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To Polly


Preface

Though nowadays few people have heard of Emma Goldman, in her day she was known as “the most dangerous woman in the world.” Small children were told, “If you’re not good, Emma Goldman will get you.” All she had to do was show up in a city or town and she was likely to be arrested—sometimes, as the police told her, “just because you’re Emma Goldman.” She was considered such a menace that finally the United States Government took away her citizenship and deported her.

Why did this “one little woman” strike such terror into the hearts of citizens, police forces, governments? Because Emma Goldman was an anarchist and a revolutionary. Jailed for conspiracy, for inciting to riot, for advertising birth control, for obstructing the draft, she dared to attack every authority that tried to put fences around the human spirit and make people go on “doing the things they hate to do, living the lives they loathe to live.” No matter what the authorities did to her, nothing could stop her from fighting for a revolution to change all this, up until the day she died.

Now, in the 1970’s, new generations of radicals are taking up Emma Goldman’s fight. Like her, they are willing to face jail, exile, and even death because they believe that the world must be made over according to a new vision.

Emma Goldman’s ideals and spirit are now very much alive. It is time that her story was heard again.
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Off to a Bad Start

Life is the biggest bargain; you get it for nothing.

—YIDDISH PROVERB

Emma Goldman’s story begins just over a hundred years ago and many thousands of miles away in the country of Russia. In those days Russia seemed to be a storybook land, with its onion-shaped steeples on village churches and its deep, snowy forests of birch and pine. But in reality the life was harsh and the people were often cruel. There, in 1869, Emma Goldman was born with four curses. She was born Russian, Jewish, female, and unloved.

The very first thing Emma learned when she was old enough to talk and understand was that she had not been wanted. Her father never tired of telling her how disappointed he was that she had been born a girl. “You can’t be my child,” he would tease her. “You don’t look like me or your mother; you don’t act like us!” Darkhaired and dark-eyed, Abraham Goldman wondered where Emma had got her blue eyes and blonde hair, so unusual in a Jewish child. “They must have come,” he said, “from the pig’s market,” where Jews were not permitted to go because their religion forbids them to eat pork. The pig lady had cheated him, he would tell Emma with a bitter laugh, by giving him a girl-child instead of a boy.

Abraham Goldman had reason to be bitter; there was no sweetness in his life. Even his beautiful young wife Taube, whom he had married a year before Emma was born, had no love for him. She had loved a man only once, the young man she had married when she was fifteen. But he had fallen ill and died. When her first husband died, leaving her two small daughters, Lena and Helena, Taube buried with him all the love she would ever feel for a man. When she was barely out of mourning, her family arranged for her to marry Abraham Goldman. Like any good daughter in those times, she married the man her family selected for her, even though she did not love him. Marriage was a practical matter. And a widow with two small children, even a young and beautiful widow like Taube, was lucky to get any husband at all. But the loveless Goldman match was bad from the start.

Taube’s first husband had left a little money when he died which Taube brought as a dowry to her new marriage. Abraham promptly invested it in a business. Almost immediately the business failed. When Taube became pregnant, the family had nothing to live on, and Emma’s birth on June 27, 1869, was more of a curse than a blessing.

For most people in those days life in Russia was painfully hard. A handful of rich nobles owned all the land. Their huge estates were tended by great masses of poor, illiterate peasants called serfs. Until 1861, when a law was passed setting them free, these serfs had been owned as slaves by the nobles. After 1861 they could no longer be bought and sold or legally flogged, but otherwise they were hardly better off than slaves. While the nobles led fancy lives in their fine city houses in the winters and on their great country estates in the summers, the peasants led a wretched existence. They huddled together the year round in their crude huts, living on the ancient diet of black bread and tea. Into the short summers they tried to cram the backbreaking work of an entire year.

The kings of Russia, the czars, had ruled as tyrants for many centuries. The czar’s every whim became law. His laws were carried out by a huge, cumbersome network of corrupt local officials. These bureaucrats grew fat filling their pockets with bribes. Everyone, even the poorest peasant, had to pay.

Bad as life was for most Russians, it was even more miserable for the Russian Jews. In the province of Kovno, where Emma was born, and in the surrounding provinces, lived great numbers of Jews. These solemn, religious people, darker in hair and skin than the Russians around them, had clung together as a separate people for many generations. Long hated by Christians, even those Jews who were not religious had kept their own Yiddish language, their own style of dress, and their own ancient customs. As a group apart, they were despised by almost everyone in Russia. As long as there were few Jews in Russia, they managed to live unobtrusively. But when the land around Kovno with its large Jewish population was conquered for the czar about seventy years before Emma was born, the Jews became a special problem.

Seeing no easy way to get rid of the Jews, the czars issued special laws to keep them separate from other Russians. Jews could live only in certain provinces, then only in certain towns. For a while all rural villages were closed to them. In the towns and the cities they were often herded into special streets and sections called ghettos, which were sometimes walled off and locked at night.

Even in the few places where Jews could live, they were never left in peace. By law they could do only certain kinds of work, which kept them poor. Out of the meager livings they managed to earn, they had to pay special Jewish taxes to the czar and extra bribes to the officials. There were laws restricting whom they could hire, how they could dress, when and where they could travel, where they could build their synagogues, and even when they could marry. Life was so unsettled in the ghettos, and Jews were so hemmed in by rules, that it was all they could do just to survive.

Then, during Emma’s childhood, something happened to threaten even their survival. A wave of pogroms broke out, terrorizing every Jewish heart in Russia. Originally pogrom meant “riot” in Russian. But after a while it came to mean a bloody attack on a community of Jews. In the middle of the day or night, without warning or reason, a band of armed, mounted raiders would ride down on a Jewish village to loot and murder. As soon as the horses were spotted in the distance, the cry would go through the streets and from house to house, “pogrom! pogrom!” and the defenseless Jews would hide until the raid was over. In tall boots and fur hats, waving swords high over their heads, the furious Cossacks would gallop into a ghetto, taking everything in sight. No Jew was safe, child or adult, woman or man. To a Russian raider, a Jew was not really a person—a Jew was simply a Jew, as a dog was a dog. No one ever knew how the pogroms were started. Some said they were ordered by the czar himself to take the minds of the Russian people off their misery.

Not long after Emma was born, the penniless Goldman family moved from Kovno Province to a tiny Russian village in the province of Kurland, near the Russian-German border. There, in the vast snow-covered region of noble estates worked by the peasants, Abraham Goldman managed to get a job as an innkeeper. Innkeeping was one of the few occupations open to Jews in the world outside the ghettos.

The little village of Popelan was hardly more than a stopping place on the lonely road between several larger provincial towns. The inn was its chief attraction. Surrounded by miles of unbroken farmland, Popelan was peopled by hardworking Russian peasants and run mainly by German-speaking officials. These officials, though Russian citizens, felt superior for their German ways. It would have been hard to say who hated the Jews more, peasants or officials.

The inn where Emma’s life unfolded was a rough, cavernous barn. The official stop for the government stagecoaches, it was often crowded with travelers. The samovar on the great corner stove was always ready with quantities of hot tea. During the cold and terrible Russian winters, steam-breathing horses would pull sledges over the snowy fields up to the inn. Then the peasants with no place better to go, and the officials passing through the province on business, would spend the cold nights drinking Russian vodka before the fire, telling each other stories, and getting drunk. During the summer, when the meadows were green and the fields of grain grew high and golden, at the end of a long exhausting day the inn was the place where tired peasants came to relax. There they exchanged their gossip and learned the news of travelers from elsewhere in the province.

Often as not, as the evenings wore on and everyone grew drunk, someone would pass an insult or pick a quarrel. Then, before anyone could prevent it, the glasses and the fists would start to fly and the night would end in chaos. Some seasons hardly a night passed without a brawl. The children never knew what to expect. When Abraham tried to calm the guests, the peasants would ridicule him and the officials would hurl insults at him, because he was a Jew. It was all he could do just to run the inn and bear up under the constant abuse.

Like many another harassed man, Abraham took out his own suffering on everyone around him. With the peasants who worked at the inn, and even with his family, he was harsh and short-tempered. Sometimes when things went especially badly for him he would scream at his wife and beat his children. But his worst tantrums he seemed to save for Emma.

One day when Emma was playing marbles with her sisters, Lena and Helena, she learned that it was not only her father who resented her. Her sister Lena, it seemed, hated her for her own reasons. Emma had been winning at marbles that day, though she was only six, and much younger than Lena. Suddenly Lena accused her of cheating.

“Just like your father! He cheated us too!” Lena began screaming. “Your father robbed us of the money our father left. I hate you!”

Emma sat silent and bewildered.

“I hate you! You are not my sister!” Lena raged, and she gave Emma a violent kick.

Hurt beyond words, Emma dissolved in a torrent of tears. She ran hysterically to her other sister, Helena. She had not been cheating, she cried. Whatever her father had done was not her fault. Yet she never doubted what Lena said about the money, and she thought she must have somehow, without knowing it, done Lena some dreadful wrong. Helena took Emma in her arms to comfort her, as she always did. But Emma was inconsolable. “I wish I were grown,” she sobbed. “Then I could pay back the money.” Never again could she look at Lena without feeling a pang of guilt.

Winters passed, and two more children were born to the Goldmans—boys at last. With a family of seven now, and all the inn’s servants and meals to supervise, Taube was always overworked and depressed. She had no time for Emma. Soon Emma’s older sisters were spending all their days helping Taube with the endless chores. Her little brothers, Herman and Morris, were taken care of by a German “nursemaid” from just over the border. And Emma, too young to work and too old to need watching, was left on her own much of the time.

Stagecoaches came and departed, and much vodka was consumed at the inn. The quarreling Emma saw at the inn was easily matched by the cruelty she saw out in the world. Dogs were kicked, horses were whipped, children and wives were thrashed, and grown men beat each other. One day Emma was playing in the woods of Popelan when she heard someone shrieking in pain. She looked around to see where the cry was coming from. Suddenly through the trees she saw a peasant man, stripped to the waist, being flogged by a band of police. It was a hideous sight. The peasant’s back was streaked with blood as the police sent the lash whistling through the air again and again. They were using the traditional Russian “knout”—a lash of many leather thongs twisted together with metal wires on the end of a long stick. It was the usual weapon for beating peasants.

Everyone in Popelan knew that peasants were sometimes flogged. Even Emma, who was only seven, had heard about it. But knowing about it was one thing; watching it was quite another. It was the worst thing Emma had ever seen. She ran home to the inn and threw herself sobbing onto her bed. The sound of the knout and the poor man’s screams blended into a grotesque music that filled her head and haunted her for many nights. She would never forget it.

But there were happy times in Popelan too. Among the peasants who worked around the inn Emma had one special friend. He was the stableboy, Petrushka. In winter, when the meadows turned into plains of ice and snow, Petrushka would hitch a horse to a sleigh at evening and take the children for long, slippery sleighrides. Tucked under blankets, their sleigh bells jingling, they would fly across the fields of silver snow, listening for the Russian wolves howling in the distance and watching the stars overhead. That was what winter was for! Afterward at home, they would gather around the fire to stay warm. Then, if she had time, Taube would give the children tea and pancakes and jam, and set a glass of vodka before Petrushka. Sometimes Petrushka would let Emma warm her insides with a sip.

In the summer Petrushka took the cows and sheep to pasture. Every day Emma would follow him. In the meadows, where blue cornflowers grew among the long green grasses, Petrushka played his shepherd’s flute for her, piping his sweet tunes straight into her heart. They would chase each other across the fields. He would throw Emma playfully into the air and catch her, over and over. Sometimes he would let her ride home from the fields on his broad shoulders. Soon Petrushka became the center of Emma’s life. Her happiest days were spent playing with him in the meadows and her happiest nights dreaming of him in her bed. Sometimes she even stole fruits and sweets from her mother’s kitchen to give to him.

Then one day her father had an argument with Petrushka. Without warning, in one of his fits of temper, Abraham sent the boy away.

Emma was sick over losing him. For weeks and months she dreamed and thought of nothing but Petrushka. How cruel it was, she thought, that peasants could be sent away, or beaten with the knout, at the mere whim of someone who happened to be of a higher rank. Gentle Petrushka could easily be beaten like the peasant in the woods, simply because he was born a peasant. Just as a Jew could be stoned by children in the streets simply for being a Jew. Nothing could be done about it. Everyone knew it happened all the time.

Once Emma and Helena watched an officer in the inn lash a young soldier across the face till his cheek bled. The boy had been polishing the officer’s boots, and must have said something the officer didn’t like. Helena was so enraged that she leaped at the officer and began hitting him with her fists. The whole Goldman family was in danger of going to prison because of it. Luckily for all of them, a colonel who happened to like Abraham Goldman managed to get the charges against the family removed. But the picture in Emma’s mind of the soldier’s bloody face was not removed. There it lingered with the picture of the bleeding peasant, and the banished Petrushka, and Abraham’s tantrums, and Lena’s kick. It lingered with all the other images of wanton cruelty that were daily piling up before her eyes. The gentle look of Popelan was a lie. The peaceful sky over the green summer meadows and the white winter woods concealed a brutal life.

“Out of the misery and murk of their lives, the Russian people had learned to make sorrow a diversion, to play with it like a child’s toy,” wrote the great Russian novelist Maxim Gorky. “Through their tedious weekdays they made a carnival of grief. A fire is entertainment, and on a vacant face, a bruise becomes an adornment.” Everywhere, just under the surface of Russian life, were such violence and caprice and cruelty that Emma would never forget them.

Eventually she stopped dreaming of Petrushka. She knew he would never return.
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Cinderemma

There is no school which teaches the meaning of despotism so well as the everyday experience of children.

—SARAH PRESTON-LONGLEY

Abraham Goldman considered himself a good father. He worked like a horse to keep his family fed. He laid down strict rules to teach his children right from wrong. He punished them promptly when they were disobedient and disciplined them soundly when they misbehaved. If there were too many quarrels in the house, or if the children sometimes got too wild, or if Taube cried too often, it was not his fault, he felt. He couldn’t always be attending to family matters. He was a busy man. He did sometimes lose his temper, he had to admit, but that was only because everyone always provoked him.

When Emma turned eight, Abraham felt it was his duty to send her off to school. She had lived among illiterate peasants long enough. His children deserved better. As German schools were supposed to be better than Russian ones, he arranged for Emma to go to school in the German city of Koenigsberg, where Taube’s mother and sisters lived. Emma would stay with them.

Everything was arranged, and Abraham and Emma set out for the German border, where Emma’s grandmother was to meet them. On the way, Abraham began, as usual, to lecture Emma. He would be paying forty rubles a month for her tuition and board, he said gravely. That was a big expense for the family; she had better make it worthwhile. Emma nodded and listened.

“Be a good girl, study hard, obey your teachers and your grandmother,” he admonished her. “If you are good, there is nothing I won’t do for you.

“But,” he said, raising his finger and lowering his voice menacingly, “if you misbehave, if you disgrace me, if you don’t do well in school, or if I hear any complaint about you”—here he began to shake his finger in Emma’s face—“I shall come to Koenigsberg to thrash you one last time, and then I will never take you back home again!”

By the time they neared the border, Abraham had worked himself into such a rage that Emma, trembling with fear, vowed with all her will to be good. She had only one wish left in the world—to get away from her father.

When at last she saw her grandmother, she ran to her as though she were her fairy godmother.

Koenigsberg, meaning “king’s-mountain,” was a neat German city of medium size. Five thousand Jews lived there in Emma’s time. A city of culture, with a university, an opera house, theaters, boulevards, cafés, and many schools, it was by far the grandest place Emma had ever been.

Her grandmother was very poor. She shared her cramped apartment of three rooms and a kitchen with two of Emma’s aunts, and the husband of one of them. This uncle and Emma took an immediate dislike to one another. Almost as soon as Emma joined the household, the battle between them began, though Emma’s grandmother managed to preserve the peace.

Before long, Emma started school. She made a few friends and did well enough at first. Then, after about a month, her grandmother had to leave town. Suddenly, everything changed.

No sooner had her grandmother gone, than Emma’s uncle took over and the nightmare began. Forty rubles a month, he declared, was not even enough for Emma’s food. Her tuition was a waste, he said, and withdrew her from school. Then he set her to work in the house to “earn her keep.”

Her father’s cruelty had been capricious. Her uncle’s was worse: it was calculated. Day after day, from dawn until evening, Emma was forced like some poor Cinderella to fetch the food, make the beds, clean the house, scrub the floors, shine the boots, wash the clothes. Terrified of her uncle, she worked uncomplainingly all day long. When her shoes wore out, she worked in her rubbers. But no matter how much she did, her uncle was never satisfied. Soon he had her cooking the meals as well. Every month he sent word to Abraham that Emma was doing nicely in school. And every month he pocketed the forty rubles.

Remembering her father’s dire threats, Emma was much too frightened to send word to her parents. At night she would cry herself to sleep and hope for her grandmother’s return.

Her aunts were as afraid of her uncle as she was, and didn’t dare to interfere. Only two spinster sisters who lived below them in the house were any comfort to Emma. Sometimes when her uncle was away, Emma would visit the sisters secretly. They would listen to her story and soothe her with toasted almonds, and flowers from their garden, and affection.

One day toward sundown, after she had worked steadily since dawn, Emma felt she could not do another chore without dropping. She told her uncle.

“Lazy!” he screamed. He slapped her across the face, then kicked her down a flight of stairs.

She lay dazed at the bottom of the stairs, her body bruised and her ankle sprained, until the two spinster sisters found her.

“The child is dead!” shouted one.

“The scoundrel has killed her!” screamed the other.

Gently they took Emma into their parlor and promised to protect her from her uncle. They plied her with all the toasted almonds she could eat. They called a doctor, and one of her aunts sent for her father.

Days later, Abraham Goldman arrived at the house. The sisters led him to his daughter.

Emma was terrified that he would be angry at her for getting into so much trouble. When she heard him approaching her, she froze in her bed.

Abraham looked at Emma without a word. Far from being angry, he was so alarmed by how wasted she looked that he took her in his arms and kissed her. It was the only kiss he had given her since she was four years old.

Abraham took his daughter back to snowy Popelan, but not for long. Before the winter was over he lost his position as innkeeper. The family, penniless once again, had nowhere to live.

Abraham hoped Taube’s relatives might help them. He returned to Koenigsberg with the whole family. There was no money at all, but the Koenigsberg rabbi, a distant relative of Taube’s, promised to get free schooling for the children.

Emma’s second venture into school lasted longer than the first. This time she stayed three and a half years. Her father, unlike her uncle, took school very seriously. Once when Emma brought home a report card with a low mark for deportment, Abraham flew into such a rage that he began pounding her with his fists. When Helena tried to protect Emma, as she so often did, he beat Helena too. He kept on beating them until he fainted.

Other times he would flog Emma with a lash, or stand her in the corner for hours, or make her walk back and forth carrying a full glass of water under threat of whipping for each drop she spilled. Her father treated Emma so savagely that she would always remember his cruelty as “the nightmare of my childhood.” Still, she kept on trying to win his love. All her life she had been frightened of his fury, but it took years before her fear hardened into hatred. At first she tried to obey his wishes, whatever he asked. But his demands for obedience grew so strict and outrageous that eventually she realized it would be impossible to really please him. Not until then did she turn rebellious. But once the change began, it never stopped. She started taking pleasure in revolt. After that, the more Abraham demanded, the more contrary she became.

At school her teachers were cruel or, at best, indifferent. Under that harsh routine, the rebel in her grew. Two teachers she particularly hated and fought.

Her first enemy was the religious instructor. Given to whacking the children across the palms of their hands with a ruler, he was the terror of the school. Like the rest of her family, Emma had never been especially religious. Now, seeing how brutal this instructor was, she lost whatever respect for religious authority she might have had. She decided to take revenge on him, and organized the rest of the students to help her. They tied his coattails to the table; they slipped snails into his pockets; they stuck pins in the pillows of his chair. When he found out that Emma was behind the pranks, he hit her hands harder than the others’.

Emma’s other enemy, the geography teacher, brutalized the children more slyly. Using his position of power, he made his female students stay after school and submit to his caresses. The girls were much too frightened to report him. One day Emma lost her temper and openly rebuffed him in class. He was furious. He made such a scene, clawing Emma’s arm and shouting, that his secret came out in the open. After that he was fired.

In school there was one teacher, the German instructor, whom Emma loved dearly. This teacher was a patient and tender woman who took a special interest in Emma. She invited Emma to her house, where they read together her favorite German novels. She gave her extra lessons and took her to her first opera. She persuaded a friend to teach Emma French and music, and she shared with her pupil her own love of everything German. Under her teacher’s affectionate care, Emma was soon devouring German literature and culture for herself with the passion she brought to everything she loved. She longed to know everything, and her teacher made everything seem possible to know. With the world suddenly opening before her, Emma decided to become a doctor. It would be hard for a girl, and harder for a Jew. Yet it was still possible. She would try, anyway.

Toward the end of her last year at primary school, Emma’s father was called back to Russia to manage a cousin’s dry-goods store in the Russian capital, St. Petersburg. Since Jews were not legally permitted to enter Russia, the family divided in half to make the dangerous border crossing. Abraham took Lena and Helena with him; Taube and the younger children were to follow later.

Emma didn’t want to leave school or her German teacher. She begged her mother to let her stay behind at her grandmother’s. She pleaded and pestered until she won. Her mother said she could stay on in Koenigsberg, but only on one condition. Emma must pass all the requirements for the Gymnasium, the academic high school.

At last, thought Emma, her future was in her own hands. She spent every moment she could preparing for the entrance exam for the Gymnasium.

Finally the day of the exam came. Emma took it and passed easily. Everything seemed to be coming together for her for the first time in her life.

Now there was only one last requirement. She had to get a character recommendation from her religious instructor—her old enemy who liked to strike the children’s hands. Emma dreaded asking anything of him, but she had no choice. Her future depended on his signature. If she could get the letter, she would be admitted to the Gymnasium. Without the letter she would not. There were no exceptions.

Steeling herself, Emma reluctantly approached the hated teacher. Class was about to begin; all the students were in their seats. As calmly and politely as she could, Emma explained why she had come. She told him that she had passed the entrance exam for the Gymnasium, and now she needed a character recommendation from him. As she waited to hear his reply, she knew she was at his mercy.

Her teacher looked at her hard for one long, silent moment. Everyone in the class was listening. Then slowly he began to speak. He told Emma contemptuously what a terrible child she was. He said she would probably wind up being hanged as a public menace. “You have no respect for your elders,” he shouted, “no respect for authority. I will never recommend your character! You have none!”

Emma turned slowly and left the room. She knew it was useless to fight. She had already been bullied and battered enough in her short life to know that people in a position of unchecked power have the final say. It had happened to Petrushka; now it was happening to her. Without her teacher’s letter, her hopes for an academic education melted away like snowflakes. And there was not a single thing she could do.

Emma was twelve years old. She would have to leave Germany now and return with her family to St. Petersburg, where her father, who was fast becoming her enemy, awaited them.


3

St. Petersburg

No army can withstand the force of an idea whose time has come.

—VICTOR HUGO

It was still dark and bitter cold as the three youngest Goldmans and their mother approached the stream dividing Germany from Russia. They were going to St. Petersburg to join the rest of the family. Taube had put herself in the hands of border smugglers, who made a business of getting people across the frontier illegally. It was a risky business, but for Jews there was no other way. She had been warned by the border smugglers that she and the children would have to wade noiselessly across the half-frozen stream and through deep snow-drifts to reach the Russian side. They would have to get across before daybreak. Though the border guards had been duly bribed to let the family pass, the soldiers could never be trusted. Bribe or no, they might shoot at the Jews if they took too long crossing or attracted any attention. They might even decide to shoot at them for fun.

As she came up to the stream, Emma hesitated. She was already ill with the flu and half frozen from the cold. Now, seeing the icy stream in the dim moonlight, she began shivering with fright. The strange banks looked menacing. She wanted to turn back.

But ahead of her, her mother, loaded down with bundles, was already wading into the water, and there were soldiers all around them. There was no turning back. She must follow her mother quickly.

Bracing herself, Emma picked up her little brother and plunged ahead into the stream. Suddenly, as the icy water hit her, she felt a terrible stinging pain, like hot irons, all up and down her spine and her legs. The pain did not let up until they reached the other bank of the stream. Though her teeth were chattering now, and she was in a sweat, she could not stop moving. They were still in danger. She had to run and keep running; she had to stay close behind her mother.

They ran all the way to the nearest inn on the Russian side, sucking the cold air into their lungs. When at last they reached the inn, it was clear that Emma was very ill. She had a high fever, and she was weak and in pain. The women at the inn gave her hot tea to sip, and tucked her under a featherbed with hot bricks packed around her. But her fever didn’t pass. Even after the long journey by stage from the border to St. Petersburg her legs were racked with pain.

At the time the four were traveling to St. Petersburg, the great Russian capital was in a state of terror. The czar’s police were in control of the city. Less than a year before, on March 1, 1881, Czar Alexander II had been assassinated. Although the assassins belonged to a fairly small organization of revolutionary men and women, they were an extreme faction of a much larger movement against the czar’s tyrannical government. This movement, called populism (“people-ism”), had been developing for decades. It included people of many different shades of political opinion. But all of them had at least this in common: they all believed that the terrible cruelties of Russian life could never be eliminated until the czarist government itself was eliminated. They all believed that the land, the factories, and the power to make decisions should be taken from the rich nobles and the czar and given to the Russian people themselves.

These were radical ideas. The word “radical” comes from the Latin word radix, which means “root.” A radical is someone who tries to get to the very root of a problem, to the bottom of things, instead of changing things only at the surface. No mere “reformers,” the populists were radicals.

The assassins of the czar had hoped that their act would touch off a widespread popular revolution against the czar. They had hoped that the Russian peasants, the workers in the cities, the students, and all the people who hated tyranny would rise up together and with one mighty blow overthrow the monstrous government. Then tyranny would melt away like the Russian snows in the spring, flooding the land with freedom.

Their plan had failed miserably. Not only was there no revolution, but the assassination of Alexander II had the very opposite effect. The new czar, Alexander III, vowed to crush all revolutionary activity and destroy all radical opinion of every kind. The new czar saw enemies everywhere. Even people who wanted no more change than for the czar to continue to rule, but under a constitution, fell under suspicion as enemies of the State. The czar’s police rounded up most of the populist leaders, including those who had nothing to do with the assassination. These leaders were either killed, exiled, or imprisoned. Ideas, both written and spoken, were ruthlessly censored. Meetings were forbidden. No opinion escaped suspicion.

Usually, when a calamity occurred in Russia the Jews were held to blame. Now the Jews fell under suspicion for the assassination of the czar. The new czar issued a package of new, harsher laws against the Jews, and all over Russia systematic persecution of the Jews began. The worst wave of pogroms Russia had ever experienced broke out during the year Emma returned to Russia. The government officials, when they did anything at all about the pogroms, encouraged them. No Jew in Russia felt safe. Many victims of the massacres in the towns fled to the large ghettos of the great cities, hoping to find safety in the crowd.

By 1882 the St. Petersburg ghetto was a teeming, terrorized slum. If it was ordinarily crowded and unhealthy, it was doubly so now. It was packed to overflowing with refugees from the pogroms. With so many extra people trying to earn a living in the ghetto, jobs were very hard to get. Since people were willing to do almost anything to earn money for food, wages were extremely low. In fact, life was so hard in the ghetto that many Jews were packing up what few belongings they had, and fleeing from Russia altogether. Their goodbyes were filled with promises to send for their families when their fortunes were made. It was every Jew’s hope to leave.

Emma’s sister Lena was one of those who left. Like most of the others, she went to the United States, a young country known to welcome people from other lands.

The snows were already melting and the birches were beginning to push out their new green shoots when Emma and her family reached St. Petersburg in the early spring of 1882. Emma’s back and legs still ached, and everyone was worn out from the journey. Still, they greeted the city smiling. Abraham had a good job at last. Emma would be with Helena again. If her mother kept her newest promise, Emma would soon enroll in a Russian school. And all of them could begin to enjoy the rare pleasures available in a great capital city like St. Petersburg.

They went straight to Abraham’s cousin’s store—only to find the store closed and Abraham once more out of a job. Lena was gone; only Helena was earning any money at all. Emma, though only twelve years old, would probably have to go to work herself, instead of starting school.

Just in time resourceful Taube convinced her brothers to lend Abraham some money. With it he opened a small grocery store of his own in the ghetto, and Emma entered school after all.

At school she began to study Russian literature as she had once studied German. Very soon she got caught up in the populist ideas that were everywhere in the charged air of the city and on the lips of her fellow students. The authorities had already begun to hunt down radicals, and had banned all books and journals that discussed the radical ideas of the populists. But the forbidden books were passed secretly from hand to hand, and the “new” ideas were discussed in small, secret meetings and whispered everywhere. However many arrests the police might make, they could not control the thoughts inside people’s minds or destroy the dreams inside their heads. The simple and powerful ideas that thoughtful radicals had been spreading for more than twenty years could not be stamped out by order of the czar. In secret, people spoke of dividing up the land of the idle nobles among the peasants who worked it. They whispered the forbidden notion that people should rule themselves, instead of being ruled by nobles. They dared to imagine equality and a single rule of justice for everyone, instead of one kind of justice for nobles and another kind for the rest of the people. Above all, they longed for an end to the savage tyranny of the government. These ideas passed like sparks from mouth to ear, lighting little fires in people’s minds. The populist dream continued to glow.

As Emma learned about the ideas of the revolutionaries, she became enchanted by their simple, compelling truths. Freedom, justice, equality—who could not love them?

In Germany, when she had first heard about the assassination of the czar, she had been baffled by the assassins’ motives. Now, talking to the students and teachers of St. Petersburg, she began to understand them. She began to see why the assassins, who had been hanged for their act, were considered martyrs and heroes by many Russians, instead of common murderers. They had killed the czar in order, somehow, to rid Russia of a terrible, oppressive government. Like the knights of the fairy tales, they had wanted to slay the monster. They did not care that they would be caught and hanged. Willingly they sacrificed their own lives for the sake of all the Russians suffering under the curse of the czar. Their deed had been selfless. They had been guided by an enchanting vision of the future.

From one of her teachers Emma heard the story of young, revolutionary Vera Zasulich, who four years earlier had wounded the governor of St. Petersburg. The governor, the terrible General Trepov, was the terror of the city and the surrounding province. Everyone feared and hated him. He had his police flog peasants and students; he ordered people tortured, imprisoned, exiled, and even killed for their political opinions. When Vera Zasulich shot him, the people of St. Petersburg rejoiced, and overnight she became a popular hero. Even though she confessed to the shooting, she was acquitted at her trial.

Emma was moved by the story of this brave girl who was not afraid to sacrifice her life. Soon Emma, too, began to regard the revolutionaries and the assassins of the czar as heroes and martyrs.

After Emma had been in school about six months, it became clear that the family needed more money than the grocery store could bring. Now Emma would have to go to work. Six months of school was not very long, but it was long enough for Emma to inhale the radical ideas around her. When she left school, she took them with her.

The first job Emma got was knitting shawls at home. The pay was so low that sometimes she had to work all day long and into the night in order to earn a mere twelve rubles a month. When she was thirteen she gave up knitting for factory work. A cousin gave her a job in his glove factory, where six hundred girls and women worked in one large, stuffy, windowless room from early morning till night. The work was exhausting and the pay was low. But Emma, who had always had incredible energy, read and studied each night.

Once she had eagerly read German novels with her teacher in Koenigsberg. Now, in every spare moment, she devoured the forbidden Russian novels that Helena somehow managed to get hold of. It would take her two hours in the morning to get to work and two hours more to get home at night, traveling both ways in the dark. But late at night in her ghetto room she read the stories of free men and women working together to build a just society. Emma longed to breathe the free air that rose from the pages of those books. Why couldn’t she, too, live only by her dreams? Soon she was taking nothing for granted. She suddenly saw that nothing in the world was God-given, nothing in society had to be the way it was. People made society; people could change it. She began to question everything. The more she read the more dissatisfied she became with her restricted, conventional ghetto life. Though she had had to quit school, her real education was only beginning.

Abraham couldn’t understand Emma’s wild new ideas. How rebellious his daughter was growing! He wished she were docile and obedient like ordinary girls; but with her fair skin and golden hair she was nothing like most daughters of the ghetto. She was small and quick like a rabbit, with the will and spirit of a wild colt. Each day she became harder and harder to manage. He knew only one way to deal with her—stricter rules, louder no’s, harder beatings.

At fifteen Emma went to work in a corset factory. There she made a number of friends her father knew nothing about. Mostly they were girls she worked with, and some young men they sometimes met after work. But if Emma joined her friends after work, she would have to invent stories to explain why she was late getting home.

Once, when Emma and her friends had stopped in the Summer Garden after work, her father chanced to see them. From his hiding place Abraham watched the girls and boys talking and laughing together. He grew angrier by the second. Then he hurried home to wait for Emma.

Emma walked in a little later and gave some ordinary excuse for being late. Abraham exploded. Losing all control, he threw Emma violently against the shelves of the grocery store. Jars of preserves flew in every direction. “I will not have a loose daughter!” he screamed, pounding her with his fists.

Emma knew that what she had done was not so terrible. Why did her father hate her so? It was no use trying to get along with him. She would have to deceive him instead, until the day she could escape from him for good.

After that, fooling Abraham gave Emma some of her happiest times. Her finest triumph came when Helena’s boss invited Helena and Emma to a dance.

Emma was thrilled to be invited. She had never been to a dance, and this one was the annual ball given by the fashionable German Club. The trouble was that Abraham was sure to forbid Emma to go with Helena. The girls didn’t even dare ask him.

Then they hit on a plan. If they could make a gown for Emma in time for the dance, Abraham would have to let her go. Poor as they were, it would be too wasteful for him to refuse. Helena bought some fabric out of her own salary. The girls worked on the gown secretly night after night until it was finished.

At last, picking her words carefully, Helena asked Abraham to let Emma go to the dance. Miraculously, Abraham said yes.

Emma was wild with excitement when, after agonies of waiting, the day of the dance arrived. It would be her first ball, her first long dress. She almost managed to get through the day when suddenly, at the last moment, for some trivial reason, Abraham decided that Emma couldn’t go after all. She had committed some offense, and for punishment, he said, she would stay home and learn her lesson.

Beside herself with rage and disappointment, Emma swore to go to the dance no matter what. “I’ll stay home with you,” offered Helena, but Emma ignored her. If necessary, she told her sister, she would run away from home.

Emma waited until her parents were asleep. Then, quietly, she put on her gown, arranged her yellow hair, and woke Helena. When both girls were dressed they tiptoed to the door and slipped out of the house.

The ball was like something out of a fairy tale. Emma was asked for every single dance. Whatever might be in store for her at home the next day, it would surely be worth it, she thought. As the night wore on she told Helena breathlessly that she would be happy to die dancing.

The sisters danced until just before dawn; then they ran home. As they stole into the house only moments ahead of the day, everything was still. Their parents were sound asleep. Quietly the girls slipped into bed and instantly fell asleep themselves. Abraham never even suspected how his daughters had fooled him.

Emma might have gone on that way—working in the day, reading in her free time, and deceiving her father at night—if Abraham hadn’t decided later that year to marry her off. It was an easy way to get rid of a troublesome daughter. Jewish marriages were almost always arranged by the parents, and though Emma was young, fifteen was not too young. Hadn’t Emma’s own mother first been married at fifteen? Abraham set about bargaining for a husband for his blue-eyed daughter, and in due time he announced his plan to her.

Emma was frantic. She had seen enough loveless marriages to know she would marry only for love. She was ready to do anything in the world to escape Abraham’s newest trap. She wanted to study, she wanted to travel, she wanted to know life before giving up her freedom to a man. She begged her father not to make her marry; she pleaded with him to let her continue studying.

Furious at being opposed, Abraham grabbed Emma’s French grammar book and hurled it into the fire. “Girls do not have to learn much!” he screamed at her. “All a Jewish daughter needs to know is how to prepare minced fish, cut noodles fine, and give the man plenty of children!”

Now Emma was in real danger. If her father insisted, she would have to marry. Girls had no rights. And Helena, her only ally, was getting ready to join Lena in America. Emma begged Helena to take her along. It was the only certain way to be free. But Abraham wouldn’t hear of it. He had his own plans for Emma.

Helena offered to pay Emma’s fare, and Emma pleaded and wept and used every argument she could think of. Still, Abraham held firm. Finally, when nothing else would soften him, Emma told her father she would drown herself in the river if he didn’t let her go.

Emma’s preferences had always been such a mystery to Abraham that he had to take her threat seriously. He had no idea what his impetuous, stubborn, headstrong daughter might do. She had such an indomitable will that she might actually drown herself, he feared, simply because she had threatened to. Reluctantly he consented to let her go.

After that Emma could do nothing but dream and plan and prepare for America until it was time to leave. She had heard so much about the marvelous golden land where everyone was equal and free.

At the end of December, 1882, she left St. Petersburg with Helena and twenty-five rubles that her father had grudgingly given her for the trip. Later she would miss St. Petersburg, and the friends and books and music she was leaving behind. But now she felt no regrets. On the German steamship Elbe, bound for the United States, she was wild with excitement. She and Helena were traveling “steerage” with hundreds of other passengers all herded together like cattle in tiny quarters. But to Emma it felt like freedom, compared to the stifling home she was leaving behind. At last she was living with someone for whom she felt nothing but love. Her future was open and free.

She watched the endless expanse of ocean and counted the days.
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