriation but their prisoners’ whole-
sale collapse in captivity. And for this sorry state of affairs they blamed not Pavlov,
Mao, or Kim Il Sung so much as mom, dad, and Uncle Sam.
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Epilogue

Returns and Repercussions

THE “RETURNCOATS”

In August 1955, the Washington Post published a lengthy illustrated article, “A
Turncoat Glories in the Trade He Made,” documenting the life of Lowell D. Skin-
ner, one of twenty-one American prisoners who chose not to accept repatriation
after the Korean War. Nearly two years later, Skinner was working in Jinan, the
capital of Shandong Province, as an apprentice mechanic at a factory producing
ultralight paper for cigarettes and typewriters. The twenty-four-year-old from
Akron, Ohio, expressed “absolutely no regrets” about a choice that had mystified
and enraged many Americans in 1953.1

The moral of this story was clear: that there was little to choose between
 working-class life in Akron and Jinan. Although the two cities looked entirely dif-
ferent, the rhythms and preoccupations of everyday life were remarkably similar.
Skinner and his friends lived, worked, and socialized together. When they weren’t
at the factory, they frequented neighborhood cafes, chatting and drinking beer.
Sometimes they went on dates, or they talked about the motorcycles they were sav-
ing up to buy. Rarely did they discuss politics. “The only thing that matters to them
is to do their job and put a little money away on the side. The rest just doesn’t in-
terest them,” Skinner insisted. Most Chinese weren’t, and didn’t aspire to be, mem-
bers of the Chinese Communist Party. “It’s a big lesson for a modest American like
myself, you know, to find out, little by little, that behind the regimes, beyond the
governments, there are people and that at heart nothing separates us except
 distance.”

Skinner anticipated coming back to America one day, “with a trade, rich in hu-



man experience.” But not yet. The United States, he complained, was “becoming
more and more reactionary and totalitarian.” Was Skinner merely voicing senti-
ments his Chinese hosts obliged him to utter? Had he been brainwashed into find-
ing a factory worker’s life in Jinan equivalent to blue-collar existence in Ohio? Ques-
tions relentlessly pressed two years earlier found no place in the Post’s two-page
feature. The young man from Akron appeared to lack “any bravado or mysticism,”
noted the reporter Jacques Locquin. “He seems to have thought it over carefully.
He decided to stay in China . . . as somebody else in the United States might take
a course in night school. He wanted to learn something. The dramatic part about
it is that in this case his ‘night school’ is that of Communist China.”

Times were changing. When Skinner and twenty other nonrepatriates refused
repatriation at the end of the Korean War, no one suggested that curiosity, ambi-
tion, and a desire for expanded opportunities—all good American virtues—might
explain behavior attributed instead to cupidity, cowardice, or conversion to com-
munism. And certainly no one expected that the “turncoats” would ever return.
To cross the Bamboo Curtain in the wrong direction was surely to seal one’s fate
forever. Yet within little more than a decade, most had returned to the United States.
By 1966 only two still remained in the People’s Republic.2

The first three to reverse their decision came back in July 1955, prompting so
much press commentary that 88 percent of respondents to a Gallup poll that month
claimed to have heard or read about these returnees.3 Otho Bell, Lewis Griggs, and
William Cowart had been “release[d] from the Marxian hell” in which millions of
Chinese remained helplessly trapped, cheered the Chicago Daily Tribune, noting how
very few Americans, including members of the Communist Party USA, had ever
been foolish enough to transport themselves to a communist country. “Perhaps they
know instinctively what the three men who have returned from communism now
know so well—that this hateful system stifles the brain and soul and reduces life to
a disciplined and terror ridden routine that can hardly be called  living.”4 Yet despite
some crowing of this kind, the homecoming of these three men—“returncoats,” as
reporters quickly dubbed them—proved anticlimactic. Those hoping for an elabo-
rate performance of anticommunist penance were to be disappointed, as were those
eager to punish the apostates for their earlier  transgression.5

On disembarkation at San Francisco, Cowart, Griggs, and Bell were perempto-
rily arrested after a ninety-minute reunion with relatives. The army intended to
court-martial these three just as it had Edward Dickenson and Claude Batchelor,
the POWs who had changed their minds about heading to China at the eleventh
hour. According to military sources, at least two of the newly returned trio had
urged an American officer to desert, “one of the most serious crimes in the book.”6

Fearful of the death penalty, Cowart, Griggs, and Bell attempted to secure exemp-
tion from court-martial by stressing their utility to U.S. intelligence. What they
could reveal about Chinese methods would render the military’s torture schools
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obsolescent, the men’s attorneys claimed.7 The trio also made public statements of
contrition, couched in assertively patriotic terms: “We came out because we feel
we now are true Americans. Being true Americans, we’ll take whatever punishment
is coming to us,” Cowart declared.8

But genuflections toward “true Americanism” weren’t what spared these three
men from trial. Rather, the army had bungled. Eager to signal its contempt for those
who “chose China,” it had dishonorably discharged all twenty-one nonrepatriates
in January 1954, as soon as it became clear that their decisions were fixed. When
Cowart, Griggs, and Bell returned to the United States eighteen months later, they
duly did so as civilians. The army intended to court-martial them all the same—
only to find itself thwarted by a Supreme Court ruling in November 1955 that for-
mer servicemen could not be subjected to military trial for crimes committed while
in the service.9 At the behest of U.S. district judge Louis E. Goodman, the three
men were released the day after the Supreme Court decision. The returnees then
turned the tables, suing for unpaid wages and allowances that had accrued between
their capture in 1950 and dishonorable discharge in 1954.10 They won, and the army
was obliged to remunerate men it had tried and failed to court-martial.

After this fiasco, the appearance of a succession of “returncoats” occasioned
 neither elaborate rejoicing nor virulent recrimination. Later returnees proved less
eager than Griggs, Cowart, and Bell to mouth anticommunist platitudes, stressing
homesickness rather than ideological antipathy to Mao’s China as the explanation
for decisions made and then reversed. When Richard Tenneson returned in De-
cember 1955, he told the press, “I am not fighting for communism, nor am I against
it,” adding somewhat cryptically that he had “not got along with the Chinese people
‘as a whole.’”11 Arlie Pate and Aaron Wilson followed a year later, complaining of
homesickness but stressing that life in China “wasn’t too bad”—especially the fre-
quent visits to dancehalls with Chinese girls.12 Similarly, when Andrew Fortuna
sailed back to America in June 1957, he informed reporters that “just plain home-
sickness” had impelled him west. Asked how he felt about communism, he bridled:
“That’s a loaded question. . . . I’d rather not answer that.” His years in China had
been “pleasant and interesting,” he insisted.13

Where these cagey returnees hedged, others were downright unapologetic in
defense of the country that had provided them a temporary home. In March 1958,
LaRance Sullivan, first of the three African American nonrepatriates to return and
reportedly the “bitterest US turncoat,” insisted that he’d been “very happy among
a soul-stirring people—a peaceful people” but that he had “thought it was time to
come home.”14 And when Richard Corden (the group’s supposed ringleader) came
back nine months after Sullivan, he defiantly proclaimed that there was “more de-
mocracy in China than the US”: “I’ve got nothing to be ashamed of. I learned a lot.”
Though not a communist, he remained “impressed” with socialism.15

A few years later, in August 1963, Lowell Skinner—the subject of the Washing-
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ton Post’s profile—headed home, obliged to travel without his ailing Chinese spouse
and expressing “disillusion,” a New York Times headline related.16 Within the next
three years, Clarence Adams, William White, and Morris Wills also returned, all
with Chinese wives. The burgeoning Cultural Revolution had made China con-
siderably less hospitable than in 1954, though coming back to the United States
wasn’t necessarily easy either—least of all for Adams, who had made a broadcast
for Radio Hanoi in 1965 urging African American GIs to stop fighting “suppos-
edly . . . for the freedom of the Vietnamese” and return home to struggle for their
own rights. This exhortation ensured that a subpoena from the House Committee
on Un-American Activities was among Adams’s earliest welcome-home offerings.17

Soon, however, Adams, Skinner, and others whose choices had once been so
thoroughly scrutinized lapsed into anonymity, as had earlier feted escapees.18 After
the riptide of celebrity receded, Oksana Kasenkina spent her days painting in oils,
improving her English, and writing a novel, The Red Devil. (“Of course, the Red
Devil is Stalin. Who else?” she rebuked a dull-witted reporter.) But the manuscript
remained unpublished, and on journalists’ dwindling anniversary visits she ex-
pressed dissatisfaction with being forever sought as a figurehead by some fractious
émigré group or other. “Persons pleading special causes ‘trouble’ her,” related the
New York Times on the fifth anniversary of her feted “leap for freedom.” “Nobody
is interested in helping me to do something . . . but so many people are interested
in pushing me into a political party,” she complained. Too long and too insistently
spoken for, she wanted merely to be left alone. In 1957, she became a U.S. citizen at
a “heavily guarded ceremony” in Boston before moving to Florida, where she spent
her final year under the assumed name Mary Kamita at a “hotel for the elderly.”
She died of a heart condition in 1960, at the age of sixty-three.19

Victor Kravchenko, meanwhile, fearing lethal retribution from Soviet agents for
having “chosen freedom,” stocked his apartment with anesthetizing supplies of al-
cohol and a loaded gun. Much in the limelight during the late 1940s, the Russian
defector again claimed the headlines in 1956 when he shot a twenty-one-year-old
Puerto Rican piano student who had knocked, in error, at the door of his Upper
East Side apartment.20 By now Kravchenko was living under the assumed name
Peter Martin. “I so wanted Kravchenko to be dead—I have a new life, I am an Amer-
ican,” he explained to journalists. But killing Kravchenko in name turned out to
be insufficient. A decade later, Peter Martin also wanted to be dead, and in 1966,
at the age of sixty-one, he used the .38 caliber revolver again, this time to put a bul-
let in his head. A “rambling” suicide note, signed in the names of both Kravchenko
and Martin, alluded to financial problems but more explicitly referenced the au-
thor’s deep unhappiness with U.S. involvement in the Vietnam War and “the na-
tion’s treatment of nonwhite people.”21

Of the celebrated escapees, only Peter Pirogov—the Russian pilot who “took Vir-
ginia” in February 1949—appeared to achieve a measure of contentment, though
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not without surmounting some obstacles. In 1955, his application for U.S. citi-
zenship was rejected, falling foul of the McCarran Act’s stipulation that individu-
als who had once belonged to a communist organization were ineligible for natu-
ralization until they had spent a ten-year quarantine period in America. An act of
Congress granted Pirogov permanent residence, but his onetime membership in
the Komsomol was deemed by the Alexandria federal court judge Albert V. Bryan
to constitute an insuperable barrier to early naturalization.22 As a result, Pirogov
lost his position at the Library of Congress, where he had been employed as an air
information specialist. He then picked up work as opportunities arose: driving taxis
around Washington, D.C., writing scripts for Radio Liberty, and assisting an anti-
communist refugee organization. In 1956, the Washington Post reported that the
former flier had “caught the real estate fervor” and was building an eight-room,
split-level brick house near Annandale, Virginia. “There is an old Russian proverb
that a man is not a man who in his life not write a book, not build a house and not
have a son,” Pirogov told the Post’s reporter (“with a slight accent” that the latter
strove to reproduce). “Look at the house. Pretty nice, don’t you think? Now all I
need is to have a son. But with my luck, I will have triplets. All girls.”23 In fact, he
already had three daughters: three-year-old twins and a nine-year-old adopted when
he had married a Russian refugee in New York in 1951. Since no male offspring
subsequently materialized, Pirogov attained only two markers of Russian manhood.
In December 1958 he did, however, secure U.S. citizenship, a “priceless Christmas
gift” that may or may not have compensated for the lack of a son and heir.24

THE TIDE EBBS

The disappointments and frustrations experienced by once-celebrated captives, de-
fectors, and escapees attracted little public comment. Nothing merited such atten -
tion as the moment of decision when individuals chose—or rejected— “freedom.”
For these fleetingly lionized individuals, both the brevity and the selectivity of pub-
lic attention were themselves sources of embitterment. Numerous individuals and
organizations pounced with alacrity on stories of communist captivity and escape,
stamping them with ideologically congenial meanings. But few tried to help their
human subjects wrestle with difficult life adjustments or narrate their experiences
in ways that might complicate the crude anticommunism that passed as the moral
of these stories. While these cold war captivities diffused into America’s cultural
bloodstream, the individuals themselves sank into what was often a troubled ob-
scurity. Eagerly appropriated, they were just as quickly abandoned. Thus Pirogov
attributed his copilot Barsov’s redefection in part to the “bitter realization . . . that
Americans are not really interested in hearing our stories. . . . They are a little tired
of all those Russians who tell us of slave labor camps, the NKVD [secret police]
and such.”25
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When the “returncoats” arrived back in America, the notice most received was
inversely proportionate to the clamor that had greeted news of their defections in
1953. Deciding to come home again wasn’t, after all, nearly as remarkable as re-
fusing repatriation. But the more restrained press coverage devoted to these men’s
extraordinary “double-crossings” attests something more than celebrity’s abbre-
viated shelf life. By the mid-1950s, a certain phase of the cold war had ebbed. Jacques
Locquin’s dispassionate portrait of Skinner as a young man who had decided to
sample life in China in the same spirit that drew others to night school signaled a
broader attitudinal shift: a softening of antipathy toward the “slave world,” uneven
but unmistakable. Skinner’s vaunted epiphany—that only twelve thousand miles
separated Ohio from Shantung—represented a remarkable discursive volte-face.
It may have been fashionable after World War II, as Kurt Vonnegut noted in Slaugh-
terhouse-Five, for anthropologists to claim that “there was absolutely no difference
between anybody,” but conceptions of universal kinship tended to halt abruptly at
the Iron Curtain.26

At the height of the early cold war, the “jungle world of communism” had been
typically rendered as a hellish realm where “ownlife” (Orwell’s term for an inner
life free from state scrutiny) had been eliminated and civilized man ventured at his
peril. Whether the “captive peoples” shared the same attributes as those born in
liberty remained a moot point. Rear Admiral L. C. Stevens cautioned an audience
at the Naval War College in January 1951 that Russia’s peoples were “more alien
to us than those of any European country, full of dualities and contradictions, with
a natural talent for deviousness and cunning,” as anyone who had “read that ap-
palling book 1984” would recognize.27

As the 1950s wore on, however, the nightmarish vision of totalitarianism as
supreme in its subjugation of every human impulse eased its grip on American imag-
inations. With the “paranoid style”—an admixture of “heated exaggeration, suspi-
ciousness and conspiratorial fantasy”—no longer so modish, anticommunism shed
some of its hysterical excess.28 This normalization owed much to the demise of Mc-
Carthy, who never recovered from the blow delivered in December 1954, when the
Senate voted by 67 to 22 to condemn him. “I don’t feel like I’ve been lynched,” Mc-
Carthy quipped with jarring bravado on learning the news. Yet within three years
he was dead, and already so thoroughly marginalized that his terminal illness passed
with little comment. The obituaries had already been written.

McCarthy’s demise was both a symptom and a catalyst of relaxation. When he
impugned the army as yet another hornets’ nest of subversion, he overstepped the
bounds of acceptable Red-hunting, alienating many members of his own party. But
his downfall was due to more than this miscalculation. By 1954, the “-ism” to which
McCarthy had given a name was widely regarded as doing more to damage U.S.
security than to fortify it against subversion. Critics charged that the senator’s li-
centious abuse of power had generated an atmosphere of fear akin to the dread that
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enveloped communist societies: a species of domestic totalitarianism that alienated
potential foreign friends and succored confirmed foes. “Were the Junior Senator
from Wisconsin in the pay of the Communists he could not have done a better job
for them,” claimed Ralph E. Flanders, Republican senator for Vermont, in June
1954.29 Escapades such as the trip around Europe made by McCarthy’s aides Roy
Cohn and G. David Schine in April 1953—pulling subversive books, like the nov-
els of Mark Twain and Theodore Dreiser, from the shelves of U.S. Information Ser-
vice reading rooms—fueled mounting antipathy toward countersubversive excess,
both within and beyond the United States.30 Such antics, together with the rituals
of self-incrimination and name-naming that were McCarthy’s stock in trade, un-
dermined America’s claim to embody “freedom” at its purest. And if the leader of
the “free world” were no longer credible in that role, how could Washington hope
to win a global battle for allegiance?

As the likelihood of a third world war receded with Stalin’s death in 1953, criti-
cism of American pugnacity and paranoia grew in western Europe and elsewhere.
To those convinced that a rapprochement with the Soviet bloc lay within reach, fer-
vid anticommunism appeared as unnecessary as it was unedifying. The Kremlin
wanted peace. Or at any rate, Stalin’s successor had launched a vigorous peace of-
fensive that many Europeans took at face value, hoping that the Geneva Summit of
July 1955 would consolidate a genuine and lasting abatement of East-West  tension.

Eisenhower mistrusted the Kremlin’s pacific turn as mere sham. For two years
he resisted Soviet calls for a four-power conference. But he couldn’t ignore the new
mood, adopting the same language for his own propaganda initiatives, such as an
“Atoms for Peace” campaign that sold “the friendly atom” to those less convinced
of nuclear fission’s life-enhancing properties. Presidential skepticism notwith-
standing, the great power gathering at Geneva—the first meeting of Soviet, U.S.,
British, and French heads of state since 1945—did result in greater exchange be-
tween the two blocs. After three years of stasis, Washington and Moscow agreed
to permit some movement across the Iron Curtain. Shortly after the summit, the
State Department lifted the embargo on American travel to the eastern bloc im-
posed in May 1952, enabling a few intrepid voyagers to venture east in late 1955.31

Americans who expected to risk life and limb crossing a ferociously guarded
border were encouraged to moderate their image of the Iron Curtain. The New York
Times duly cautioned, “lest movie-minded sight-seers should be disappointed,” that
“the Iron Curtain is nothing to look at. It consists of a few wooden observation
towers, a restricted area that looks like any non-restricted area, and minefields that
look like any other fields.”32 Having printed numerous descriptions of the Iron Cur-
tain as a lethal, ferociously guarded perimeter, the Times was hardly exempt from
tendencies ascribed to Hollywood. Tales of escapee heroism—conveyed by the
press, movies, and government publications, then reenacted in public pageantry—
had worked to fix exactly this perception of the cold war frontier, with no little suc-
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cess. But now that the curtain was lifted, or at least somewhat parted, journalists
adopted a jauntier tone in discussing the eastern bloc, offering American travelers
advice on how to negotiate its idiosyncrasies. “Don’t ask to see a slave labor camp.
It seems to annoy them,” the Times sardonically advised in November 1955.33

In 1956, some three thousand Americans journeyed to the USSR. The first trail-
blazers, a doughty couple from Florida, returned in February “with cold feet but
warm memories of five days in the Soviet Union,” full of praise for the “excellent
service and facilities” they had enjoyed.34 The following year, it was estimated that
ten thousand Americans would flock to the eastern bloc: a drop in the bucket com-
pared with the number visiting western Europe (six hundred thousand to eight hun-
dred thousand) but nevertheless a significant departure from the closure that had
characterized East-West relations during the early cold war.35 Strikingly, the vol-
ume of Americans touring the USSR far outstripped the number of Soviet citizens
entering the United States. Fewer than one hundred received visas in 1956. Strin-
gent controls against communist entry into the United States remained in place,
together with new deterrents such as mandatory fingerprinting of eastern bloc vis-
itors, a criminalizing move Moscow lambasted as both an affront to human dig-
nity and further evidence that the Iron Curtain was an American construction de-
signed to exclude visitors from the socialist world.36 In the estimation of one former
State Department employee, this “apparent reversal of roles as between Moscow
and Washington since the death of Stalin” was “a factor in the decline of Ameri-
can prestige in many parts of the world.”37

In the United States, persistent suspicion about the motives and bona fides of
Soviet visitors validated these precautionary measures. Leo Cherne, chair of the In-
ternational Rescue Committee, warned in June 1956 that “those who travel to the
United States from the Soviet Union are trained, skillful observers, propagandists
and, in certain instances, spies.”38 The cold war was clearly not over. But by mid-
decade it had entered a markedly different phase, with 1956 offering a dramatic
 illustration of the precarious new equilibrium within and between the blocs.

In November 1956, Red Army tanks rumbled into Budapest to quell an upris-
ing against Rákosi’s communist regime. This popular eruption had been dyna mized
by the ostensibly new spirit of heterodoxy prevailing in Moscow and by Radio Free
Europe broadcasts that had encouraged the “captive peoples” to shake off their Stal-
inist shackles. Hungary’s rebellion was not the first to roil the eastern bloc since
Stalin’s death. A revolt in East Germany in 1953 had also been repressed, but with
considerably less bloodshed. Leaving approximately 2,500 fatalities, Hungary’s
crushed revolt announced in the most emphatic terms that Soviet talk of “peace-
ful coexistence” was not an open invitation to dissidence in the satellite states.

While the Red Army’s incursion into Hungary instantly aged Moscow’s vaunted
new look, Washington’s response simultaneously exposed the limitations of Eisen-
hower’s commitment to liberating the “captive peoples.” In 1952, Ike had cam-
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paigned against Truman with the bold promise to roll back communism rather than
merely contain it. When the moment of reckoning came four years later, however,
it was clear that his White House had no desire to precipitate an all-out confronta-
tion with the Soviet Union by sending troops to defend the Hungarian revolution.
The rebels could be forgiven if they expected otherwise. Radio Free Europe broad-
casts had done nothing to tamp down insurrectionary sentiment. Arguably they
had done just the opposite—creating an expectation that Washington would sup-
port the “captives peoples” when they rose up. A CIA enquiry into the role of U.S.
broadcasting in Hungary’s revolt later exonerated Voice of America and Radio Free
Europe from charges of reckless incitement. But the taint of bad faith remained.
The CIA’s conclusion that American broadcasters had done nothing to instigate
an organic revolt, incubated entirely within Hungary, smacked strongly of self-
exculpation.39

Exposing the limits of Eisenhower’s commitment to liberation, the crushed Hun-
garian revolt did have one more positive effect on Capitol Hill. It expanded con-
gressional willingness to admit eastern bloc refugees into the United States. After
years of mixed signals, the hollowness of one set of claims about rollback was re-
cuperated by making good on another set of declaratory promises—to eastern bloc
escapees. After its refusal to intervene in Hungary, the White House hesitated to
damage its emancipatory credentials further by denying refuge to Hungarian refu -
gees, thousands of whom had left the country as Soviet troops entered. The Inter-
national Rescue Committee immediately set about rallying American opinion to
their cause.40 Within sixty days, the committee’s appeal—boosted by the Ed Sul-
 livan Show, a mass rally at Madison Square Garden, and proceeds from a special
edition of Life—had raised $2,500,000.41

From a total of almost two hundred thousand, about thirty-five thousand Hun-
garian refugees were eventually admitted into the United States.42 Not all were ac-
tive participants in the revolt, some simply seizing the opportunity of a temporary
rupture in the Austro-Hungarian border to head west. But Republican lawmakers
hesitated to question (as they had in the past) whether these escapees were bona
fide anticommunists or mere opportunists hungrily grasping at higher standards
of living in the free world. Eager to valorize these refugees, Vice President Nixon
insisted that most had fled “only when the choice was death or deportation . . . or
temporary flight to a foreign land.” With the Hungarian “freedom fighter” hailed
as Time’s “man of the year” in January 1957, it seemed that the escapee’s moment
had finally arrived.

Or had it? In practice, the Hungarian refugee episode remained as lacking in
resolution as other cold war captivity dramas. A year after “Russian tanks smashed
their bid for liberty,” the fate of fifty thousand Hungarians tenuously encamped in
Europe remained uncertain. In Life magazine’s doleful phraseology, these unfor-
tunates were “stalled—and unwanted.”43 Those who gained admittance to the
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United States weren’t necessarily wanted there either, despite the International Res-
cue Committee’s best efforts to raise consciousness as well as contributions for
refugee assistance.

One emblematic instance of American hostility offers an ironic coda to two in-
tertwined stories, one of Hungarian refugees in the United States and the other of
an American who had been a prisoner in Hungary. In June 1957, a small notice in
the New York Times drew attention to the plight of Robert and Lucile Vogeler, both
of whom were currently looking for work. Owing $3,000 in back taxes, they were
the victims of foreclosure. Robert’s small electronics plant was facing bankruptcy,
while Lucile’s plans for a career in television had foundered. She was too “contro-
versial,” she suggested, for the cold war’s coolest medium. As for her husband’s busi-
ness misfortune, Lucile attributed it to the recent influx of Hungarian refugees—
cheap laborers who had poached Americans’ jobs.44 Would Vogeler (the founder of
an organization that promoted escape from the eastern bloc) have shown greater
generosity had these refugees not imperiled his livelihood or had they not been Hun-
garian? We’ll never know. But Vogeler was certainly not alone in failing to practice
what he preached with regard to the “captive peoples.”

AROUSED AND INFLAMED:  
CAPTIVITY AND POPULAR MOBILIZATION

Americans have long figured the entire course of their history as a “predestined
rescue operation,” proposes the historian Anders Stephanson.45 Quick to conceive
themselves as liberators to captive others, they have often regarded America as a
victim of its own virtue—beset by barbarism but constrained by civility. Early cold
war America’s fascination with captivity thus fits within a national tradition that
stretches back to the Puritans and forward to the present. But for all the durabil-
ity of this trope, it would be misleading to imagine, as some cultural commenta-
tors have, that Americans are held in perpetual thrall to a timeless and unchang-
ing “captivity cult.” Linda Colley’s notion of a “captivity panic” better captures the
way in which encounters with “captivating others” achieve prominence at moments
of external crisis and internal convulsion, heightening perceptions of foreign
threat while sharpening national self-criticism.46 These periods of intense busywork
have discernible durations.

In the cold war’s inaugural phase, captivity struck many policy makers and opin-
ion shapers as a clarifying prism through which Americans might apprehend the
true character of their antagonist. For Hanson Baldwin, military correspondent of
the New York Times, incarceration at communist hands was “the essential tragedy
of our times,” an ordeal then being endured by American POWs in North Korea,
U.S. airmen in Hungary, and the journalist William Oatis in Czechoslovakia: “The
situation of our prisoners, if understood, can serve to illustrate most forcibly to the
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American people the nature of the enemy. The tears and sudden hopes, the swift
surge of relief, the fear and sorrow, the bright flow of human emotions, the anxi-
ety of man for man—out of all these may grow an understanding that the struggle
of two worlds is not merely power politics, not only national rivalries, but a conflict
of man against absolutism, of man against savagery, of man against power and evil,
of man for his soul.”47 Like many contemporaries, Baldwin rendered the cold war
as a Manichean contest between good against evil—not so much a confrontation
between rival power blocs or incompatible ideologies as a spiritual struggle for sal-
vation waged against the forces of damnation.

For cold war opinion formers, captivity promised to jolt Americans into the
proper state of alertness that a condition of permanent mobilization and ideolog-
ical vigilance required. Each episode explored in this book was billed as the key to
popular enlightenment. No sooner had Oksana Kasenkina been hailed for bring-
ing home the Soviets’ utter disregard for individual rights than eastern bloc escapees
were seized on as the most powerful illustration of what the Iron Curtain meant
and what its existence disclosed of conditions behind it. Forced labor also received
star billing. State Department officials were convinced that publicizing the Soviet
gulag would trigger an epiphany as people around the world realized that, in the
communist bloc, workers had won nothing from revolution but their chains. Cap-
tivity was indeed an emotional stimulus, at various times bringing Americans onto
the streets in protest and prayer, commemoration, and celebration. Nothing, how-
ever, animated such strong feeling in the United States as communist incarcera-
tion of American citizens, whether in isolation or en masse. Above all, it was their
plight that undammed the “bright flow of human emotions.”

Strikingly, those “psychological warriors” most heavily invested in putting cap-
tivity to productive use remained least convinced of their own success. In the late
1940s, cold war strategists tended to conceive the postwar U.S. electorate as stub-
bornly isolationist and “basically unstable,” “too prone to volatile oscillations be-
tween complacency and hysteria, withdrawal and engagement.”48 Loath to embrace
the challenges and costs of global leadership, and lacking the stamina that a posture
of perpetual alertness required, Americans needed to be whipped into a state of ex-
istential dread or otherwise invigorated by the thrill of “properly directed  hatred.”49

Within and beyond government, those keen to mold public attitudes construed
the object of their endeavors in strikingly sexualized terms. Just as Time, reflecting
on the reverberations of Oksana Kasenkina’s leap, had conjured a “free nation’s
decision” as the “slow swelling of resolve,” the masseurs of cold war sentiment re-
garded popular will as an unpredictable entity with a mind of its own—prone to
the full panoply of erectile dysfunctions. Sluggish in stiffening, opinion was given
to premature outbursts followed by precipitous subsidences. The task, Truman’s
psywarriors came to appreciate, was more delicate than merely arousing the citi-
zenry. Since excessive “inflammation” risked uncontrollable results, channeling
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these volatile responses required an assured touch and a trusted aphrodisiac, but
also (Acheson advised) “restraint and self-discipline.” Escapee testimony and ac-
counts of communist enslavement would, it was hoped, gird American loins for
prolonged confrontation with totalitarian expansionism, a menace George Ken-
nan described as “unceasing pressure for penetration.”50

Replete with intimations of bondage, submission, and violation, captivity func-
tioned as a stimulant. Midcentury commentators often construed both bodily
confinement and mental coercion in terms of sexual subjugation; hence the trials
of both Mindszenty and Vogeler were described as “rapes of justice,” while Joost
Meerloo explained that his coinage menticide denoted “the rape of the mind.” Such
metaphors sprang readily from Americans’ propensity to elide communism with
an array of psychosexual “deviations.” Empowering women, Marxism emasculated
men. According to Morris Ernst and David Loth, Julius Rosenberg was Ethel’s
“slave,” in a relationship typical of the inverted pattern of communist couplings.
Underground communist cells, meanwhile, were depicted as incubators for “in-
troverted” urges.51 In Arthur Schlesinger Jr.’s estimation, communism “pervert[ed]
politics into something secret, sweaty, and furtive, like nothing so much . . . as ho-
mosexuality in a boys’ school.” The Washington Post insinuated something simi-
lar when it noted that GIs in communist-run POW camps in North Korea divided
into “furtive coteries,” making the connection unmistakable when it related that
the twenty-one “turncoats” favored long hair and women’s clothes.52

Early cold war figurations of captivity enabled a wide array of emotional re-
sponses: an invitation to empathy, pity, and fury toward those whose insults—to
humanity in general or Americans in particular—could not be allowed to go un-
punished. Quickening the pulse of anticommunism, captivity contributed to the
consolidation of what is often referred to as a “cold war consensus” in the United
States. However, we should take care not to flatten the variegated work of captiv-
ity or to overstate the uniformity and totality of a consensus often conceived as the
inert product of bludgeoned acquiescence. Some Americans resisted conscription,
like the hundreds of protesters who gathered outside Manhattan’s Roxy Theater
on May 12, 1948, chanting, “One, two, three, four; we don’t want another war!” in
protest against The Iron Curtain—the movie Kasenkina would later credit as the
catalyst for her leap from the Soviet consulate. Others, like those POWs’ families
who claimed never to have “heard the communist name” before the war in Korea,
remained oblivious to eddying geopolitical currents. However, amid those turned
off by, or tone-deaf to, the era’s strident anticommunism were many passionate
subscribers to the cold war cause whose ardor is barely captured by the homoge-
nized catchall “consensus.” Millions eagerly enlisted in a holy war against the “great
anti-Christian movement” that was, according to Billy Graham, masterminded not
by the “red devil” Stalin but by Satan himself.53

At times, popular zeal for exterminating communism strained the bounds within
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figure 28. A hanging offense. Residents of Mosinee offer a chilling demonstration of
how they propose to deal with any communist who dares tamper with the Stars and
Stripes during the 1950 May Day “Red takeover.” © The Associated Press.
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which cold warriors hoped to encircle consent. The most fervent crusaders advo-
cated an array of extraconstitutional measures that included the death penalty, re-
moval of citizenship, deportation, and internment of those whose atheistic creed
negated their claim to inclusion within the national community. Such attitudes
weren’t hard to find. Opinion polls routinely recorded evidence of more punitive
sentiment among the public than in the administration.54 And since some citizens
clearly regarded the federal government as pussyfooting around the Red menace,
never going far enough to annihilate the scourge with which it too was infected,
acts of vigilantism were not unknown. On October 26, 1947, for example, a mob
of some four thousand gathered in what one witness termed a “festive spirit of
 revelry”—punctuated by “racist mutterings” and cries of “Where’s the rope,
boys?”—to prevent communist leader Gerhart Eisler from addressing a public meet-
ing in Trenton, New Jersey.55

A similar impulse, if more attenuated, animated advocates of bombing China,
Hungary, or any other state that presumed to detain American captives. Frustra-
tion over the stalemate in Korea and unease over communist abuse of POWs lent
revenge fantasies an atomic edge. As one Seattle housewife told Newsweek in Au-
gust 1953: “The whole thing’s made me supermad. Why don’t we just A-bomb them?
We should either pull out of Korea or have all-out war. I see no reason to delay it.”
Just as the character Harry “Rabbit” Angstrom in John Updike’s Rabbit at Rest saw
no point in being an American without the cold war, many Americans saw no point
in nuclear weapons if they couldn’t be dropped on the communists.56

CAPTIVE MINDS

Eisenhower’s administration, having fashioned its self-image around the captive
peoples’ liberation, didn’t lightly abandon this mantle, despite its hesitancy in Hun-
gary and evidence of flagging public interest. In July 1959, Dulles proclaimed a Cap-
tive Nations Week to be celebrated annually as an occasion for U.S. citizens to
rededicate themselves to the captive peoples’ liberation.57 (As George Kennan tartly
observed, the accompanying resolution committed the United States to the liber-
ation of twenty-two “nations,” “two of which had never had any real existence, and
the name of one of which appears to have been invented by the Nazi propaganda
ministry during the recent war.”)58 Timed by accident or design to coincide with
Richard Nixon’s historic visit to the Soviet Union, the inaugural Captive Nations
Week animated predictable Soviet ire. Throughout the tour, Premier Khrushchev
ribbed Nixon by asking whether he had encountered sufficient slaves to satisfy his
curiosity, pointing at ordinary Muscovites and asking if the vice president believed
them enslaved.59 More felicitously for the administration, Khrushchev’s clowning
breathed life into an initiative that had otherwise done little to inspire Americans
to “recommit themselves to the support of the just aspirations of the peoples of
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those captive nations.” “Until Premier Nikita S. Krushchev heard of it,” observed
the New York Times, “Captive Nations Week was causing less of a stir in the United
States press than the concurrent observance of National Hot Dog month.”60

By 1959, communist captivity had been a detumescent trope for some time. Pon-
dering Americans’ apparent susceptibility to psychological pressure in the after-
math of the Korean War, many commentators lost interest (at least temporarily)
in incarceration at its most literal. As many as nine hundred U.S. prisoners remained
unaccounted for at the end of the war, some of whom the military believed still
alive and hidden away in North Korea or Manchuria—possibly to be sent back to
America later, with false identities stolen from GIs who had perished in the camps.
Yet the fate of these men failed to animate popular passion in the way some offi-
cials, worried about the emergence of a “Frankenstein” pressing for revenge or turn-
ing furiously on the administration, feared it might in 1953. Only when the
POW/MIA issue became a lightning rod for discontent over America’s failure to
prevail in Vietnam (or Washington’s refusal to do so, as many alleged) did the un-
accounted missing of the Korean War become an emotional rallying point, twenty
years after the event.61

In the mid-fifties, social critics were instead preoccupied with the multiple ways
in which modern mass society corroded individual autonomy. Captivity became
a condition associated as much with consumerism as communism. Cut loose from
its Chinese antecedents, “brainwashing” now encompassed any and every mani-
festation of browbeating, coercion, indoctrination, or persuasion. Stories abounded
in American magazines and newspapers concerning henpecked husbands brain-
washed by their wives, students brainwashed by their school texts, and felons claim-
ing to have been brainwashed into making false confessions by police  interrogators.

Amid these proliferating usages, few Americans probably disagreed with Wal-
ter Cronkite when he informed television viewers in 1957 that brainwashing—a
phenomenon that jeopardized “our preservation as human beings”—was “one of
the underlying themes” of the twentieth century. As such, it merited an hour-long
episode in a CBS documentary series dedicated to exploring the burning issues of
a century barely beyond its halfway point. Driving home the same message, best-
selling author Vance Packard informed Americans that they were “the most ma-
nipulated people outside the Iron Curtain.” This malaise he attributed not to com-
munist infiltration of national thought-waves but to Madison Avenue’s slick
“hidden persuaders”—“depth boys” who deployed insights gleaned from Freudian
psychology to persuade insecure Americans that the key to personal fulfillment lay
in buying particular products or electing certain politicians.62

Two movies of the era neatly illustrate how residual anxiety over brainwashing
in Korea dovetailed with concern over domestic species of opinion manipulation.
Both Jacques Tourneur’s The Fearmakers (1958) and John Frankenheimer’s The
Manchurian Candidate (1962) open in Korea, where U.S. prisoners are brutalized
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and, in the latter, whisked over the border to Manchuria for systematic brainwash-
ing, a process attributed to Pavlov but seemingly reliant on posthypnotic sugges-
tion.63 On return to the United States, the movies’ former POW protagonists find
themselves plunged into conspiracies to subvert American democracy. In The Fear-
makers, the hero, Alan Eaton (Dana Andrews), returns home to discover that his
opinion-polling business has been taken over by a power-hungry maniac, later re-
vealed as the murderer of Eaton’s erstwhile business partner. The scam? To use phony
opinion data for further malign purposes like “promoting peace at any price,” lob-
bying Congress, or getting candidates elected to high office. (“You mean, they could
use this to get a television program cancelled?” asks the incredulous secretary when
Eaton clues her in to the myriad alarming implications of slanted  sampling.)

The stakes are considerably higher in The Manchurian Candidate, where the ul-
timate Sino-Soviet objective is to install in the White House a countersubversive
demagogue, Senator Johnny Iselin (James Gregory), whose sozzled incapacity to
remember precisely how many communists are in government leaves no doubt
about this character’s real-world counterpart. Conjuring anticommunist pop-
ulism as a Red conspiracy, Frankenheimer made literal Senator Flanders’s charge
that if the communists had invented a device to discredit the United States they
could have done no better than Joseph McCarthy. But if the film at once vindicates
cold war paranoia (there really is a communist plot to subvert American democ-
racy from within!) while excoriating McCarthyism, it also delivers a blistering cri-
tique of television as a thoroughly untrustworthy box of tricks. “I think that our
society is brainwashed by television commercials, by advertising, by politicians, by
a censored press,” Frankenheimer asserted. “More and more I think that our soci-
ety is becoming manipulated and controlled,” he added, echoing Packard’s asser-
tion that hucksters treated American voters “more and more . . . like Pavlov’s con-
ditioned dog.”64 That the Sino-Soviet conspirators come so close to realizing their
ambitions in The Manchurian Candidate owes as much to their shrewd media ma-
nipulation as to the brainwashing of a susceptible POW. Like Elia Kazan’s A Face
in the Crowd (1957), Frankenheimer’s film portrays television as an insidious en-
emy within, spawning monstrous celebrities whose mesmeric screen presence stuns
and stunts an audience of slack-jawed dupes.

That the prospect of rigged opinion polls, televised “pseudoevents,” and phony
personalities should have inspired filmmakers’ nightmarish projections fifty years
ago seems quaintly antiquated in an era when flagrant political corruption scarcely
raises an eyebrow and “reality” TV dominates the schedules. Perhaps more re-
markable, though, is the quality of astonished innocence that surrounds midcen-
tury Americans’ discovery of the modern self’s fragility—or, in the theologically
inflected argot of the day, the soul’s flimsy sovereignty. “Of course the public is often
being manipulated,” wrote a phlegmatic Scottish psychologist in 1963, doubting
whether the communists had “devised any method which is half as efficient in
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‘brainwashing’ (or with results which are half as permanent) as the English public
school.” The “only surprising thing,” he added, with a pointed nod across the At-
lantic, “is that it has taken so long to find this out.”65

But find out Americans assuredly did, and having made the discovery they kept
pushing at its edges. Susceptibility to manipulation—a regression in man’s “long
struggle to become a rational and self-guiding being”—became a national preoc-
cupation, coinciding with the onset of what Life magazine termed the “age of psy-
chology.”66 Between 1940 and 1950, membership of the American Psychological
Association grew from three thousand to sixteen thousand, prompting Newsweek
to claim in 1955 that the United States was “without doubt the most psychologi-
cally oriented, or psychiatrically oriented nation in the world.”67 Whether this pre-
eminence was something to brag about, however, was less clear.

REVISITATIONS

Since September 11, 2001, traces of the early cold war have been everywhere ap-
parent. With the inauguration of a “global war on terror,” Americans have again
been mobilized for a worldwide struggle against a nebulous enemy cast as the epit-
ome of evil: a war without limits—geographical, ethical, or temporal—that may be
fought anywhere, with any weapon, for all time. To galvanize popular sentiment,
this war’s advocates have deployed a succession of historical analogies, many seek-
ing to draw legitimacy and luster from the “good war.” It was only to be expected
that al-Qaeda’s assault on the Twin Towers would immediately be likened in in-
famy to the Japanese “sneak attack” on Pearl Harbor—no matter how imprecise
the parallel. Thereafter, President Bush repeatedly presented the extirpation of “Is-
lamofascism” as a contemporary calling analogous with the destiny proudly dis-
charged by the “greatest generation.” But despite constant invocations of World
War II, aspects of this new campaign much more closely replicate the early cold
war. Opinion shapers employ the same tropes to inscribe civilizational threat and
the same explanation—“brainwashing”—to pathologize seemingly aberrant polit-
ical behavior, whether with reference to John Walker Lyndh (the “American Tal-
iban”) or suicide bombers in Iraq.

But the early cold war’s most tangible contribution to the “war on terror” is less
to discursive constructions of enmity than to those practices deemed necessary to
combat a deadly and implacable foe. The “harsh interrogation” techniques em-
ployed at Guantánamo Bay, Cuba, Bagram Air Base in Afghanistan, Abu Ghraib
in Iraq, and the nameless destinations of “extraordinary rendition” are a direct out-
growth of America’s encounter with communist captivity in the late 1940s and early
1950s.68

In the wake of the Korean War, administration officials insisted that Chinese
communist success in eliciting compliant behavior from U.S. prisoners demanded

epilogue 233



close scrutiny. Whatever “diabolically ingenious pressures” had been brought to
bear in North Korean camps required thorough scientific analysis. Only then would
GIs stand a chance of resisting such techniques in the future—a point on which
government agencies and editorial opinion concurred. When Defense Secretary
Wilson announced a special interservice committee to study communist brain-
washing techniques in August 1954, it was widely welcomed—with one important
caveat. “Naturally, ‘brainwashing’ will not be studied with a view to emulating its
techniques, which we hold to be an abominable contradiction of what we regarded
as a proper code of moral behavior,” the New York Times urged. “It is all very well
to fight fire with fire when the need arises but we cannot burn down the edifice of
our own morality to do so.”69

Out of public view, however, the touch-paper had been ignited, and the fuse kept
burning even when Wilson’s committee later announced that drugs, hypnosis, elec-
tric shocks, sensory deprivation, and torture—“brainwashing,” in short—had not
been routinely used on American POWs. But the CIA had already authorized ex-
perimentation to refine these precise techniques. And if the Soviets and Chinese
had not yet cracked this particular code, that was no reason to halt America’s race
to manufacture a “Manchurian candidate” of its own.70

Determined to ascertain how Cardinal Mindszenty’s confession had been in-
duced, U.S. military and intelligence agencies began to fund research into com-
munist interrogation techniques in 1949. Behavioral scientists, in a range of disci-
plines and institutions, set out to discover the most effective means of producing
a perfectly compliant human subject, an individual who under interrogation would
divulge everything, confess to anything, but remember nothing. The Soviets, Chi-
nese, and North Koreans could no more be conceded an advantage in the neuro-
logical domain than they could be permitted to sustain a bomber gap, a missile gap,
or (in the parodic world of Dr. Strangelove) a “mineshaft gap.” “We must . . . learn
to subvert, sabotage, and destroy our enemies by more clear, more sophisticated
and more effective methods than those used against us,” advised Herbert Hoover
in 1954.71 Through secret programs like MKUltra, the CIA kindled the expertise that
would enable U.S. agents to break captives with superior skill and speed— borrowing
some techniques, such as the water treatment (or “waterboarding”) that had been
employed in North Korea, while adding new refinements of their own.

All this came to light in 1977, when a Senate select committee exposed  MKUltra—
a “Manhattan Project of the mind”—to public scrutiny.72 In the course of its in-
quiry, the committee investigated what had been done in the name of behavior mod-
ification research and to whom. Over ten years, from 1953 to 1963, behavioral
scientists had apparently located unsuspecting subjects in many places, from par-
tygoers in New York to psychiatric patients in Canada. These individuals had been
variously given massive quantities of LSD; subjected to electric shocks; confined in
padded cells; and deprived of the ability to see or feel their surroundings—induced
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into temporary psychotic states or damaged yet more irrevocably. For “terminal
experiments” (those that knowingly risked their subjects’ lives) American agents
had scoured Europe for what one historian terms “dubious defectors or double
agents deemed ‘expendable.’”73 The CIA thus found a novel use for eastern bloc
escapees. If they could not be entirely trusted in any other capacity, these individ-
uals could at least perform one valuable service for the free world—as “captive
minds” in the most literal sense.

Lethal experimentation was presumably not what Senator Lodge had in mind
when he lauded escapees’ potential as the “biggest, single, constructive, creative el-
ement” in U.S. foreign policy. But the possibility that research into interrogation
techniques would exceed acceptable parameters was not unforeseen by contempo-
raries. When the U.S. military authorized “torture schools” in the wake of the Ko-
rean War, ostensibly to improve American troops’ resistance in captivity, some opin-
ion formers predicted where this might lead and sounded the alarm. In a September
1955 editorial, the Washington Post anticipated a crisis in which the U.S. military,
seeking “to determine the farthest limits of physical and mental endurance,” would
authorize experiments “on some despised and expendable portion of the popula-
tion disqualified for service, such as the inmates of penitentiaries.” While this edi-
torial overlooked the possibility of yet more expendable bodies being located over-
seas, it derived a stark warning from recent European history. Reminding readers
that the “rigorous training of the Afrika Korps was based on findings from physio-
logical experiments conducted in a cold and compassionless scientific spirit on the
inmates of the Nazi concentration camps,” the Post ventured an unusually stark anal-
ogy. Nazi camps were routinely likened to the Soviet gulag, but to broach a com-
parison between the U.S. military and the SS was unprecedented.74

The Washington Post’s intimations as to where necessitarian logic would lead
proved prescient. With Amnesty International referring to the U.S.-run prison at
Guantánamo Bay as “the gulag of our times,” the circle has been closed.75 As for
the gulag of previous times, it is now possible for visitors to stay at former Soviet
camps as paying guests: “extreme tourism,” in the words of Igor L. Shpektor, mayor
of Vorkuta. Once the center of the Arctic mining industry, this city built on forced
labor offers accommodation to tourists in wooden barracks surrounded by barbed
wire and patrolled by soldiers armed with guns and dogs. “Americans can stay here,”
Shpektor announced in 2005, perhaps inspired by Iron Curtain theme parks al-
ready operating in eastern Germany.76 “We will give them a chance to escape. The
guards will shoot them”—but “only with paintballs.” If this prospect does not en-
tice the fainthearted, today’s tourist can choose from a steadily lengthening menu
of cold war options: from museums dedicated to spy craft and the Stasi’s surveil-
lance methods to tours of atomic test sites or the more lighthearted attractions of
Lithuania’s “Stalin World,” whose owner strives to combine “the charms of Dis-
neyland with the worst of the Soviet gulag.”77
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What impulses does this packaging of the cold war as adventure-amusement
gratify? Enterprises like Vorkuta’s gulag holiday camp attest the spine-tingling
charge of imagining oneself captive, but atrocity tourism of this sort is also a to-
ken of, and an invitation to, historical amnesia. For many twenty-first-century trav-
elers, what may be most pleasurable to revisit about this seemingly vanished era
isn’t so much its thrilling dangerousness as its ostensible security. With growing
wistfulness, commentators in the West have taken to lamenting the passing of a
golden age: a fifty-year lull when the enemy’s identity was clear, threats were sta-
ble, and confrontation was bloodless. Back then, insecurity had a comfortingly fa-
miliar feel—and, most reassuringly of all, the cold war was a confrontation from
which “freedom” emerged victorious.

Informed by equal quantities of nostalgia and triumphalism, hindsight of this
sort is grossly distorting. To Americans who lived through it, the cold war looked
anything but placid and predictable. Then as now, U.S. citizens were constantly re-
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minded that they confronted an elusive enemy—unseen yet ubiquitous, relentless
in its bid to destroy everything they held dear. At times during the cold war’s first
decade, opinion polls found that more than 70 percent of Americans expected to
live through another major war. Although they were spared this catastrophe, others
assuredly were not.78 To envision the cold war as a casualty-free battle of nerves
requires us to overlook the millions of lives lost—in Korea, Vietnam, Afghanistan,
central America, southern Africa, and elsewhere—as competition between the first
and second worlds was played out in the third.

Cold war atrocity tourism surely does more to efface than to memorialize the
suffering of those who were once imprisoned in the gulag or who died in unsuc-
cessful attempts to cross the Iron Curtain. In this commodification of the past, it
is easy to lose sight of the cold war’s immense destructiveness and thus to ignore
legacies that continue to shape the present. Will tourists of the future similarly pay
to stay in razor wire compounds at Guantánamo, donning orange jumpsuits and
posing for pictures with friendly dogs and guards? Time will tell. But for now that
troubling prospect might give us pause about the desire to restage captivity for plea-
sure and for profit.
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abbreviations

CDT Chicago Daily Tribune
DDEL Dwight D. Eisenhower Presidential Library, Abilene, Kansas
ECOSOC Economic and Social Council of the United Nations
ESS Edith Spurlock Sampson Papers, Arthur and Elizabeth Schlesinger Library

on the History of Women in America, Radcliffe Institute for Advanced
Study, Harvard University

FRUS U.S. Department of State, Foreign Relations of the United States (series)
HSTL Harry S. Truman Presidential Library, Independence, Missouri
LAT Los Angeles Times
NACP National Archives, College Park, Maryland
NAUK National Archives of the United Kingdom, Kew, Surrey
NSC National Security Council
NYT New York Times
OCB Operations Coordinating Board
PPS Policy Planning Staff
PSB Psychological Strategy Board
RG 59 Record Group 59: General Records of the Department of State
RG 84 Record Group 84: General Records of the Foreign Service Posts 

of the Department of State
RG 200 Record Group 200: UN Universal Newsreel Catalog
SMOF: PSB Staff Member and Office Files: Psychological Strategy Board Files
WP Washington Post
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