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‘The meteoric Russianist Andrew Meier has given us a book about the ideological delirium that possessed the planet, drawing us into a labyrinth peopled by ghosts and dreamers and carnivorous chameleons’ Martin Amis

‘A masterful work of historical recovery and a fascinating story brilliantly told’ Orlando Figes

‘Richly informative’ Evening Standard

‘As gripping as a thriller, The Lost Spy is part history, part biography, and part quest. Meier is a born storyteller and his tale is a labyrinth of deception and bizarre characters’ Simon Sebag Montefiore

‘This is a fascinating story because it describes so well the kind of person . . . who might have fallen into the life of a Soviet agent’

Times Literary Supplement

‘This is a remarkable book, painstakingly researched’ Literary Review

‘Meticulously researched, exquisitely paced and genuinely thrilling . . . Meier is to be congratulated on reconstructing a life that was reduced to rubble’ Sunday Herald

‘The book is amazing, if simply as a piece of phenomenally dedicated detective work, including the extraordinary feat of getting information out of the KGB’s later avatars . . . Meier has shone a light on more than another sordid, sad tale: there’s forgotten history here, a history we shouldn’t forget’ Tablet

‘Quite simply it is one of the most extraordinary books I have ever read . . . This is a book magnificent in its historical, political and geographical sweep . . . it is impeccably researched and beautifully written . . . Read it and weep if you will – but read it, please’ Tribune
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ARREST
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HE OPENED THE DOOR, KNOWING WHO STOOD ON THE OTHER SIDE.

They had come, as they always did, at night. Three men in dark blue raised their badges—a blur of Cyrillic letters in red leather. They asked for his name, although they knew the answer in advance. Then they seized his passport, although they, or, more precisely, someone in the depths of their organization, had created it. They gave him a moment to gather his things.

Sixty-one years later, in the winter of 2000, the room remained austere, a drab single with scant adornment. The narrow bed sagged low, and a lone bulb lit the bathroom. A wooden table stood nearby, only big enough for an old metal lamp. The faded green-gray walls were bare save for a mounted radio. In the old days, the tochka had piped the voice of the Leader, day and night, into every room across the empire.

The Moskva Hotel, a hulking cement tower in the heart of the capital, was a centerpiece of Stalin’s dream. It was intended as a model of the new world—“bright,” “happy,” and “invincible”—that Stalin promised to build. In 2000, the view from the airless room on its top floor remained as spectacular as it had been in 1939. A pair of tall windows opened onto Red Square. When you turned the rusted latches and leaned out, you saw the worn cobblestones stretching below. From this vantage, the square, the unbridled bazaar of medieval times, seemed almost without end, an endless flow of people streaming over the stones like black water.


The snow was falling that night in 1939 as the three men came through the hotel’s double doors. It fell in unending swaths, muffling the trams that hurtled by and whitening the ZIS limousines idling in a row beside the hotel. At the Bolshoi, across the way, the new aristocrats were taking in a spectacle. High above Red Square, the klieg lights of the Kremlin, red and white and smoking in the cold, cast halos against the sky. As the square glowed and the air on the street turned sharp, the men inside passed beneath the bald head of stone, the unyielding hero of Great October. They walked on undeterred, stopping only at the bank of new elevators. On that night, the twentieth of February, 1939, they came to claim a man. They came for the American.

[image: image]

HE OPENED THE DOOR AND OFFERED HIS PASSPORT WILLINGLY. AFTER all, he had been waiting years for them to come. The portrait inside, stamped and signed, was his, although the small black-and-white photograph scarcely resembled him. The tortoiseshell spectacles, thick and round, darkened the brown eyes and lent an intellectual air; the silvery streak of gray amid the black curls added a sober confidence; the high-collared shirt was unbuttoned and the cravat loosely tied around the thin neck.

The passport, however, was false. It was a Czech one cobbled together—a “boot,” as such things were known in the trade—solely for this trip, the last of his journeys, as things turned out, after more than a decade of traversing the globe. The name inside was an alias, too. But the secret policemen had long known this Czech mask, as they had the others. They had kept careful records, cataloging it with all his other inventions.

The American stood silently as they asked his true identity. Even now, on the cusp of middle age, he possessed the air of a young intellectual, a bon vivant at home in any café or university across the continent. He spoke fluent German and French and several other languages, not all of them well. Russian, however, he could scarcely make out. When the most senior of the three read aloud the warrant in his hands, the American could only nod.

Yes, he said, repeating the surname scrawled in dark cursive on the long white paper: the name written there was Oggins.
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Cy Oggins, early portrait, date unknown.

 






CHAPTER 1

“THE AMERICAN PROFESSOR”
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THIS IS AN IMPROBABLE BUT TRUE TALE. IT IS ALSO AN ATTEMPT TO resurrect a man’s life, one lived on the frontiers of the twentieth century’s longest war.

Isaiah Oggins was one of the first Americans to spy for the Soviet Union. For more than a decade, beginning in 1928, he served in Joseph Stalin’s espionage networks in Europe, Asia, and America. At each station along his odyssey, Oggins gained greater responsibility in the underground and greater respect in Moscow. At the time of his arrest in the Soviet capital during the endless winter of 1939, few Americans —if any—had served longer or climbed higher in Stalin’s spy world.

This is also the story of a man who did everything possible to cover his tracks. Devout and methodical, even when the chaos of the times rose high above his head, Oggins traded identities and addresses with ease. No diaries or last-minute confession survived him—just one notebook, a handful of telegrams and handwritten notes, and a single letter.

For half a century, Oggins’s life remained a mystery without an investigator. In exploring it, I discovered a man of astonishing faith and innocence, and a story of desire and dedication nearly impossible to imagine today. As I searched across three continents, the discoveries began to accrete. In time, curiosity bred a quest. After six years, the research filled a dozen large boxes; interviews, State Department dispatches and memos, declassified files from the KGB and the FBI, survivors’ memoirs, and even postage stamps revealed a remarkable journey.


Both an Everyman and a singular exception, Oggins was born into the proverbial American Dream. He attained success early in life, only to abandon it. Oggins sought to climb higher, daring to believe that he could remake the world. He envisioned a utopia on earth, a realm of harmony and justice, not a world ruled, as he and his comrades saw it, by the lust for profit and violence. He imagined himself an American Robin Hood among the Bolsheviks, and he risked all for the good fight. In doing so, however, he crossed a line, and in the end fell prey to his own blind faith.

Isaiah Oggins belonged to the generation of intellectuals betrayed by “the God that failed.” He forsook everything, only to find himself forsaken. In the light of history, some may forgive him. Others may not. Now, at least, his story, obscured for so long both by his own design and by the political forces that long outlived him, is no longer hidden.
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I WAS STILL LIVING IN MOSCOW, WORKING AS A REPORTER, WHEN I began my search: I was looking for anyone with the surname Oggins.

Robin Oggins I found by pure luck. A half-dozen Web pages formed a rough résumé: Robin S. Oggins, professor of history at the State University of New York in Binghamton, author of a pair of pictorial histories (the cathedrals and castles of Europe) and an authority on the royal sport and business of medieval English falconry.

At once, from Moscow, I sent him an e-mail message. “Are you or do you know anyone who is related to Isaiah Oggins, also known as Cyrus?” I asked.

By nightfall I had my reply:


Dear Mr. Meier:

I am Cy (short for Ysai, never, to the best of my knowledge, Cyrus) Oggins’ only child—and son. I doubt if I can help you very much but am willing to try.



It was the winter of 2001. Robin had just turned seventy, and after four decades of teaching was nearing a long-awaited retirement. He lived on a rural road, in a small house at the end of a long driveway. When I called him the following Sunday morning, he answered on the first ring. His voice was measured, quiet but firm.

“This is the call I’ve been waiting for my whole life,” he said.

Upstate had been snowed in. Robin was working at home, down in the basement in a dark study ringed with leather-bound books and metal filing cabinets. He was revising the last of several hundred footnotes, references pertaining to young men holding falcons in the medieval illustrations of the ages of man.

To his joy, Robin had nearly completed his “life’s work,” The Kings and Their Hawks, a meticulous study of medieval English falconry. He had begun it back in Chicago as a graduate student in the 1950s. But so much had gotten in the way—first the jobs, then marriage, kids, teaching. He had always had to work, to provide. Now, for the first time in years, Robin had time on his hands. Time, he told me during that first telephone call, to listen to inconvenient questions, file requests for documents, and help me reassemble the broken pieces of his father’s life.

FOR ME, THE JOURNEY had begun in Norilsk, that Pompeii of Stalinism in Russia’s far north. Hundreds of miles above the Arctic Circle, Norilsk is a place of permafrost, precious metals, and, for ten months of the year, little but the frozen white desert of the tundra. For generations, ever since its founding in the 1930s as an island in Stalin’s archipelago of labor camps, the city has loomed in the Russian imagination as one of the most remote and forbidding corners of the country.

In the summer of 2000, I traveled to Norilsk as a reporter to learn about the gulag from the survivors, a few dozen men and women, then in their eighties and nineties, who had stayed on, even decades after the camps had closed. At its height, the gulag had held prisoners from more than thirty countries. In Norilsk, there were Poles and Germans, Swedes and Koreans, even Afghans. Had the camps held any Americans? I asked in interview after interview, spurred solely by curiosity. Over and over, the old-timers shook their heads. But at last, on the afternoon before I left town, the large round eyes of a small birdlike woman lit up with a look of recognition.

“Yes, there was someone here,” she said. “ ‘The American,’ they called him. ‘The American professor.’ ”

A FEW MONTHS LATER, I traveled to Paris to see a French survivor of Norilsk. Jacques Rossi, at ninety-one, was something of a celebrity among camp veterans. His Gulag Handbook, an encyclopedia of camp life, was a landmark in the canon of Soviet persecution. I went to see Jacques because I knew he had spent years in Norilsk. Yet when I knocked on his door, I had no idea that he knew the answer to the question that had seized me in the Arctic.

Jacques seemed to have shrunk inside his body. His bones jutted against his thin checked shirt, but he was still a force, animated and ardent. Only now, like so many once-zealous followers, he reserved his passion for his hatred of communism.

Jacques, too, had been a spy. From the late 1920s into the 1930s, he had lived and worked in the Soviet underground. He had served first as an agent of the Comintern, the Communist International, before being pulled deeper, into military intelligence, the espionage arm of the Red Army.

Jacques lived on his own, visited by the Polish nuns of a nearby convent. The apartment resembled a monastic cell, two rooms filled with little but books, on the rue de la Resistance in Montreuil, the suburb on Paris’s eastern edge. The working-class district remained defiantly left-wing. Across the way, a park housed a museum dedicated to the French socialist and workers’ movements. Jacques, however, had found a new calling in Paris. He was one of the favored witnesses of the French right wing, called upon regularly to testify to the evils of communism.

Like hundreds of fellow believers, Jacques had worked longest as a courier, crisscrossing Europe with clandestine messages. “Microfilms in heels,” he said, tapping a shoe. “That’s how we carried Moscow’s secrets.” Agents would travel nonstop. “Paris, Venice, Prague, Istanbul, Oslo” were routine destinations. Side trips to Moscow, for training, debriefings, and shipments, were normal. In the spring of 1937, at twenty-eight, Jacques was sent to Franco’s Spain. The civil war raged. The Nationalists were sweeping the north, but Guernica had not yet been bombed. “The Center,” as agents called the headquarters of Soviet intelligence in Moscow, had lent him a party “wife” and a collapsible radio transmitter. At night Jacques blacked out the windows with cloth and tapped out the news gleaned from informants.

One night he took down a message that would break his life in two: Rentrer au village, “Return to the village.” He wrote down the letters, knowing the village was Moscow. In 1937 he walked into the Comintern headquarters on Mokhovaya Street, the grand building across from the Kremlin, and was arrested. He would not leave the USSR until twenty-four years later, in the spring of 1961.

JACQUES ROSSI HAD known the American professor. But he seemed surprised by the question. It was as if no one had ever asked him. Jacques said he had served with the American in the Norilsk camps. He could not remember the precise years, though he was certain they had met “before the war”—before Hitler launched Barbarossa and set 3 million men against the Soviet Union in the third week of June 1941.

“His name was Oggins,” he said. “Cyrus Oggins.”

It was the first time I had heard the name—either the first name or the last.

Jacques knew few details of Oggins’s life before the gulag. They had never spoken of it, but Jacques was certain that the American had also been a spy. “You never asked,” he said. “You had to trust your senses. It was not unlike hunting. Like a fox, you had to smell the rabbit.”

Years after Jacques finally left the USSR, he visited New York. He tried to track down his friend from the gulag. He found nothing—no home, no relatives, and no news. The absence haunted him. One memory, however, remained close. Oggins, Jacques said, was in fact a professor. “A professor of history, at the Columbia University in the city of New York,” he said, drawing out each word, as if to summon a spirit. “At least, that is what he said he was.”
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IN THE FALL OF 2001, ON A CHILL OCTOBER FRIDAY WEEKS AFTER THE terror struck in New York City and Washington, D.C., I rented a car and drove to see Robin.

He and his wife, Ginny, lived in a modest wooden house perched on a steep hillside overlooking a pastoral stretch of the Susquehanna River in upstate New York. The house was warm, and the kitchen, lined with pine cabinets, dominated. Robin and Ginny had lived half a lifetime on the hill. They had raised their three children here, yet the house retained the feel of a cabin. The woods—white birches and red maples—filled the windows, and beyond them, down below, the river turned gently through the valley. Outside the kitchen, goldfinches, titmice, and nuthatches dipped into a pair of birdfeeders. Wild turkeys and deer were also known to come close, and in early spring and late fall even the occasional bear.

Robin had last seen his father when he was seven years old. It had been in Paris, in the anxious year of 1938. On the telephone, he had told me that somewhere in the back of his mind—“ever since I can remember”—he had hoped someone might appear on his doorstep. “It wasn’t a fixed thing,” he said. “Just a thought—that someone, someday, would pick this thing up and follow it.”

When Robin and I met, I had already seen a photograph of Cy Oggins. Robin had sent it to me in the mail. Over the years that followed, I would gather other photographs of his father, but this was the first—and the earliest.

Cy is already a young man in the portrait. It was taken in a photographer’s studio, it seemed, on the eve of his high school graduation. He wears a tight double-breasted suit with leather buttons that glisten, and a white shirt bound by a white tie. His face, caught in the flash, is pearly white, nearly porcelain. His hair is ink black, trimmed and pomaded for the occasion. His head is torqued, twisted a quarter-turn for the formal moment, leaving one ear visible, white and outsized. His nose is aquiline and straight, lips broad, and eyebrows dark and rounded. The flash, reflected in one eye, casts a shadow on the wall behind him. It is a dramatic portrait, an apt image of a young man on a precipice.

Robin seemed to have none of his father’s taste for drama, and little of his passion. He was fond of flannel shirts and workman’s trousers. He did, though, inherit his looks—the penetrating brown eyes, broad, flat cheekbones, and sharp jaw. Yet unlike his father, Robin was short. As a child he had suffered a string of accidents and illnesses, and a broken hip had left him with a limp. But he spoke with authority, and his presence filled a space. It was as if the secret history, the weight of his father’s mystery, had lent him a hidden strength.

Father and son, whether by blood, chance, or fate, had stretched across the years and formed a bond. When we first met, Robin had a sense that he shared his father’s first love and his first profession. He had heard that his father had also been a professor. But he had never known whether the stories were true.

“There’s just so much I don’t know,” Robin said. “I was never told—or not told the truth.” He had no control of his memories. “I can remember details of eighteenth-century London better than my own past,” he said. He had heard so many stories, often contradictory, more often vague, that he now had trouble sorting fact from fiction. There were so many dark holes, he said. Things he did not know. Or did not trust. Or did not want to know. There was so much uncertainty in his mind about his father’s life.

“Why did my parents go over to Europe?” he asked himself. “I don’t really know. At one time I was told they were students. At another, that Dad worked for American Express. That he had a job and was working there. They both spoke a lot of languages, visited many countries. They loved travel.”

Robin yearned, even now, to hold on to any excuse. It was hard, though, not to hear the doubt in his voice. He had a file of clippings, newspaper articles about his father’s case that had appeared in the first years after the Soviet collapse. Boris Yeltsin, hero of the new Russian revolution, one of the articles said, had even handed over documents on the case. A memoir, too, had come out, a confessional by a Soviet spymaster, a favorite of Stalin’s. Robin had not read it. But he knew of “a book in the local library” that his son had come across. It had said “something about Dad’s case.” Just what, he had never asked.

One thing Robin did know for certain. The gaps in the family history far outnumbered the moments of clarity or logic. Whenever Robin dove back in time, trying to retrieve the memories, he would stop short, falling silent in midsentence. Over time, in these silences I sensed another presence—the witness who had kept his father’s secrets.

Nerma Oggins had died in 1995. Robin had never heard much about his father from his mother. “She didn’t want to dredge the memories,” he said. But without fail, in his telling of the past, Nerma would reappear, as if rearranging the fragments of her son’s recollection, camouflaging his memories. At first I could imagine her only faintly. Later, as Robin traced his steps through an itinerant and bewildering childhood, Nerma emerged clearly, casting and recasting the past.

Robin was far keener to speak of his father. He wanted to learn the truth about the man he always just called “Dad,” to have some answers to the questions that had haunted him since childhood.

He had, however, made one discovery. It was a terrible find, stumbled on by accident in the 1940s. Robin was still a teenager when one day he unearthed a stack of letters “squirreled away in an old steamer trunk.” The details were sketchy, half hidden in the bureaucratic language of official government letters. It was a convoluted story, but to Robin the nightmare was clear. The truth seemed unavoidable: the U.S. government had helped kill his father.

ROBIN AND I TALKED often in the years that followed. We compared notes on the telephone, and when enough questions or answers accumulated, we met at the house upstate. In time I assembled boxes of documents culled from archives around the world. We would sit together at the kitchen table and try to sift the facts out of the paper trail. It was not easy to wade through decades of Soviet and post-Soviet falsification. Nor was it easy to rob a man of his illusions. It was not easy to tell Robin how his father had died and how his mother had deceived him.

Toward the end of my first visit, Robin invited me to see the woods beyond his house. We went for a walk. On the ground, wet leaves, copper and gold, spread out around us. He had one more thing he wanted to say. He wanted to thank me.

“It’ll be a gift,” he said, “to know the truth at last.”

I did not know what to say. “You may not like where this leads,” I told him.

Robin stopped and looked at me hard.

“I don’t care where it goes,” he said. “I’m a historian. Remember that. If it’s out there, find it.”
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Willimantic, ca. 1909.

 






CHAPTER 2

THREAD CITY

[image: image]

THE OLD HEADSTONES NO LONGER STOOD STRAIGHT. IN ROW AFTER row, the granite seemed off-balance. Some of the markers leaned to a side; others were pitched forward or back. Many were so worn their chiseled letters spelled out clues, not names. The gates had no sign. Only the half-eroded Hebrew on the stones told the history of the graveyard, a burial ground for Jews in a forgotten corner of New England.

The cemetery was small, a quarter so intimate it was surprising that it remained. Across the street, beyond the iron fence, the eighteen-wheelers, and the pickup trucks, stood a drive-in movie theater, one of the last in the state. Next door was a doughnut shop, and across the way a liquor store. They had buried the Jews here in the nineteenth century, on the advice of Dr. Thomas Morton Hills. The doctor was the force behind the ban on burying “Hebrews” within the town limits. It was a matter, he argued, of the purity of the water table. So they had gone out West Main, just past the town line, and marked off a small square to leave for the Jews.

Someone, though, still came here. The grass was deep green and freshly cut. Many of the headstones bore the signs of visitors: pebbles piled atop the stones, in the Jewish tradition. Five rows in, six graves to the right, lay Simon M. Oggins, father of Isaiah. On top of his headstone, too, there was a pile of small rocks. No member of the Oggins family had lived here for nearly a century, but someone maintained the line of remembrance.
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ISAIAH OGGINS’S EARLIEST MOTIVATIONS IN LIFE, HIS ZEAL, ANGER, AND ego, were rooted in “the Thread City,” as Willimantic was called at the time. The town lies in the northeastern corner of Connecticut, tucked away off the interstate nearly halfway between New York and Boston. As I drove in one humid Sunday evening in the summer of 2005, I followed the old post road, a meandering byway from colonial times. Along Route 6, it was not hard to imagine how Connecticut was once largely trees and farmland, divided only by rivers and lakes. In the state’s northeastern corner, the macadam rolls over hill after hill, offering a glimpse of the original topography. Route 6 passes no malls and no McDonald’s, scarcely even a billboard. Only on occasion does a shingled A-frame or forlorn trailer appear in the blur of roadside green.

Oggins was born in Willimantic on July 22, 1898. A younger, far larger sibling of Windham, the Yankee village and county seat a few miles to the north, Willimantic was known across New England for its contribution to the growth of America’s textile industry. It also ranked among the more popular destinations for the country’s growing underclass of immigrant laborers. At the Willimantic mills, the backbone of the workforce—80 percent—was young girls. Uneducated, unskilled, and mercilessly underpaid, the girls kept the mills alive. They endured long hours in stifling conditions for a dollar a day. Few workers in America suffered greater exploitation, as their champions, the Wobblies (the Industrial Workers of the World), would cry.

Willimantic’s history, from its accelerated growth to its sudden decline, mirrors the evolution of industrial America. Named by the Algonquin—Willimantic means “land of the swiftly running water”—the town rose quickly on the promise of its water power. In 1833 it was established as a county borough within Windham, which dates from 1692. By the mid-nineteenth century, as demand for cotton and silk grew, immigrants flooded in, lured by the prospects of employment. In 1860, Irish laborers began to dig stone from the river, giant slabs of granite to build the mills. When completed in 1880, Mill Number Four was one of the largest factory buildings in the world, and Willimantic became a destination for commerce across New England.

By then the town was divided along class and labor lines. The managers of the mills and the attendant industries lived in the Hill District, a leafy neighborhood of prim Victorians overlooking the farmland valley beyond. On top of a steep hill, two-and three-story gable-roofed homes testified to the new industrial wealth. Down below, hewing to the banks of the river, sprawled the tenement districts, home to the workers’ families. Yet what united both halves was their envy of the world beyond. For the residents of Thread City, Boston and New York, the cities at the ends of the railway tracks, dominated the daily news and their imagination.
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SIMON AND RENA OGGINS HAD COME TO AMERICA A DECADE BEFORE Isaiah’s birth, among an early wave of Russian Jewish immigrants arriving in New York Harbor in 1888. They were both twenty-five years old when they abandoned the western edge of the czar’s empire for the Lower East Side of New York City. Simon and Rena were both born near Kovno—today Kaunas, Lithuania—and raised in the same village, the shtetl of Abolnik. The eldest of three boys, Simon was the first to leave home. Somewhere along the journey, his surname, Melamdovich, serendipitously became Oggins. It was a name so rare, and with such a resounding Scotch-Irish ring, that its fabrication, as those who carried it for generations would discover, was obvious. The invented surname would also, in time, as ambition grew inside a young man, and a career took shape, become aptly symbolic.

One of the countless Russian immigrants in New York’s rag trade, Simon worked as a peddler. He and Rena had made the crossing with their firstborn, a two-year-old named David. Like so many other Jewish immigrants, they lived in a sunless tenement—on East Broadway, three blocks south of Hester Street.

A daughter was born in 1892, four years after their arrival. In their eagerness to cast off their past, Simon and Rena did not give their first American-born child a Russian name, or even a Jewish one. Molly, they named the girl—a nod, if anything, to the Irish who lived on the edges of their neighborhood. Not long thereafter, in the spring of 1893, Simon appeared in Superior Court and swore to “renounce and abjure all allegiance and fidelity . . . to the Emperor of Russia.” At the first chance, he became a naturalized American.

The following year Simon sailed back to Europe. Whether he went on a trading trip or went home to claim an inheritance, he returned in August 1894 with enough money to escape the slums. He did not just move out of the Lower East Side; he took his family out of the city altogether. After six years in New York, they moved to Willimantic.

TODAY WILLIMANTIC SUFFERS the blight of so many New England towns. Its mills long closed, much of it is a dead end for the working poor, a place of new immigrants and little employment. Main Street, however, still shows its history. It is lined with graceful buildings that date from its industrial ascent in the second half of the nineteenth century.

In 1854, the owners of the biggest mills in town united to form the Willimantic Linen Company. After the Crimean War, as the supply of flax from overseas was nearly cut off, linen became almost impossible to make, and cotton boomed. The Willimantic Linen Company made cotton thread. (The name was a ruse to throw off the British.) After the Civil War, as Indian cotton arrived on the East Coast, demand for the high-grade thread grew. By 1882, Willimantic produced the best six-cord cotton thread in America. At the Linen Company, spiraling profits brought more mills, great hulks of granite that towered over the river and stretched nearly a mile. At its peak, the company employed more than three thousand workers, nearly all foreign-born.

In 1898, the year of Isaiah Oggins’s birth, a group of British industrialists struck back, buying up the thread factories of New England and forging a conglomerate, the American Thread Company. They intended the name as insurance against jingoist attacks. American Thread, as it became known, also thrived. Willimantic now teemed with arrivals—first the Irish, Poles, and French Canadians, and then the Germans, Italians, and even Syrians. And in the decade that preceded Oggins’s birth, from across Eastern Europe and the far-off lands of the czar, came the Jews.

SIMON, RENA, and their two children settled into 74 Elm Street, a tall house with pine walls and narrow windows. It was a markedly better home than any on the Lower East Side, but it was a tenement nonetheless. Like all the houses on the street, it was a triple-decker, home to three families stacked one on top of another.

In the 1980s, a fire leveled 74 Elm, along with the other houses that had lined the street a hundred years before. Where the tenements once stood is a vacant lot, a patch of brown dirt littered with abandoned cars. Still, the contours of the old neighborhood remain. Elm Street cuts near the river, along Willimantic’s southern edge. It runs up a hill and backs up, as it ends, at the railroad tracks. When Simon Oggins settled here with his family, the noise was unbearable. All along the street, the thin walls shook with the passing of each train. In the 1890s, the tracks provided the main link between Boston and New York and the route of the New England Limited. The Ghost Train, as the locals called it, was painted white and glowed at night.

In time Simon found a footing. He had experience and savings. He opened a little shop, dealing, like most Jews, in dry goods. It was far from the center of town, at a good remove from the Hotel Plaza, the druggist, and the livery and feed stable, but it provided a modest income.

Simon moved his family as often as he could afford to—first, in 1896, across town to North Street, and then, in 1899, to Center Street, where they would live in various houses for nearly two decades. Willimantic, as the new century opened, had a small population of Jews. Nearby lived the Murphys and Olinses, Almonds and Viegards—Irish and French Canadians, nearly all spoolers and weavers at the mills. But on Center Street, the Jews dominated. The street became the heart of the Jewish district, a ghetto without gates. Next door, at Number 22, the Newburgs, from Austria, had a brood of seven children. Abbie Golden, a mill worker, was at Number 5; Max Levine, the local rabbi, at Number 19; Joseph Ast-mann, the sausage maker, at Number 27; and across the street, at Number 20, Abraham Glouskin, a shoe salesman with a store on nearby Union Street. On the far side of the street from where the Oggins family lived, in a converted Spiritualist church, stood the Sons of Israel Temple.

Hyman Israel was the man who got the temple built. Israel, who had also fled from Russia, held the reputation of the first Jew to settle in Willimantic. In the years that Isaiah was a toddler, Israel ran the lunch wagon on Railroad Street. Each day before dawn he would hitch the wagon to his horses and take it to the rail crossing downtown to serve the passengers. Willimantic was a hub then, the nexus of three railway lines. With more than forty passenger trains crisscrossing the city each day, including the Ghost Train, which stopped only in Willimantic, Israel never lacked for customers. In town, he enjoyed the respect of Jew and non-Jew alike, as so many Jews of that era in small-town America did.

Simon and Rena were still on Center Street when Isaiah was born, in the summer of 1898 in St. Joseph’s, the town hospital. That he was not born at home, as his sister seems to have been on the Lower East Side, was a sign of the family’s progress. The following fall, a second daughter, Rebecca, arrived. By 1900, Simon and Rena had four children; David, Molly, Isaiah, and the newborn Rebecca. In the fall of 1903, Rena, at forty-one, gave birth to a third daughter, Ethel Dora. The infant died, though, of pneumonia on January 5, 1905, at seventeen months. When the baby died, Isaiah was not yet seven years old.

David, Isaiah’s elder brother by twelve years, soon left home, and Molly moved out in the fall of 1911. At nineteen, she married a twenty-four-year-old Russian émigré in Rhode Island. By 1912, the thirteen-year-old Isaiah was living with his parents and twelve-year-old sister, Rebecca—the aunt Robin knew as Betty.


Following a typical American tradition, Isaiah went to grammar school across town at the old Natchaug School, a yellow clapboard building—the very image of a New England schoolhouse—built in 1874. Then it was on to Windham High, the elegant new school on the edge of the Hill District. It was a public school, but the sons and daughters of the men who ran the mills dominated. Walking across town from Center Street each morning, Isaiah passed their tall Victorians. It was a small school, with nearly two hundred students in four grades, but for the mill town, the pretension of elegance was hard to justify. Two campanile towers overlooked the pyramidal roof, and a row of Doric columns flanked the granite threshold. Isaiah had nearly completed his first year when, in the spring of 1913, the new school burned to the ground.

The townsmen rebuilt the school within a year, and in the spring of 1916, Isaiah graduated. He began the summer—America’s last summer of peace before the Great War—with hope. For him, a chance had arrived. He could leave the city of giant mills and child workers.
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DESPITE WHAT MIGHT APPEAR TO SOME A HALCYON CHILDHOOD, ISAIAH grew up in a veritable battlefield. The tensions that shaped turn-ofthe-century life in America’s large cities pervaded Willimantic. Labor disputes arose and were put down with frequency and brutality in the years of his youth.

Isaiah was only thirteen years old when the mill workers in Lawrence, Massachusetts, a day’s train ride north, went on strike. The 1912 Lawrence strike became a landmark in the history of American labor. More than 20,000 workers took to the streets, where they were greeted by policemen carrying bayonets. In the end, “Wild Bill” Haywood, the bearlike leader of the Wobblies, carried the day. For Haywood and the Wobblies, Lawrence was far more than a single victory. It was the harbinger, long awaited, of the great upheaval to come.

Within weeks the Wobblies descended on Willimantic. Isaiah was just a schoolboy, but the strike was sure to make a strong impression. For the first time in his life, the Willimantic mill workers forged a political force. It was not just the men. Everyone walked, even the young girls and gray-haired women. First they dared to take on the old union, the United Textile Workers, the domain of labor officials far more conservative and pliant than the Wobblies. But the ultimate goal was brazen: to force American Thread to its knees.

It began on a Friday, April 27, 1912, when more than half of the two thousand workers left their stations. Willimantic was paralyzed. Workers and their families flooded downtown, and all along Main Street, boys in breeches and caps climbed the trees to get a better view. Even young Isaiah, a freshman at Windham High already lost in his books, would have had a hard time forgetting the haggard faces and the jackbooted policemen, many on horseback, who tried their best to beat the strikers back to the mills.

On Sunday a mass meeting was held in the center of town. The workers stood together, vowing not to return to work. At last feeling their power, they issued a single demand: a 10 percent wage raise. Before long, Elizabeth Gurley Flynn, the flame-haired Irish labor agitator, arrived. “The Rebel Girl,” as her fans called her, had quit school to join the Wobblies and given her first street-corner speech at sixteen. By 1912, at twenty-two, she was a celebrity—“an East Side Joan of Arc,” in the words of Theodore Dreiser.

The strike did not last long. On Monday, American Thread caved, granting the raise. For the Willimantic mill workers, it was a triumph without precedent. The celebration began, appropriately enough, on May Day. For Flynn, it was “the quickest settlement” she had ever heard of, and a rare moment of ecstasy. Afterward, she yelled over the sea of heads in the streets. “You’ve won a moral as well as a labor victory,” she promised, adding that the time of an eight-hour workday and a three-dollar daily wage was coming. But Flynn left the workers with an admonition. “There were men and women in this fight,” she screamed, her voice hoarse, “and at some time there may be an attempt to weed them out. You must defend those who fought this battle.”


To young Isaiah, neither the triumph of the strikers nor the warning of the Rebel Girl was something to be forgotten.
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BY THE FALL OF 1916, AS AMERICA STRUGGLED TO AVERT ITS EYES FROM the spectacular carnage in Europe, Isaiah had taken on his first false identity. At a time when foreigners suddenly found themselves isolated and suspect, he revealed a desire to assimilate, in a hurry.

He changed his first name, becoming Cy, a variant of Ysai, the Yiddish name his parents had given him. Cy recrafted the name, creating a different ring—something novel, distinctly modern, and quintessentially American. It was a name that also bore the unmistakable aura of one of the heroes of the day, the legendary ex–Red Sox pitcher recently retired after twenty-two seasons, Cy Young.

It was not just a nickname. Even before he finished high school, Cy had turned from his father and mother, signaling a defiance that would only grow. It was as if he was determined to break with his ancestry, those generations of men, far-off and spectral, with Old Testament beards and long-suffering wives who bore children without end. Perhaps it had been only a question of time. His parents, after all, had led by example. Simon and Rena had come to the United States and remade themselves into good, naturalized towns-people of New England. They had distanced themselves first from the repression of czarist Russia, then from the strictures of the Lower East Side, where Jacob Riis’s “other half” lived. Now Cy’s turn had arrived.

He stepped firmly away from the Yiddish peddler and his homebound wife and moved, with a marked determination, toward mainstream America. By the fall of 1916, Cy had set himself a steep course. He would not only escape Willimantic but join the elite of America. He would try to win admission to the Ivy League. In the fall of 1916, he sat for the Yale Exams, the university entrance tests. Windham High enjoyed close ties with Yale, and a number of classmates, those with the right accent and religion, would move on to New Haven. Cy, though, was bound for a different destination.
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Class of 1920, Columbia College.

 






CHAPTER 3

WAR
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IN 1917, CY OGGINS ENROLLED AT COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY, A SOCIAL AND intellectual citadel of the Ivy League. It was a time, if ever there was one, when a great wave of change was set to break across America. The country stood on the brink not only of world war but of modernism. The shift would be epochal, and its epicenter was New York City. “They pour into New York from a thousand towns and colleges,” rhapsodized Waldo Frank, critic, novelist, and chronicler of the ascendant generation. “Inevitably, they are the artists and the writers. For such are the men and women who desire to create a world of their own to live in.”

They came to New York to flee their fathers’ world, the first generation in a long succession to do so. Seeking freedom in love and art, they would end up struggling to keep pace with the tumult around them. It was a time “of universal revolt and regeneration,” wrote Max Eastman, editor of the radical journal The Masses. Yet as Cy and his classmates walked into the oak-paneled classrooms of Columbia, they were already keenly aware of their unique, if accidental, birthright. Their generation was only as old as the new century. And it was coming of age at a propitious moment—“the just-before-dawn,” as Eastman wrote, “of a new day in American art and literature, and living-of-life as well as in politics.”

CY WENT DOWN to New York, to the urban university on Morningside Heights, midway through the academic year. “February entrants,” as they were called, bore an unseen taint. Most often they were Jews. Columbia was hardly alone in the practice. Across the Ivy League, Jewish candidates for admission had become so numerous that they were a subject of public debate.

The “Hebrew problem,” as it was known, hung over the campus. Even as Cy settled into Columbia, it remained a source of tension, heightening a sense of alienation and exclusion. Given the number of prominent Jewish students on campus, it could hardly have been pivotal for the lithe, bookish boy from Connecticut. Over time, though, the isolation that Cy felt in college helped turn him away from the mainstream.

Nicholas Murray Butler, the president of Columbia, did not take the question lightly. “I suggest treating the candidate for graduation as one treats a candidate for admission to a club,” he wrote to his dean in 1914. “That is, having his personal qualifications examined.” At best, Butler was “a social snob of the first water,” and at worst, a paranoid anti-Semite. By the time Cy enrolled in college, Columbia’s imperious president enjoyed a reputation as the Bismarck of the Ivy League. With his silvery mane, burly physique, and unruly brows, he even resembled the German autocrat. Butler was also a politician of national stature. In 1912 he had been William Howard Taft’s running mate in the presidential election. Faced with an increasing number of highly qualified Jewish applicants, Butler made use of the midwinter window. He could appear to keep the number of Jews down while filling the spaces of those students who had left campus by Christmas, either failing or quitting.

Although Cy joined the Class of 1920 a semester late, Columbia’s admissions master, Adam LeRoy Jones, took note of his Yale Exams. Cy had aced the tests, scoring so well in English, math, history, Latin, and French that Jones granted him advanced standing. The additional credits gave the young man a head start, allowing him to keep pace with his class. All the same, the taint of his winter admission lingered.

On a campus rigidly divided by class and religion, Jews and Gentiles—WASPs, in the main—lived in different worlds. That, too, would change during the tumult of Cy’s years at Columbia. As the borders of the social and intellectual circles on campus shifted, no longer were one’s family and economic backgrounds the decisive markers. What mattered most, what determined a young man’s friends, field of study, and above all his future was his politics.

FOR CY, IT BEGAN in his first days on campus. The Great War now loomed everywhere in America, even on the narrow horizon at Columbia. Since August 1914, the fighting had consumed Europe. The slaughter was without precedent. In the first six months of 1915 alone, more than a million men had lost their lives. In the summer of 1916, the British lost 60,000 soldiers in a single day. All the while, President Woodrow Wilson grew increasingly anxious, straining to keep the United States on the sidelines. In 1916, Wilson had run for reelection on the slogan “He kept us out of the war.” He won, barely. But before long, “armed neutrality,” the wishy-washy tack Wilson had followed for years, became untenable. Germany’s declaration that it would resume submarine attacks two years after the sinking of the Lusitania forced Wilson’s hand.

February 1917, the month Cy matriculated, marked the time “when the shadow of quickly impending war first fell across the path of our ordinary occupation,” President Butler later recalled. For a nineteen-year-old from a Connecticut mill town, it was a singularly dramatic moment. First came the thunder from afar, the abdication of the czar in Russia. On March 17, Nicholas II ceded power in St. Petersburg. Then, on April 2, came the proclamation in Washington, D.C. President Wilson at last committed America to the war. “It is a fearful thing,” Wilson told Congress, “to lead this great peaceful people into war, into the most terrible and disastrous of all wars, civilization itself seeming to be in the balance.” The two events, coming within days, set the course for Cy’s college career—and led him to look far beyond the narrow boundaries of academic life.
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ON CAMPUSES ACROSS AMERICA, WILSON’S DECISION IGNITED INTENSE debate. The move to war, of course, affected young men more than any other group in the country. Yet nowhere did the battles prove as costly as at Columbia. During the war, the university underwent greater upheaval than any it had ever seen—or would again, until the student protests of 1968.

That spring, almost immediately, the fighting in Europe reshaped life on campus. For many in the United States, the bloodshed was distant, the battlefields remote locales with foreign names. For the students at Columbia, and at universities across the country, the war was a close and personal threat. It swept through Cy’s class, overturning friendships and dividing classrooms. It also took the lives of a good many of his classmates.

Cy was, by all accounts, a gifted student. In his coursework that first spring and into the fall, he did well. He excelled in French, English, and philosophy. He also took a year-long course in psychology, “the new science,” and survived physics, a requirement. By the winter of 1918, as he began his third term, he had settled on an ambitious track, a double major in history and English. Momentous events— politics on the world and local scale—would dominate his time in college, but Cy would not let his studies suffer. He completed the rigorous major ahead of schedule and with honors. The distractions, though, remained a constant lure.

Columbia College was still a small place, with no more than 1,200 undergraduates and a scattering of buildings. In its graduation photograph, the Class of 1920 seems a somber crew. Young men in white shirts, dark ties, and winter coats, they stand in just seven rows on the granite steps of Columbia’s centerpiece, Seth Low Memorial Library. The war had winnowed Cy’s class; only 237 students graduated with him. Many were absent on that snowy day—including Cy. It was as if he had lost whatever kinship he had once sought with the well-to-do young men of Manhattan. Whether or not he entered Columbia with passionate political stirrings, by the time he left, the Jewish boy from Willimantic was known—unabashedly—as a radical.

His classmates, in contrast, seemed to epitomize the allures of their generation. Cy was thrust into the center of a small circle of young men who, at a remarkable pace, would reshape the New York literary world after graduation. Richard Simon, half of the future Simon & Schuster, was among Cy’s classmates. But Bennett Cerf was the one who dominated the class, and the campus. Cerf wrote “The Stroller,” a column in the school paper, edited The Jester, the humor magazine, and held court each night in the dorm-room debates. In 1925 he would join Donald Klopfer, a younger Columbia alumnus, to found Random House.

Cy’s class held not only the future stars of New York publishing but also its rebels. Matty Josephson, perhaps the generation’s greatest muckraker, may have been the one Cy knew best. By 1934, with the publication of The Robber Barons, a scathing critique of America’s first industrial titans, Josephson would gain fame. Cy and Josephson spent years together in the same classrooms; Josephson, too, majored in history and English. At Columbia, moreover, both were outsiders. Josephson—and another classmate who became a prominent left-wing writer, Joe Freeman—had come from Brooklyn and a middle-class Jewish home.

Matty Josephson never joined the Communist Party. (“I know I’m not virtuous enough,” he once told a friend.) But long after Columbia, he did become one of the most prominent Marxists in American letters. In 1932 he helped draft a manifesto in support of William Z. Foster, when Foster ran for the third time as the Communist Party’s presidential candidate. The self-taught son of an Irish father and an English mother, Foster was raised in Philadelphia but had worked since the age of ten in factories and packing houses across America. In Chicago, he had risen as the hero of meatpackers and longshoremen. Foremost among the party leaders, Foster stood up for the comrades in the lowest jobs, the slaughterhouses, mills, and docks across the country. In time he also became the party leader Cy admired most.

The Class of 1920 is notable for its members who soon found literary celebrity—the list also includes the novelist Louis Bromfield, the critic Kenneth Burke, and the writer William Slater Brown. Yet even early on, many of Cy’s classmates gained an ability to absent themselves from the great events that defined the age. Even those who left campus early to serve “over there,” volunteering for the Norton-Harjes Ambulance Corps, were instilled, as Malcolm Cowley wrote, with “what might be called a spectatorial attitude.” It was a posture, however convenient, that could not have been further from the ideas and passion that had seized Cy.
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LIKE THE MAJORITY OF HIS CLASS, CY WAS A DAY STUDENT, SINCE SIMON and Rena could not afford the extra expense of boarding. Each morning except Sunday, he rode the subway into the city, taking the new Astoria Line from its last stop, just opened, in Queens. Assuring himself that it would not be for long, he had moved to Long Island City, into the modest home, already crowded, of his brother, David.

A decade earlier, David Oggins had paved the way to New York. He had attended New York University and stayed on for law school. For the firstborn, an infant when his parents left Kovno, it was an improbable ascent. David had not only escaped the Willimantic mills but entered the professional class. By the time Cy went to live with him, David was running a fledgling solo practice downtown. He had rented an office on Nassau Street, one room on the ninth floor of the New York Herald Tribune building. His achievements could only have heightened expectations for Cy back home in Willimantic.

David, however, had long since parted ways with his past. In 1912, in Astoria, he married a Jewish Belgian girl, Sophia Trogheim. Cy had gone down from Connecticut with his parents and sister Betty for the wedding. David was twenty-six and Sophia twenty. They were not wed, though, as everyone at home on Center Street doubtless noted, in a synagogue. In time they settled into a colorless neighborhood that was distinctly Irish and decidedly middle-class. Number 428 Ditmars Avenue was a modest home, scarcely large enough for Sophia’s younger brother and sister, who had followed her to the new country.

For Cy, given Sophia’s siblings and David’s ambitions, the home was claustrophobic. But until he finished college, he would have to make do.


Cy had entered a world far removed from the mills and spoolers, a realm of lofty ideas and blue blood. Herbert Hawkes, Butler’s favorite Yale man and stalwart dean, served as his freshman adviser. John Erskine, who had established Columbia’s Great Books course, taught him English literature from the Elizabethans to the seventeenth-century poets. George Odell, one of the day’s great authorities on opera and theater, introduced him to Shakespeare. A legend of the New York theater world, Odell even lived on Broadway, in a hotel on West Forty-fifth Street. Odell, whose older brother was a former governor of New York, also served as Cy’s adviser in his junior year.

Among the historians, Cy gravitated, as if by instinct, to two: Charles Beard, a brilliant young historian whose star was fast rising, and Robert Livingston Schuyler, the department’s anchor. An expert on imperial history and the future head of the American Historical Association, Schuyler had earned his undergraduate and doctoral degrees at Columbia. He was also the eighth lineal descendant of Philip Pieters Schuyler, the Dutch settler who had arrived in Fort Orange, today Albany, in 1650. Cy took several courses with Schuyler, even asking him to guide his dissertation.

As Cy settled into the measured rhythms of academic life, the war hung overhead, threatening to cut short his studies. At Columbia, the war divided not only the student body but the university hierarchy. As Cy’s first term came to a close, Butler laid down the law. His administration would stand foursquare behind the government in Washington. Dissenting voices, whether among the students or the faculty, would be silenced. “So long as national policies were in debate we gave . . . complete liberty of assembly, of speech and of publication to all members of the University,” Butler announced on the eve of commencement in June 1917. “ Wrong-headedness and folly we might deplore, but were bound to tolerate.” No longer. “What had been wrong-headedness was now sedition. What had been folly was now treason.”

He could not have predicted the troubles, but as Butler hemmed in the borders of university life and thought, he helped precipitate the turmoil to come. Columbia, he vowed, would become almost “a part of the apparatus of the Government of the United States for the preparation and training of men” for the war. There would be no place “for any person who opposes or who counsels opposition” to the law, or “who acts, speaks or writes treason.” It was a warning to any in their midst who dared not to stand “with whole heart and mind and strength committed to fight with us to make the world safe for democracy.”

On campus, the debate over the war soon left the realm of rhetoric. The student radicals began to stage rallies, and civil unrest threatened to break out. The war served as a recruitment drive for left-wing groups. The apologists for capitalism had new competition. Among the radicals, the only question was which program fit best: socialism, anarchy, or syndicalism. The students gave Butler a new nickname, Czar, and in time witnessed the end of their prewar liberties. Before Cy’s first year was over, three Columbia professors, including Beard, were gone. The turmoil quickened the development of Cy’s embryonic political consciousness. It also revealed, perhaps for the first time even to himself, an unquenchable desire for change.

Three events in quick succession marked the turn. In the first week of June 1917, as Cy prepared for his first exams, fireboats lined the Hudson. All along the river, they blared their horns, sounding the opening of draft registration. On May 18, Wilson had signed the new draft law. For the first time since the Civil War, young American men were required to sign up and serve. On June 1, Wilson vowed that anyone failing to register faced a year in jail. By the end of the first week in June, nearly 10 million American men had signed up.

Cy, though, was not among them. At Columbia, and across New York City, an antidraft movement had arisen and quickly gained force. It was brazen—and illegal. But the young radicals united in a student association, the Collegiate Anti-Militarism League. That spring New York police arrested three undergraduate members of the league for handing out antidraft pamphlets on street corners. In June, the case made the New York Times. One student, a Barnard senior, was “but a slip of a girl,” due to get her diploma in days. Another was “a Hebrew with a respectable father on West End Avenue.” And the third was Owen Cattell, a sweet-faced, well-groomed boy who happened to be the son of a Columbia luminary.

James Cattell had taught at the university for twenty-six years. A pioneering psychologist, he boasted that he had trained more practitioners in the new field than anyone else in the country. He had also long baited Butler and the overlords of Columbia. Cattell stood by his son, and even dared to hire Morris Hillquit, the Socialist leader and lawyer, to defend him. Soon he publicly challenged Butler. He wrote a letter on Columbia stationery to New York’s senators and congressmen, arguing against sending American boys to Europe. The war, Cattell maintained, was not only immoral but illegal. When the New York Evening Post printed the letter, the trustees called for Cattell’s scalp.

Harry Dana, a young literature professor, was also soon dragged before the board. H.W.L. Dana had famous roots: the “L” stood for the poet Longfellow, his grandfather. Dana, however, had a passion for radical politics. He was the one who bailed out the three students arrested in the spring. Butler issued a reprimand, but over the summer Dana stepped up his antiwar activities, attending pacifist rallies in Boston and New York. In the fall, Butler warned Dana that dismissal loomed, thanks to his “association with the most irresponsible, irrational and unpatriotic elements of the population.”

On October 4, 1917, when Cy was only weeks into his second term, the Columbia trustees fired both Dana and Cattell. Still, the troubles did not end. In the classrooms and dorms, the students spoke only of the dismissals. “Purges,” the radicals called them. Dana and Cattell had long been popular; now they became martyrs. Talk of a student boycott raged. But before anyone could act, another thunderbolt hit.

Within days, Charles Beard, the young star of the history department, resigned. For Cy, the departure of Beard, who would go on to become the dean of American historians, was the landmark. By 1917, every radical at Columbia worshipped Beard, as did thousands more across New York. The firings of Dana and Cattell, so bold a silencing of dissent, would only have reinforced Cy’s loathing of the university’s old guard and its self-affirming reflexes. But it was Beard’s resignation that left a lasting impression. To the campus radicals, the historian’s refusal to live by Butler’s strictures had drawn a new line. It sealed their belief in the futility of institutional reform in America.

Beard did not quit over the war. He had, in fact, come out in favor of it. One morning in 1916, as the New York newspapers reported the sinking of a merchant ship by German submarines, Beard stood with eyes closed before his students and declared, “The history of the world was altered today.” With the long face of a Roman philosopher, he relied on a natural flair for the dramatic. “It will now be impossible for the United States to stay out of the war. German autocracy will have to be destroyed.” When Beard opened his eyes, they were full of tears.

Cy knew that Beard was not alone in supporting the war. He had followed John Dewey, the eminent philosopher and his Columbia colleague, in joining the interventionists. In a series of essays in the New Republic, which had taken a defiantly prowar stance, Dewey had even argued against conscientious objectors. At Columbia, the philosopher’s acolytes—universally pacifist—were outraged. Randolph Bourne, who had graduated from Columbia four years earlier, led the counterattack. A dwarf hunchback, Bourne was the reigning polemicist of the day, hero to the junior radicals of his alma mater.

At Columbia, Bourne had been a devoted protégé of Dewey’s. But in a pair of 1917 essays, “The War and the Intellectuals” and “Twilight of Idols,” he turned on his mentor. “War in the interests of democracy!” Bourne wrote, “This was the sum of their philosophy . . . War was seen as the crowning relief of their indecision . . . Let us join the greased slide towards war!” Bourne’s antiwar essays, to Waldo Frank, “marked the literary voice of young America, stirring at last against the iron course upon which the old America had bound it. Bourne found himself a leader of tens of thousands.”


To Cy and his classmates, the battle between Dewey and Bourne came to embody the war on campus. It was not simply a generational chapter in the old struggle between fathers and sons. It was a fight for a new ideology, for a new American polity. To the radicals, who stood firmly behind Bourne, the winners soon became all too visible.

FOR CHARLES BEARD, the Columbia firings were the final straw. The dismissals posed a question not of patriotism or pacifism but of intellectual freedom. If the university’s history department was the strongest in the country, the credit in large part was due to Beard. A Midwesterner who had taught at Columbia since 1904, he was not close to Cattell or Dana. Beard and his wife, Mary, herself a rising historian, were, however, passionate about politics. Both were liberals and, to the student radicals, rare kindred spirits.

In Beard, Cy and his classmates saw a scholar willing to challenge even the holy of holies. In his seminal 1913 work, An Economic Interpretation of the Constitution, Beard argued that the founding fathers had framed the Constitution as a “bulwark against democracy.” Butler had once quipped that the ginger-haired historian was “redheaded on the inside as well as the outside.” Columbia’s president could stomach, if barely, liberal scholarship. Radical assemblies, however, were another matter.

At one gathering in 1916, Beard sat idle as a student yelled, “To Hell with the flag!” At Columbia, among both radicals and “patriots,” as many of the conservative students called themselves, the protest was legendary. The historian was chastised but cleared of wrongdoing. Beard was too valuable to censure, let alone fire. But he was not too fearful to quit. “The university,” Beard wrote in his farewell letter, “is really under the control of a small and active group of trustees who have no standing in the world of education, who are reactionary and visionless in politics, narrow and medieval in religion.”

The day Beard quit, the radicals mobilized. They gathered in a dorm and debated tactics. They decided to stage a protest on the steps in front of the statue of Alma Mater. The stunt worked. Word of the resignation spread across New York and soon the country. The Times wrote an impassioned editorial, “Columbia’s Deliverance,” praising the move. On campus, however, Beard’s departure, along with that of Cattell and Dana, left a void.

A chill set in. The days of feverish debate were over. To the radicals, the outcome was ominous. In the Columbia classrooms, just as Cy was beginning to find his footing and explore the intellectual frontiers of the day, the cost of one’s words and actions had become patently clear.

The world now “stank of death,” one of Cy’s classmates later recalled. The Great War had come to dominate their time in college, even remaking the campus. In the fall of 1917, Cy saw the advent of the Student Army Training Corps, the ROTC of World War I. Dorms became barracks, and military officers had priority over professors for their choice of students. Undergraduates wore uniforms to class, and, steeling themselves for the call-up, marched shoulder to shoulder across South Field. By winter, Columbia’s classrooms were half emptied. Hundreds had gone to the war.

All else now seemed trivial, superfluous. The debate over the fighting in Europe sharpened. Carlton Hayes, one of Cy’s history professors, held the radicals spellbound in his lectures on “The Causes and Origins of the Present War.” Hayes only strengthened their belief that the war was a product of “imperialism and militarism and nationalism,” and that the fight for democracy was in truth only a struggle “for markets, colonies, and spheres of influence.”

Cy held out for another year before facing the inevitable. He was torn, in all likelihood, between his duty to the law, his family, and his own beliefs. Students opposed to the war now risked being ostracized on two fronts. On campus, they were seen as traitors. At home, their parents—especially if they were Jews and immigrants—watched with alarm. During wartime, the fear held, dissent could bring nothing but harm to the family.

At the start of his second fall at Columbia, Cy took the train to Connecticut. If in New York he could find an antiwar kinship of radicals, at home the new martial fervor had swept the town. In Willimantic, homes, clubs, and factories now flew “military service flags.” The number of stars on the flags proudly declared how many family members or factory workers were serving overseas. A giant flag swirled over the American Thread headquarters. It had forty-one stars. The Willimantic Lodge 1440, Loyal Order of Moose, flew a flag with twenty-three. The Morrisons on Park Street had four sons in service, and Mrs. Owen O’Neill, apparently only for support, had erected a towering flagpole in the middle of her garden on Prospect Street.

On the morning of September 12, 1918, two months before the war’s end, Cy joined the line of young men downtown. Nearly all were American Thread workers—Poles, Irish, and a few fearful Germans. At twenty, Cy at last added his name to the rolls.

THE GREAT WAR brought a split to the Oggins family, the first of many. The Oggins brothers, already separated by twelve years, would move further apart during the war. Throughout his years in college, Cy was living under his brother’s roof in Long Island City. David not only gave Cy a room, he helped to pay his tuition—$150 a year, before it jumped to $250 in 1919. It was an extra expense that David, much later in life, came to regret greatly.

It did not take long for the momentous events abroad to redraw the lines at home. Cy’s earliest political battles, whether in Willimantic or at Columbia, went undocumented. Even as a student, a budding scholar more intent on an academic career than a political crusade, Cy seems to have steered clear of the limelight. David, on the other hand, took public stands. And he made sure that they were entered into the historical record.

On October 20, 1919, the New York Times published a letter to the editor from Cy’s brother. David was grateful to the newspaper for saving him from the temptations of Henri Barbusse, a French pacifist writer then in vogue.



BARBUSSE ON THE WAR—WAS THERE NOTHING MORE IN THE STRUGGLE THAN SUFFERING AND DEATH?

To the Editor:

I read your article of the 17th inst. with reference to M. Barbusse. The article came to my attention quite timely, for I was reading Barbusse’s grim war story. His book had begun to make me hate war, all wars, recent and remote. But in the light of your article I reflected. The sinister propaganda therein contained was revealed to me.



Barbusse’s Le Feu, an unflinching account from the trenches in Europe, caused a sensation when it appeared in English in 1918, “translated from the 100th French edition,” as The Inferno. In 1919, to feed the demand among American pacifists, Barbusse wrote a sequel, Light. The editorial that solicited David’s gratitude had been unsparing: “Henri Barbusse, thanks to the possession of something more, though not much more, than ordinary literary ability, was able, while the war was on, to make himself the pet of all the pacifists and defeatists who read in French and English.” Denouncing The Inferno as “defeatist propaganda,” the Times blasted his sequel as well. Barbusse could write, the newspaper conceded, but so could “about four out of five literate Frenchmen.” David was thankful that the editorial had opened his eyes, revealing Barbusse to be nothing more than “an outand-out defender of the Bolsheviki.”

The dinner hour at the house in Long Island City could not have been dull. On questions of history, or even the social and economic forces of the day, David may have been willing to hear Cy out. The first son, Russian-born and intent on slipping into the mainstream of American life, he could play the practical foil to the family rebel. But David, too, was passionate about politics—of a different stripe.

Soon after law school, Cy’s brother had become a Republican. Whether David was swayed by Teddy Roosevelt’s progressive policies or because he had left Willimantic a decade earlier than Cy and had seen less of its grim conditions, he had grown staunchly conservative. In fact, the summer after Wilson signed the draft law, David even served on his local draft board. In July 1917, he was one of three men named to grant exemptions in his Queens district. His selection, in a heavily Democratic and Irish neighborhood, may have been mere charity. In the spring of 1915, when New York State held a constitutional convention, David had run for a delegate seat and lost. Democrats, not surprisingly, had taken all three seats allotted to his district.

In the fall of 1917, as Cy was preparing for his second round of Columbia exams, David ran again, this time for the state assembly. The matchup, as recorded in the New York Times, was hardly typical of the day: “David Oggins, (Rep.), age 32, born in Russia, lawyer, high school and N.Y.U.,” versus “John Kennedy, (Dem.), Vice Pres., Amalgamated Meat Cutters and Butcher Workmen.” The result could not have surprised many. The Irish butcher and local labor boss won in a landslide. David Oggins got 2,093 votes and Kennedy 6, 453.

Twice defeated, Cy’s brother only persisted. In November 1918, days before the armistice in Europe, he mounted one more campaign —now for state senate, running against another Irishman, Peter McGarry. An authority in the Irish neighborhood, McGarry was a Democrat with a following. He owned a bar. The Citizens Union, the League of Women’s Voters of the day, handicapped the race: “The experience and training of David Oggins (Republican) lawyer, is not such as to justify his indorsement, in an overwhelmingly Democratic district, despite the fact that Peter G. McGarry, a saloon keeper, clearly indicates his unfitness for legislative office.” The Citizens Union declined to endorse any candidate. David got 9,841 votes. McGarry won with 27, 785.

The following year, David wrote to the Times. His letter revealed a turn away from his latent pacifist stirrings and, more significantly, a growing distrust of Bolshevism. His brother was not likely to have been troubled. To Cy, David’s political career—serial disasters that failed to shake an immigrant’s conservatism—offered a front-row seat to a farce. By 1919, the war in Europe had spawned a war at home. Within the Oggins family, battle lines were drawn as the stakes rose to a new, dangerous level.
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Arrest night, February 20, 1939, The Lubyanka Prison, Moscow, USSR.
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