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In every government on earth there is some trace of human weakness, some germ of corruption, some degeneracy.

—THOMAS JEFFERSON
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Preface

I first met Jean Roisman Boudin in 1974 at a crowded party for the publication of A Book of Common Prayer, by Joan Didion. It was the novel of the hour and loosely based on Jean’s life. Jean announced to everyone that no character in Didion’s book was based on Jean or on her daughter, Kathy. After all, wasn’t her presence at the party proof enough of that since the book depicted a mother who, although like Jean in many ways, was utterly devastated by her daughter’s radical acts. Of course by denying this bit of literary turf, Jean was actually claiming it.

Jean was still a beauty then, with the small, perfect shape of a silent movie star. Her dashing panama hat was a hand-me-down, she confided, from her brother. Although her conversation appeared to jump from subject to subject, she interrupted her flow deftly, like a jazz musician, one moment digging deep into pained truth, the next, employing stinging wit to jump away from it.

And despite the fact that Jean disparaged herself as an amateur (“I’m not a writer-writer”), I knew she had published two volumes of poems. When I told her that at Bryn Mawr College I had known her daughter, Kathy, Jean clasped my wrist with both hands and gazed at me warmly.

Kathy Boudin and I met in 1961. She was a freshman and I was a junior. Kathy’s room was across a dreary Gothic hallway from mine at Rockefeller Hall. Next door to me that same year lived Diana “Das” Oughton, a debutante who poured tea from a silver pot with aplomb and who would be blown to smithereens nine years later in the town house bombing on Eleventh Street in Greenwich Village, an explosion that almost took Kathy’s life as well.

I remember the way Kathy flushed beet red, as she excoriated me on that first meeting about not doing something about the sad lives of the elderly black maids in hair nets and starched gray uniforms who served meals and emptied ashtrays in our dormitory. I wilted. Kathy already possessed fully formed and condescending adult views on politics and power.

Soon afterward I was stunned when I read in the dorm sign-out book that Kathy was visiting the brilliant, scrappy journalist and government critic I. F. “Izzy” Stone, a man who apparently feared no one and who had achieved fame in the 1950s for fighting for the rights of people who were accused of having been members of the American Communist Party.

When I asked her about him, Kathy told me Stone was married to her mother’s sister, Esther, and then walked away with the lowered eyes and restrained swagger of a teenager who is used to being admired. Kathy had no small talk. She dated professors. (“She loves brilliant older men and they love her,” said a friend.) To someone like me, a scholarship student from Philadelphia, Kathy was far scarier than preppies like Das Oughton.

I stayed up all night on the verge of tears after learning that Kathy’s good-looking, tousle-haired boyfriend, Michael, who strummed so poignantly on his guitar “This land is your land, this land is my land,” was the son of Ethel and Julius Rosenberg. The couple had been executed ten years earlier by the U.S. government for spying for the Soviet Union. Michael Meeropol was a child of tragedy. How could he bear to live in the United States? What complex issues had Kathy been forced to deal with to be with him? (“Mike’s more into the relationship than Kathy is,” said a friend.)

Kathy continued to astound: she soon brought a second left-wing royal to the dorm. The former Socialist Party candidate for president, Norman Thomas, was bony and draped in black like a Presbyterian elder. He had, it turned out, narrowly beaten President John Kennedy in a mock presidential election at Kathy’s progressive high school.

I had heard that Kathy’s father was an important figure, a courageous lawyer who had won a Supreme Court battle that restored the black singer and theater star Paul Robeson’s right to travel after the government accused him of being a communist and revoked his passport. Leonard Boudin and his law partner had also trooped around the country to defend scores of people accused of membership in the Communist Party by congressional subcommittees, school boards, and the U.S. Navy.

Leonard himself was soon invited by the Bryn Mawr political science department to lecture on the necessity of balancing individual freedoms against government authority. Listening to him, I resolved to become a constitutional lawyer too. As we filed out of Goodhart Hall, I was bewildered to hear that Kathy’s older brother, Michael, was a conservative Republican. He was also reputed to be first in his class at Harvard Law School.

That night, just before dinner, I watched Leonard across the crowded lobby of our dorm. He resembled a pinwheel, shirttails escaping from his tailored navy suit as he spun from one adoring girl to another.

A month or so afterward, I heard Kathy arguing with her father on the telephone. She’d loathed her freshman year at Bryn Mawr and wanted to quit and go to work for her uncle Izzy’s newsletter. “Izzy never graduated,” she shouted.

I lost track of Kathy until 1968, when I saw her a few weeks after the Democratic national convention in Chicago, where to great effect, she had dropped a stink bomb on the carpet of the Hilton Hotel in protest of the Vietnam War. Now notorious, she didn’t bother to say hello but asked me simply, “Are you with us, or are you a member of the pig press?” A watcher, not an actor, I replied.

In 1970, I cried as I read in the morning paper about Kathy fleeing naked from an exploding town house in Greenwich Village. The homemade bomb that was being made there had killed three young activists, including my former next-door neighbor at college, Diana Oughton. Das was identified only by a piece of skin from a finger. I took the subway downtown to see the sodden mess on West Eleventh Street. For me and many others, it signaled the end of something important. Our youth, our ambition to change the world for the better. The town house tragedy was the first time death brushed close.

At Swarthmore College, my brother had dated Cathlyn Wilkerson, the Quaker daughter of the town house owner. I went cold when I heard a few days later that the bomb on Eleventh Street that had exploded by accident was an antipersonnel bomb with nails in it—designed to kill people. According to the press, Kathy and Cathlyn were successfully continuing to elude police.

The “movement” was over. We were not going to be the generation that changed the world. Worse, it felt as if there was something sordid about our defeat.

During the next eleven years, I heard occasional news from mutual friends of Kathy’s life as an underground radical, and the fact that she had an infant son. Then, I was horrified when in 1981, I saw a photograph of Kathy on the front page of the New York Times. No longer resembling the arrogant plump college girl I had known, she was too skinny, almost sick-looking, with her head down and her hands cuffed behind her back. She was wearing terry-cloth prison bedroom slippers. She had been arrested running away from a roadblock after participating in the holdup of a Brinks truck in Nyack, New York. Three people had been murdered during the course of the robbery, one of whom was a popular young black policeman named Waverly Brown.

I found I couldn’t stop thinking about the strange twisting path of Kathy’s life. What had been the forces driving her? A magna cum laude graduate of Bryn Mawr and a revered student leader, she was now in 1981 a bank robber and murderer.

Thinking about the possibility of writing a book, I went to see Jean Boudin in 1992 still filled with curiosity. Also visiting Jean was Bert Gross, one of her admirers since college days and a former member of President Franklin Roosevelt’s brain trust on economics. We watched Jean gracefully warm her fingers around a cup of tea while talking on the telephone to her son, Michael. She was saying in a droll tone, “I’m having Thanksgiving 1992 with my daughter the prisoner, not my son the judge.” Jean and Michael apparently did not see eye to eye on much of anything. Although Jean seemed all about feelings, Boudin family feuds coalesced around political issues. The previous Thanksgiving, according to Jean, she’d found it hard not to shout across the table: Okie dokie, Mr. Michael Boudin, you make a perfect stranger indeed! My son the retired litigator for AT&T! Sometimes, she said, his changeling nature frightened her, he was that alien in his beliefs and allegiances.

But Jean also liked to say that Michael was turning out to be the biggest genius in her exceptional family. “My son the rebel!” she said of him. Now teaching at Harvard Law School, Michael was also a judge of the prestigious United States Court of Appeals in Massachusetts, appointed by President George H. W. Bush. He was even described in a legal journal as a likely Supreme Court nominee—that is, if voters were to elect a conservative president.

Jean now informed Michael, “Darlingest, I’m needed elsewhere.” She slammed down the phone and said in a harsh voice, “I’ve had enough of that.”

Jean announced that Thanksgiving was special because it was the anniversary of her husband Leonard’s terminal heart attack. He had died in 1989 at the age of seventy-nine, but he was still very alive to Jean. Jean explained what we already knew, that Leonard had been a sort of legal wizard. He was also, according to her, his own kind of hero, smarter than everyone else, a struggler against huge, malign forces. But Kathy had refused to admire Leonard; she wanted him to admire her. His clients had included Fidel Castro, the Socialist Workers Party, Daniel Ellsberg, Dr. Ben Spock, and finally his daughter, Kathy. (Kathy’s twenty-years-to-life conviction for murder was a rare defeat for Leonard.) In fact, wherever he was, and with whomever, Leonard was always trying to win. His days had roiled with competitions. There would be that raw instant at first meeting when Leonard Boudin measured a man. Then he decided how to one-up him.

On Thanksgiving morning, 1992, Jean and I listened to the weather report on her portable radio. Jean was wearing a full painted skirt from Paris that Kathy had worn as a teenager. Jean and Kathy did not believe in “yours” or “mine,” and, anyway, Kathy was never much for skirts. Jean buttoned her down coat—for her, a security blanket—and her snap-on galoshes. I helped pack her heart pills, blood pressure pills, and a turkey sandwich for the train, as well as one of her poems in progress. I was to wait outside Bedford Hills prison while Jean visited Kathy. Jean told me that Kathy had told her not to see me or to talk to me.

As we crossed St. Luke’s Place, where the Boudins had lived for more than four decades, a truck braked sharply at Jean’s heels. Frightened, Jean teetered on slushy ice. A second later, she told me that a tickle of electricity had just jumped from her head down to her ankles. She explained rather offhandedly that ever since her visits in 1953 to “the fancy lunatic asylum,” her body sizzled unexpectedly with memory of electric shock treatments she had undergone.

The Westchester commuter train was empty. Most Thanksgiving travelers were eating turkey. Jean took a moment to admire her own breath puffs. “Eighty-one,” she said, throwing her scarf round and round her neck, “and traveling light.”

Soon, though, she sighed. Visiting Kathy submerged Jean in sadness, although Jean had long since gotten over her fury at Kathy. Psychiatrists had calmed her with their theories. One man described Kathy as the family’s lightning rod, acting crazy to try to keep Leonard and Jean together by giving them a shared problem. He said Kathy had taken it upon herself to provide glamour and power to her mother, so she could hold Leonard’s interest. “Mother’s little helper,” said Jean wryly.

Of course Leonard and Jean had planned a totally different life for Kathy. But Kathy’d jumped off the map. On her new map are lines Kathy can’t cross. Limits and losses. Everybody warned Jean that people leave prison less than they were before they went in. But Jean was making sure that Kathy’s prison story was better than most. Jean had inherited this job from Leonard, his obsession, until it just about killed him.

Jean sentimentalized Kathy’s incarceration. She spoke of Kathy’s years of good works in the Bedford Hills maximum-security facility the same way she alluded to Kathy’s superior athletic skills as a child at camp. She chose not to mention Kathy’s depression and ongoing mourning for her life. On our ride up, Jean said twice, “Kathy never shot anybody. She never even touched a gun.” While the train passed houses with porches, Jean read aloud to me from a single page of Kathy’s master’s thesis on teaching literacy and AIDS prevention in prison: “Prisoners are viewed primarily as misfits, and the job of a prison rehabilitation program is to help them adjust to society; the notion that prisoners could make a contribution to a changing society so that it could be improved is not part of prison ideology.”

After the thesis was excerpted in the Harvard Educational Review, Jean had mailed out six hundred copies. It was hard for Jean to believe, but before Kathy put her mind to it, the many women in Bedford Hills prison who were HIV positive had tried to hide their illness. When they woke up in the middle of the night with high fevers, they pretended it was just a cold. Suspicious fellow prisoners spat at them in the mess hall and set fire to things they touched. Now, after years of educating prisoners about AIDS, Kathy was one of many volunteers who bathed and played cards with dying patients.

Jean liked to lose the present in thoughts of Leonard: she had never been surprised at how Leonard’s slight, disarming lisp had drawn women dangerously close to his sensual mouth. She knew that Leonard’s energy also made men wary.

Jean began reminiscing about a night at St. Luke’s Place sometime in the late 1960s when Leonard peeled and ate four nectarines and talked for hours about his litigation on behalf of Fidel Castro. He was entertaining Kathy’s then best friend, the student leader Bernardine Dohrn.

Bernardine’s body was reflecting Leonard’s firecracker energy; she chewed on a strand of her hair, twisted in the rocking chair, tugged on her short skirt, and uncrossed her legs. Jean’s chair scraped, making an unhappy noise. Leonard by now was explaining how he might put the undeclared Vietnam War on trial instead of his client, Dr. Ben Spock, the world-renowned pediatrician who had been indicted for conspiring to counsel young men to evade the draft.

The climax came when Leonard twisted away from an imaginary punch from the opposition lawyer. Despite herself, laughter exploded out of Bernardine. By now she was looking at Leonard as though he was going to stop the Vietnam War single-handedly.

That night midnight came and went. Jean wistfully recalled good times when she had been the one to provoke such displays of mental energy from her Leonard. But, nonetheless, Jean had made herself into a perfect companion for him, a delicate pillow that conformed to the shape of Leonard’s soul. Little did Leonard suspect how much Jean had edited herself for his pleasure, flattering him by repeating interesting words he used and in general making sure he was always front and center. Their spare and witty dialogue was dedicated to his enhancement. How did Thoreau say it? Jean recited: “…  my life is the poem I would have writ, / But I could not both live and utter it.”

After the empty stretch of train platform in the town of Orange went by, Jean explained to me that she and Leonard had made sure that Kathy understood she couldn’t win if she fought prison life. And although Jean was not allowed by prison regulations to visit Kathy’s little room, she knew all about it.

Kathy’s day typically started at 6 a.m., when the guard banged on the metal door of her cell. It was the first count of the day.

After she got up, Kathy heard sounds of other women’s televisions. Jean was proud that Kathy had decided against owning one. Instead Kathy read books, wrote in her diary, counseled other prisoners, wrote proposals for grants for new prison programs, and looked out her small window at gray sky and wire prison wall topped by spiraling razor wire, a maximum-security precaution built especially for Kathy’s arrival.

Today Kathy probably had pulled on the purple polo shirt that Jean had ordered from the L. L. Bean catalog. Jean was not allowed to order Kathy any polo shirts in blue because it is a color the guards wear, so they can spot one another—in case of a crisis. Guards confided to Kathy they felt like they were in prison too, rooted always in the same spot. You didn’t have to look far to see tragedy in life in Bedford Hills prison. Small things hurt too—like the time a guard purposely dumped orange peels on a snapshot of Kathy’s little boy.

By seven o’clock, Kathy would have finished mopping and cleaning her room as well as an assigned area in the kitchen that smelled day and night of curry and garlic. She went into the cafeteria with her ID badge—KATHY BOUDIN #84-G-171—pinned on her untucked T-shirt. Some women forgot the ID badge, but Kathy never took a step out of her cell without her ID, even for the count. All prisoners endured four head counts a day. Kathy listened to telephones ringing that she could never answer. No forks in cells. Scissors were also contraband. Kathy never got a decent haircut. At 7:10, the loudspeaker announced “On the chow.”

But today, Jean knew, Kathy would not have gone to breakfast. Because at noon, turkey, sweet potatoes, and stuffing were brought to the honors floor. Thirty women celebrated the holiday in the communal TV room.

Daydreaming about Leonard’s smiles, or so she said, Jean arrived at Bedford Hills station. She told me that she missed the times Leonard woke her before dawn, pulling at tufts of the fierce gray hair sticking up on his head. She had had to talk and talk, persuading him that he was a good man, despite his vainglorious ambition to be thought of as a great man.

He’d sounded like Kathy when he asked, “How can you still believe in anything? Is it me? Have I lost my way?” Jean had patted her husband’s spikey hair. “No, dear, like me, you think people have possibilities.” He’d asked why she was so blind to hard facts. “Well, you’re the visionary with cataracts,” said Jean.

Jean stepped out of the cab in front of the prison. The sight of it tickled depressions long banished. It was hard to believe all the torment and melodrama in the lives inside the desolate brick buildings. To Jean, the place looked like a prep school fallen on hard times. “Not as hard as the time Kathy is doing,” Jean said, crossing the prison parking lot. Jean was dreading the walk under an arbor of coiled razor wire to the visitors’ room. After all these years, Jean knew many prisoners and their stories. Young girls who’d smoked crack, sold sex, and slept in alleys. The schoolteacher from New Hampshire who’d gotten a boy sexed up and made him kill her husband. Over her shoulder, Jean said to me, “It’s worse than Shakespeare around here.” Bitter jokes were Jean’s fragile bridges over abysses of pain.

The sentry recognized Jean. “God bless.” Jean got in line at the metal door of the visitors’ room, which reminded her of a windowless church basement. Muddy sneakers had made an art-deco pattern on the linoleum floor. Young black and Hispanic women sprawled in chairs around small metal dining tables. Many wore red nail polish for the holidays. Thanksgiving drawings by prisoners’ children hung on walls. Kathy helped to supervise the visits of children who stayed in local homes. It was an irony—and Jean appreciated irony—that many of these women were fed, sheltered, and listened to here for the first time in their lives.

Jean scanned the room: no Kathy. There was a damp and churchy look in the prisoners’ eyes. Jean waved at Kathy’s favorite protégée, Precious Bedell, a young black woman with the manner of a celebrity. Precious was a converted Catholic; Kathy attracted Catholics! Jean felt the violence in Precious, though. She had killed her two-year-old daughter in the bathroom of a Syracuse restaurant by bashing her head seven times. Precious was teaching parenting with Kathy—now that was an irony that was hard for Jean to ignore. Actress Glenn Close, who lived near the prison, was championing Precious’s lawsuit to get out of prison. Precious and Kathy and Kathy’s friend (and Brinks codefendant) Judith Clark had been here longer than anybody except the elderly Italian woman who had gotten her brother to kill her battering husband.

A girl named Ruthie Rodriguez whispered in Jean’s ear. “Did Kathy tell you? She sent my drawings to a Ms. magazine editor.” Kathy had fallen in love with Ruthie. She told Jean that Ruthie helped her to find joy. Jean walked past two women kissing. Necking. Hugging. Squirming against each other’s bodies. Petting—nobody used that word anymore.

A guard lolled against a wall. Jean knew he did not carry a weapon. But he was capable of grabbing tear-gas canisters and a gun in three seconds.

Jean herself had been gassed in 1939 in a picket line around a Nazi passenger ship, the Bremen, docked in Manhattan just before the United States entered World War II. All she’d wanted was water, but water seemed to make her eyes and skin burn worse.

The guard did not blink when Jean caught him staring at her; to him mothers of prisoners were lesser beings. Jean hated the fact that Kathy was going to have to bend over, pull down her state-issued green pants, and show her private parts to him or another guard as soon as Jean left. The guard scowled as Jean took off her coat. Jean was defiantly wearing a blue blouse, the forbidden color for prisoners. No dress rules for visitors!

Kathy soon strode in. The sight of her robust daughter had a way of evening out Jean’s losses. Kathy grinned broadly at Ruthie, then made her way slowly to her mother, shaking other inmates’ hands, hugging. Always a grand entrance. Kathy’s public style reminded Jean of Leonard’s heroic courtroom manner. Her hair was getting long again. Kathy looked blue-collar, like a waitress living at a trailer camp. Kathy clasped Jean, who repeated her Thanksgiving joke. “I’m glad I dumped my son the judge to visit my daughter the prisoner.”

Jean emerged from the prison an hour later to report Kathy’s two pieces of good news. A new guard was a chess player. And Judith’s group was training Seeing Eye dogs. Kathy reported that she’d fallen down on the floor with one big dog, rolling around, the dog licking her. She’d told her mother, “I forgot all about dogs. He’s the first dog I’ve seen in thirteen years.” And then her smile had disappeared.

Jean had hurriedly held out a stack of color snapshots to Kathy. Kathy raised her hands like a bandit under arrest in a cowboy movie. “Leave them at the package room.”

Jean felt a pang. She always forgot that Kathy was not supposed to be handed anything from visitors. Jean flipped to several photographs she had taken of Kathy’s son Chesa shaking hands with the captain on the Queen Mary. (With his parents both in prison, he was being brought up by their friends Bernardine Dohrn and Bill Ayers.) “He’s even taller now,” said Kathy. “He always tilts his head to pay extra attention like Leonard.” Her voice had wavered to a high note. Her blue eyes were bemused and imploring at the same time.

Peering at Jean in one photograph, Kathy wiped away her tears. “Lipstick? Pancake makeup? You look worldly.” A few seconds later, Kathy said, “Ruthie’s getting out. I get attached to her, and she leaves.”

Jean knew exactly how Leonard might have diverted Kathy, and so she prompted, “Tell me again about this year’s AIDS walk, and start from the beginning.”

Kathy clasped her hands, smiling again. “I know, I know. I’m in this place for a reason. There’s so much I can organize here.” She told Jean once again about decorating the barbed-wire wall with ribbons and messages addressed to the prisoners who had died of AIDS. All day long, women had marched, danced, and told stories of dead friends. Guards and local people pledged money to help the sick.

Jean told me proudly what a different person Kathy was from the eerily thin, dead-eyed young woman shackled to her friends after those awful murders in the suburbs. The prison had narrowed her horizons and deflated her grandiosity. Limits and losses. But before prison Kathy had refused to deal with her sad feelings. It had been all intellection and angry politics. By now, she had not changed the world, but her teaching had broadened the horizons of other women. Many learned to take better care of babies. Many learned to read. “Kathy’s fifty-one, the oldest on her floor,” said Jean. “A den mother now.”

In the taxicab back to the Bedford train station, Jean checked her wrist-watch. It was three o’clock. Kathy was walking back to her cell for the count. Guards routinely called out her name as she passed—a security risk after all these years. Jean wished aloud that she could be walking with Kathy back down the narrow green metal corridor of open metal doors to her room. She’d even put up with the guard patting and probing.

She blinked away her fantasy as we boarded the Manhattan-bound train at the Bedford Hills station. She said she felt as if she were doing time too. But her time was almost up. Her body was betraying her. Still it was not about her. It was about Kathy. Jean forced a smile. “As I tell Kathy, I’m a celebrity because I’m her mother.”

Four years later, I went to Bedford Hills prison to visit Kathy. She asked me what the point was of this book.

My struggle to be honest in my answer made me slow to respond. I knew that whatever effect my answer had, it would help me to understand Kathy. And I wanted to tell her the truth.

“I blame your father.”

Kathy reacted as if I had hit her. Gone was the jocular and bossy public figure. She pulled on her bottom lip with her thumb and forefinger. In a small voice she asked, “You mean for my fate? The fact that I am here?”

I abstracted the point. “No, the fact that you felt you had to risk your life over and over again to compete with Leonard to get his attention, and at the same time keep him at arm’s length.”

“What about my mother?” asked Kathy quietly. “Her suicide attempts screwed everything up.” I felt I had said enough. “It’s worth thinking about,” I answered.

Kathy nodded, still physically hunched over. But after a moment she recovered her hearty—indeed, superior—attitude. She began to interview me again. “When was the last time,” she asked, “that you went back to visit Bryn Mawr College?”

I responded obliquely that thinking about why Kathy had hated Bryn Mawr had illuminated my own four campus years. Kathy corrected me. “I loved Bryn Mawr.” As we said good-bye, Kathy asked nervously, “Would a book go into things that I did—happened—before I got put in here?” I nodded. I said nothing.

A few weeks after this encounter I heard from Leonard Boudin’s law partner and Kathy’s lawyer, Victor Rabinowitz, that Kathy felt that a book that put her father in a negative light was not in her interest to support.
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LEONARD BOUDIN—DEEP BACKGROUND


The refinement of our historical past chiefly means that we keep it properly complicated.

—Lionel Trilling, “The Sense of the Past”



The great labor lawyer and scholar Louis B. Boudin (the initial B. denoting Boudinovitch, the original English transliteration of the name) cast a long shadow over his nephew Leonard B. Boudin’s entire life. While still a small child in the second decade of the twentieth century, Leonard proclaimed that he planned to learn “all the laws in the world and be more famous than Uncle Louis.”

For Louis, legal scholarship was holy; he saw the courts as a locus of enormous powers. He wrote the weighty book Government by Judiciary, attacking the Supreme Court during the Depression when the justices were blocking President Roosevelt’s economic reforms. Louis’s was a populist message; the people and their elected representatives should make the laws.

The fact that Louis had no sons made his arm’s-length relationship with his nephew Leonard more momentous. Louis would be a prime influence on Leonard’s children, Kathy and Michael, although they remembered little of his physical presence.

Louis’s belief in the greatness of his mission—an intellectual life of legal service to the underclasses—overshadowed the influence of Leonard’s far more ordinary father, Joe, a coarse, bellicose man who made a living in real estate law and foreclosing mortgages.

Louis was small and plump and looked like a storekeeper until he opened his mouth often to shout an opinion. And because he was so revered in Europe and the United States as an outstanding labor lawyer, foremost interpreter of Karl Marx and historian of the Supreme Court, his temper tantrums as well as his parsimony prompted fond jokes instead of enmity. He was considered “a great man” and allowances were made.

His nephew Leonard would treasure a cartoon from 1919 of Louis, scowling disdainfully as he walked out of a socialist convention in Chicago because he scorned Lenin and his revolution. Lenin had nonetheless honored Louis with a chair at a Moscow university. Under one arm was a volume of the writings of Karl Marx. The caption of the cartoon: “Boudin walks out.”
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(illustrations credit 1.1)

Louis B. Boudin was born in southeastern Russia in 1874, the oldest of five children. He immigrated to Manhattan in 1891 on his own, where he almost miraculously flourished in just a few years. Louis was too proud to admit that anti-Semitism had forced him to leave Russia. He earned his master’s degree at New York University Law School in 1897, while shedding most traces of a Russian accent in his spoken English.

Louis’s love for his new country was ever-expanding. He saw no conflict between his belief in both Marxist economics and the genius of the United States Constitution. He felt socialism was fairer than capitalism and should prevail.

Louis’s mother longed to immigrate to the United States because she missed her favorite person in the world. On the rare day that a letter from Louis failed to arrive, she wept. Louis soon made arrangements for his parents, two brothers, and two sisters to flee. His brothers Joe and Samuel, and his sisters Sarah and Mary, packed handwoven linens and sateen featherbedding in preparation for their journey.

But when they reached the nearby city of Kiev, a cholera epidemic was raging. Leonard’s grandmother’s featherbedding was confiscated and burned. She managed to hide one little embroidered silk pillow in a brass samovar, and later bestowed it upon her favorite grandchild, Leonard.

Louis’s parents never learned much English. A family story, told as a joke, illustrates that fact. Riding the subway during World War I, Louis’s father misunderstood a stranger’s remark about pacifists and was almost arrested as a spy. The anthropologist Margaret Mead later observed that nearly all Boudin family problems were grist for jokes.

After graduation from law school, Louis had started a general practice on the Lower East Side, but soon represented almost all of the socialist and communist unions in New York, including the furriers, restaurant workers, united office and professional workers, and the amalgamated utility workers. In the first decades of the twentieth century, emerging labor unions were on the minds of many serious thinkers, politicians, and working people.

A difficult aspect of Louis Boudin’s legacy is illustrated by his obdurate attempt to join the first convention of the Industrial Workers of the World, known as the “Wobblies,” on June 27, 1905, in Chicago.

Two hundred socialists, anarchists, and union leaders gathered there to create “one big industrial union” to be “founded on the class struggle.” The delegates refused to seat Louis, then thirty-one, because as a prosperous lawyer he was “a parasite on the working class.” Louis shouted out for six long days his commitment to the working man. But it was no use.

The situation was complex: Louis believed himself to be morally superior to middle-class friends because of his work on behalf of the less fortunate. But Louis’s life was buttressed by the objects and security of class privilege, and this anomaly led him to sometimes talk as if he were trying to destroy himself. Seventy-five years later, Kathy Boudin claimed to see her birth to a family of well-to-do whites as an agonizing defect to be obliterated by rationalization, violence, and self-deprivation. Kathy wanted above all somehow to discipline her mind and body into being a member of the black working class.

Soon after Louis’s humiliation at the convention in Chicago, his brother Joe fell for fair-haired Clara Hessner at the Henry Street Settlement in Manhattan. Founded by Lillian Wald, a shrewd, generous nurse of German-Jewish descent, the center trained volunteers to teach immigrant women like Clara Hessner how to talk back to school superintendents, court clerks, police sergeants, and other public officials who condescended to them.
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Louis Boudin (upper right) and David Dubinsky at a reception at the Commodore Hotel, circa 1940. Major figures in organized labor, the two men were rivals. Boudin represented the Amalgamated Clothing Workers Union and Dubinsky was the anticommunist president of the International Ladies Garment Workers Union.  (illustrations credit 1.2)

Although overlooked as a role model for Leonard and his children, Louis and Joe’s sister Sarah was a pioneer in the emerging field of social work. As a young woman, Sarah sewed neckties in a sweatshop, the rare Boudin to possess a legitimate if brief membership in the proletariat. Nights she took classes to qualify for law school. She organized coworkers for the International Ladies Garment Workers Union. The hours were long—the harsh cry of management was “If you don’t come in on Sunday, don’t come in on Monday”—and the male shop foreman had free rein to humiliate female workers.

Sarah retaliated by organizing the women to stop work as soon as he was out of sight. But she was fired after the foreman saw her picture at a strike meeting on the front page of the Forward, the six-page daily Yiddish-language newspaper. She then went to work as a secretary for her favorite brother, Louis, in preparation for law school. But Sarah came to realize that she’d find legal research boring, and she soon married William Edlin, an editor and drama critic at the Forward.

When Louis’s wife, Anna, died, Sarah and William moved into Louis’s big house in Brooklyn, where Sarah tended to Louis’s small children. Sarah’s husband felt neglected. After a divorce, Sarah thought about going to law school again, rejected the idea, and enrolled instead at the New York School of Social Work, vowing to “make a difference.”
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Anna Pavitt Boudin, circa 1938, wife of Louis Boudin, was one of the first women to graduate from Columbia Dental School and the first president of Women’s ORT, a Jewish charity that financed education. She avoided speaking to her husband because he disliked her Russian-accented speech.  (illustrations credit 1.3)

After her graduation Sarah took over the Lakeview Home on Staten Island for unmarried mothers sponsored by the Jewish Board of Guardians. Recent immigrants from Russia, the young girls had worked as domestics and factory workers. Her duties for the next fifty years ranged from “statistics to shoveling coal.” Sarah insisted the girls see themselves as worthy members of society. She canceled restrictive practices such as locking the girls’ clothes in lockers in the basement to keep them from running away. Encouraged by Louis, she wrote a blunt book called The Unmarried Mother in Our Society, replete with common sense and affection.

Following Louis’s lead, Leonard’s mother, Clara, disdained Sarah’s endeavors as not truly intellectual. Clara also saved all adulatory reviews of Louis Boudin’s ponderous books. Presumably she knew exactly how much that practice irked her insecure husband, Joe. Joe felt more comfortable around his brother Samuel, also a City College graduate, and a highway and tunnels engineer.

Joe screamed that Louis was “selfish” and cared only about famous friends and footnotes in his books. Louis bragged of shouting at Leon Trotsky and of his correspondence with Rosa Luxemburg as well as with Jack London, who signed “Yours for the revolution.” A founder of the U.S. Socialist Party, Louis was a popular speaker on socialism and democracy at college campus meetings of the LID (League for Industrial Democracy, the precursor to SDS, Students for a Democratic Society).

Leonard B. Boudin (he adopted the “B” in homage to his uncle) was born on July 20, 1912. When he was six, his father moved his family from Brooklyn to a large corner house at Eighty-fifth Avenue and 150th Street in Richmond Hill, Queens. Leonard loved rolling on the big lawns with his collie. He watered the family’s acre of cornfields and helped his father grease his automobile on Sundays.

There was perhaps only one person who could have foreseen that the dazed little boy with a lisp would one day be known as “a great man” to judges and legal theorists in England, Chile, Cuba, and the United States. But that person made all the difference. She was Leonard’s weepy and fine-featured mother. Throughout his life Leonard would retain the attitude of an adored boy.

Clara saw her own angelic face every time she looked at Leonard. She brushed his fair hair and whispered in his ear that despite Joe’s insults, Leonard was “the smartest little boy in America.” He seemed unable to stop hugging her. When he lost her full attention he pretended to duck under her skirt. As an adolescent he became sexually aroused for the first time at the sight of her underwear.

Much of Leonard’s difficulty as a small child stemmed from his humiliating lisp. Joe berated Leonard for not speaking up in classrooms. Leonard’s elementary-school teachers, two of whom lived next door, told Joe that Leonard daydreamed four serial fantasies at once.

In later years Leonard remembered his teachers as “mediocre and dull.” But as a child he agonized with Joe over Leonard’s poor performance in Latin and German. Leonard also had terrible handwriting, despite hours of practicing the Palmer method with Joe. He despaired: his father and uncle wrote beautifully. To please his mother, Leonard played the piano, but not well. Nonetheless Clara dreamed aloud that Leonard might be a concert pianist. To make her smile, Leonard danced while Clara played Chopin.

In 1920, when Leonard was eight, his brother Arthur was born. Athletic Arthur was his father’s favorite.

A few years later, Clara told her husband she was leaving him. Joe threw himself on the floor and banged his head against it. Leonard welcomed the silence that followed such fights. Leonard’s parents disagreed about most things—including politics. To her husband’s dismay, Clara worked for the speakers’ bureau of the Queens Communist Party (according to the FBI).

A legendary flirt, Clara practiced Christian Science, influenced by one of Joe’s real estate clients who was smitten with her. As a result, she treated Leonard’s frequent headaches only with prayer. But she did enroll Leonard in speech therapy classes for his lisp.

After school he cut out editorials for his father from the New York Law Journal, cross-indexing “matrimony and divorce,” and pasted bookplates in Joe’s law books. Clara wept because her husband “treated Leonard like an enslaved law clerk.”

When Joe taught Leonard to play chess, the boy’s inability to concentrate vanished. Chess can be a harsh lesson for a child: one player’s gain is another player’s loss. Joe was thrilled by Leonard’s passion for beating him. Mortified by his lisp, Leonard had an immediate affinity for the “silent” war strategies of chess. He enjoyed “quick slaughter.” Leonard read book after book about chess champions and decided that arrogance was key.

Clara soon invited Morton Gould, whose father worked with her husband, to perform at one of her musical soirees. Three years older than Leonard, Morton was a piano prodigy and the most famous boy in Richmond Hill. He had written original compositions at the kitchen table before he was five years old. By age eight he’d won one of many scholarshops to music school. Thrilled to have him in her home, Clara flirted with the boy. Sixteen-year-old Leonard was jealous of the older boy’s effect on Clara. Leonard began to practice the piano more feverishly than ever. Desperate to bask in Morton’s reflected glory, Leonard embarked on a brief and fumbling intimate relationship with the older boy.

In winter 1929 Joe Boudin startled neighbors walking by his home on 114th Street in Richmond Hills by yelling to one and all, “I’m a failure. I can’t buy food to put on the table.” Joe cursed his sweeping losses in Florida real estate. Leonard hid in his room where he read novels and daydreamed. Joe refused to listen to “pie in the sky” solutions to the vicissitudes of the Great Depression, espoused by his wife and his brother Louis. Joe jeered at reports that a million frightened Americans marched on May 1 in Manhattan to commemorate the Russian Revolution.

Joe was reduced to doing clerical work: he foreclosed mortgages for landlords. He also managed a bail bond agency.

Joe was soon dealt another blow. Leonard’s application for admission to City College, Joe’s alma mater, was rejected. The humiliating reason: bad grades in geometry, Latin, and German. Joe pulled strings to get Leonard an interview with the college president. Leonard was winning in the interview and was admitted. In later years, Leonard simplified his problems by claiming that he had attended Harvard, where he said that he’d been nothing special as a student.

Life on the City College campus was fervent. The all-male student body was gripped by the political crises of the Depression. Many were fanatically devoted to competing intellectual solutions. They brought lunch from home, and the select among them ate in special areas of the cafeteria. Anti-Stalinist students ate in alcove #1; these were socialists and Trotskyists and included Irving Howe, Irving Kristol, Daniel Bell, and Seymour Melman. In alcove #2 were pro-Stalin students who were at times forbidden by the party to talk to members of #1. After shouting at one another until they were hoarse about how best to save the world, the boys scurried off together to afternoon classes.

Leonard helped to run the exclusive alcove of the chess team. Pure intellection was the credo. Leonard gulped down his mother’s jelly sandwiches and supervised concurrent combative games of chess. Tryouts for the chess team, advertised in the school newspaper, consisted of playing three games against Leonard.

A sly dig in his yearbook caption hinted at Leonard’s lifelong fascination with famous men. “Lenny lives on the strength of his uncle’s intelligence and his friends’ cynicism.” One friend was Paul Goodman, an older student, and a sensation of New York literary life. Leonard was Goodman’s adored protégé and briefly his lover. Again, Leonard basked in another boy’s glory. He loved the euphoria of sexual power. Goodman was scornful and soulful, with dark hair curling down over his eyes. He was “cynical” about most people, but was “dazzled by Leonard’s ambivalent nature.” Goodman wrote “nonfiction” stories that jumped from Plato and Beethoven to “Leonard my first great love.”

“Leonard” is portrayed when swimming naked as “a black-blond sea lion” with his wet blond hair and brown suntan. Leonard lacked good form as a swimmer. He refused to submit to instruction, but compensated with ferocious enthusiasm.
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Paul Goodman, upper right, circa 1931, at the Parthenon. Goodman was a mentor to Leonard Boudin. The biographer Taylor Stoehr writes that despite Goodman’s outpouring of poetry, fiction, and books that sold in the millions of copies, his greatest influence was on people who accepted him as a mentor.  (illustrations credit 1.4)

Friends said that despite Leonard’s tense and eccentric movements he looked like “one of Botticelli’s cherubs.” His big warming blue eyes were dreamy—but measuring—his jaw plump, his lower lip pouted. His teasing banter intensified if a pretty girl was in hearing distance. With his mussed, bright curling hair and rumpled clothing, Leonard had the air of a young man recently lounging—perhaps not alone—in bed.

In a nonfiction story, Paul Goodman wrote a romantic description of what he loved about “Leonard’s” complex intellect: “Between Leonard and Johnson [Goodman] was the hard shock and somewhat hot cauterization of hyperlogical characters. They were both inveterate scholastics: ingrown, tough, frank, quick and tortured.”

Goodman was dumbfounded, however, that his brilliant Leonard could not learn even rudimentary German. And in another short story Goodman describes “Leonard’s” elusive quality:

“It was not that Leonard was indifferent towards [Goodman] but that he hated himself for being attracted to him.”

Goodman wrote that “Leonard” was deeply ambivalent and self-absorbed. “For when Leonard thought only of himself, it was not in pride, satisfaction or even lust. But it was that he felt himself so divided, so desperately at war. He was like all who were suicidally cleft at the very bottom of their personalities. Oh, Leonard! Leonard!”

Encouraged by Goodman, Leonard published his own autobiographical short story in the City College literary magazine, the Lavender. The self-torturing, complex, and highly accomplished piece was titled “Meal with Illustrations,” and one of its themes was Leonard’s anxiety about his sexuality.

Seeking the cause for a sudden bout of nausea at family dinner, in the story Leonard contemptuously examines his father’s table manners and intellectual shortcomings—as well as those of his brother and grandfather. (He sits facing an expensive, mediocre, black-and-white Diego Rivera—style etching of “poor peons eating mush.”)

By the end, the narrator decides that he is disgusted by his own reflection in the glass over the etching on the wall facing him. Something about it was “obtrusively corrupt and blighting.” “Perhaps it [his face] was degenerate, he wondered, something wrong with its heredity, a mental quirk or twist, a diminution of neural connections, or a low cranial capacity. Perhaps, perhaps anything.”

Leonard corresponded with Paul Goodman in the summer of 1932 from Delaware Cliff Camp, in Bushkill, Pennsylvania, where Leonard was a swimming counselor. In his letters Leonard pushed Paul away by exaggerating his summer love affairs:


Your letter is so charming that I am quite ashamed, and almost abject. I have fallen in love not once but five times and now feel that I love everyone, even Sonia Peretz who was third on my list and has met you. But I cannot end each love affair with tact, my girls are venomous zu Ende, and I suffer endless pain from their unspoken words, even from their unarched backs and assumptions of unconcern.



Leonard “jilted” Paul in another letter:


I am very much afraid that I am of that very ordinary stuff seen in those men who jilt poets.



Adopting Paul’s condescension toward communism, a word they used to describe a fashionably bohemian attitude, Leonard wrote to Goodman:


Things have an unnatural but rather amusing simplicity here—girls are demure virgins—or they’re not; men are bluff liars or married; nudism, free love or any absurd eccentricity are in the same swim: all are entitled communism. So that a girl with bare breasts flapping in the breeze will derisively (not defensively) say, “I’m going communist.”

Rain, Leonard



Delaware Cliff Camp was run by a follower of socialist Jay Lovestone, who was a friend of Louis Boudin.* Unlike other campers, Leonard did not argue politics. His friend Georgette Schneer believed Leonard was “torn between his father’s business point of view and his uncle’s socialism.” (His respect for his mother’s radical stance was perhaps more relevant.) Georgette decided she had never seen a human being as beautiful as the swimming counselor. Leonard’s appearance was enlivened by “the personal gleam of his nimble, impatient mind. He was filled with eccentricities and highly intrigued by the tangents of his own thoughts.” She named Leonard “my juggler of thoughts.” He would be the love of her life.

The adoration of a camper with Georgette’s bold intelligence and leggy beauty added to Leonard’s star quality. Five foot eight, she was graced with a long neck, like a girl in a Modigliani portrait. She was on a dance scholarship, and she and her mother moved every autumn to take advantage of the first month of free rent landlords were offering because of the Depression. Bert Gross considered himself blessed to have glimpsed Georgette’s long naked body as she stepped from a stall in the coed shower. Georgette was as ambitious for a career as boys she knew and went on to dance with Anna Sokolov’s company.

Meanwhile, back in Manhattan, Paul Goodman wrote daily beseeching letters to Leonard. He’d written another nonfiction short story about missing “Leonard” and falling apart at the sound of anyone with lisping speech, or at the sight of anyone with “off-color” blond hair. Goodman loved the way “Leonard” perplexed adults but delighted children with his teasing tone signifying that anything he said could mean its opposite.


So full of irony he is, yet very humble, so bitter, eager, sarcastic with himself, and full of love … [and also] he is not cast into confusion by his curious personality.



In August, Leonard sent Paul a postcard inviting him to visit. Paul left at once for the camp, where Georgette and Leonard had been building fires and cooking hot dogs in the pine woods. Paul Goodman made a grand entrance to Delaware Cliff Camp. Other campers envied Leonard his connection to “famous Manhattan intellectuals like Paul and ‘the great Louis.’ ”

Paul and Leonard went swimming in the nude at night on the Delaware River, and Goodman rhapsodized: “What is there in this boy that I am so struck. First he is beautiful. Black blond … his eyes are blue and clear as water and cold as glass with anxiety, [and] his body lean moves with erratic grace. He is on edge—that is why I love him!”

Throughout Leonard’s life, articulate men and women sputtered trying to describe Leonard’s charisma.

“He looked like Paul Newman with a softened jawline,” said Belle Harper. “He was so impatient. You did anything to catch his attention,” said Ruth Gilbert. “When he talked to my class [at Harvard Law School], it was like he was talking only to me,” said the esteemed Manhattan lawyer Leon Friedman.

“He’d heat up a room, faster than a furnace,” said Bert Gross.

In autumn 1932, Leonard continued to see Georgette in Manhattan. He jumped over fire hydrants, showing off for her, and then ran back to confide every new thought. At a Greenwich Village café, after they went to see Pirandello’s play Six Characters in Search of an Author, Leonard beamed as the scholarly song collector Alan Lomax admired Georgette’s long fingers. Lomax and his father, John, had tracked down black singer and songwriter Leadbelly digging rocks on a Texas chain gang. Lomax liked to sing verses of “Home on the Range” that his father had learned in 1908 from a black cook whose chuck wagon trailed herds of cattle to market in Kansas. The song included the line, “Oh, give me a jail where I can get bail,” as well as


The red man was pressed from this part of the West.

He’s likely no more to return

To the banks of Red River where seldom if ever

Their flickering campfires burn.



Georgette told her mother that she didn’t need money, since she and Leonard lived on love. Leonard took Georgette to a lecture given by his uncle Louis at New York University School of Law. (Georgette found no family resemblance to “my beautiful Leonard.”) Louis spoke of researching pogroms. He lectured that some Jews fleeing persecution in Europe had substituted a belief in social justice for traditional faith.

The City College newspaper was suspended during Leonard’s senior year after he helped to write an April Fools’ Day parody issue. A front-page story began, “Professor Gall today manifested his latest manifesto limiting the amount of urine in the pool water to 2%.” A psychology professor named “Dr. Pain” reported that 90 percent of the freshman class are sexually perverted. The other 10 percent, said Dr. Pain, are perverted sexually. Interjected into a paragraph was the question: “Why wear a truss?”

Every Saturday morning Leonard got up early and drove through Queens to collect overdue rents and mortgage payments for a bank that had hired Joe. Leonard stopped at court during the week to start dispossess proceedings. Leonard claimed he suffered no pangs of Marxist guilt. He wryly called the tasks my “early connection with the working class.”

He wrote to Goodman on April 19, 1933:


My dear Paul,

… too many times have I banged doors crying aloud my wares of “RENT RENT RENT.” I shall explain to you my little trick for getting people to inquire about empty houses.

A sign I place which reads thus:




For Rent
This Voluble Property
It
Speaks for itself.




And the natives phone in to tell me I misspelled valuable and now that they’re so bright, how much do I want for the house—the assumption being that we expect less rent of a bright tenant.

Meanwhile, Paul, send me a diagrammed illuminated brief of some thirty-odd pages recounting your adventures and outlining plans and specifications for our next meeting which if you act with proper interest should be any minute.
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Leonard B. Boudin’s picture from the City College yearbook, 1932.  (illustrations credit 1.5)

Leonard started St. John’s Law School and clerked one summer for his uncle Louis. While he was in his uncle’s office, he published a book review lauding Roosevelt’s pro-labor reforms for the International Juridical Association, a left-wing law journal. He had no contact with Louis except on those rare times he escorted his uncle—due to Louis’s poor eyesight—home to 200 West Fifty-eighth Street.

Leonard was thrilled when his famous relative appeared at Leonard’s graduation in 1935 from St. John’s. Louis presented to the new graduate an inscribed copy of his two-volume book Government by Judiciary. In it, Louis accused legal historians of expurgating the shameful Dred Scott decision, in which the Supreme Court held that a slave had no rights and that Congress had no right to prohibit slavery in the territories.
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The Furriers’ Union strike, 1927. The union, a client of Louis Boudin, was headed by Communist Party official Ben Gold.  (illustrations credit 1.6)

Leonard’s first job after law school was writing appellate briefs for the New York State Mortgage Commission, created to protect home owners during the Depression, when banks holding their mortgages went bankrupt. He soon lost the job to another political appointee.

After failing to find employment with business law firms specializing in mortgage law, Leonard was finally offered $15 a week as the lowest paid lawyer in Louis’s law firm. Leonard joked about his career path, “Thus after all those firms rejected me, I came to my real love, labor law.”

It was an auspicious time in U.S. history to be practicing labor law. A year or so earlier, the trade union movement had sprung to life, with a new philosophy of labor relations. Legal machinery was put in place to prevent management from stamping out the new unions formed by workers, who had what Louis called revolutionary rights. (Indeed President Franklin Roosevelt had pushed through legislative reforms because, he said, he did not want to be the last president of the United States.)

One of Leonard’s tasks was to interview union members with grievances against owners of businesses in fur, food, painting, and office work. If a union could prove that it represented the majority of workers at a place of business, then the newly formed Labor Relations Board certified the union. Hundreds of new unions formed, and millions of workers joined them.

Leonard noted one fascinating paradox: although Louis represented communist unions in the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO), he opposed the Communist Party. For starters, he was far too arrogant to tolerate being dictated to.

That summer, back again at camp, Bert Gross took photographs of Leonard in a canoe on the Delaware River. Leonard confided spasms of secret misgivings: had he ever truly perceived, let alone loved, another person? In years to come he hummed Marc Blitzstein’s lyrics for a song called “What’s the Matter with Me?”


I’m trained in all the arts,

My heart’s like other hearts,

I’ve all the essential parts,

Tell me, what’s the matter with me?



Bert promised a solution. “I have the perfect girl for you to marry. Every man I know is in love with her, and she has rejected all of us.” Bert showed Leonard artistic photographs clothed and unclothed of Jean Roisman, the “most beautiful girl I know.” Bert wrote to Jean, “Since I cannot have you, I have found the perfect man for you to marry.” He enclosed a photograph of Leonard naked in summer sunlight in a canoe.


* Like Louis, Jay Lovestone rejected Stalin and Soviet communism, though a decade after Louis had. Lovestone went on to fight communism around the world as a CIA operative.
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