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Praise for

Dancing Under the Red Star

“Very few stories rise to the level of stirring the deepest parts of my soul. But this is one. Some would call this a tragedy. That is not my sentiment. This amazing chronicle represents the power of the human soul and illustrates the unique potential in each of us. Margaret Werner’s suffering has become a light encouraging us all that there are greater possibilities within each one of us.”

—DON MILAM, author of The Ancient Language of Eden


“This is the heart-stirring story of a young woman who lost everything and endured unspeakable horrors, yet lived to tell about it. Margaret’s voice speaks for those who did not survive and tells how they were abandoned by American business interests. Her hope, courage, and faith will inspire you to triumph over hardship and injustice.”

—MELODY GREEN, international speaker and author of No Compromise


“I loved this book! Dancing Under the Red Star grips your heart and forever changes your perspective of humanity, God, and the world. This book is destined to be a classic that will inspire generations to come to believe in one’s dreams and have faith in the preserving power of God. A must-read for the progressive mind.”

—DR. MYLES MUNROE, founder and president, Bahamas Faith Ministries International, author of Rediscovering the Kingdom


“Every once in a while a book grips one’s heart because it seems more than humans are capable of imagining. This true story is remarkably compelling. Part heartrending biography, part epic documentary, Dancing Under the Red Star reads more like a spy novel and adventure film blended into an action movie script. Margaret Werner’s life offers a valuable peek behind a part of the Iron Curtain that many Americans have never seen before. Read it, weep, and thank God you live in America today!”

—TOMMY BARNETT, pastor of Phoenix First Assembly and author of Hidden Power


“A must-read! A book that engulfs the reader and forces one to live through the terror that Margaret felt.”

—RON WEINBENDER, presidential envoy, Full Gospel Business Men’s Fellowship International


“Karl Tobien shares with us a powerfully griping narrative of God’s grace, power, and direction. Be sure to allow yourself plenty of time, because you won’t be able to put this book down. It’s definitely a once-in-a-lifetime reading experience!”

—PAT WILLIAMS, senior vice president, Orlando Magic, and author of American Scandal


“I am forever changed by the hope Margaret Werner displayed. Her story is truly inspiring for people in all walks of life; I am forever in love with this woman and her life!”

—DONNA JOHNSON, film producer
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I solemnly dedicate this writing to three mothers—
three women I have loved,
three who sheltered the storm,
three whom I now solely credit for my very existence:
Margaret Tobien, my mother;
Elisabeth Werner, her mother;
and Tina Tobien, my wife and eternal soul mate,
without whose tremendous love and kindness,
patience, unwavering support, and abounding faith
this book would never have seen the light of day.
I thank you for things I will never adequately repay,
and I thank God for you in ways I will never adequately express.
I love you, Toonces!
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THE GULAG

The Gulag (an acronym in the Russian language for the Main Directorate for Corrective Labor Camps) began in 1918 as a penal system of forced-labor camps established by the Soviet regime after the Bolshevik Revolution.

Joseph Stalin expanded the system, beginning in 1929, to accelerate industry and to exploit the Soviet Union’s natural resources (like the mining of coal, copper, and gold) in its barely habitable northern regions, particularly the Siberian tundra. Over the next ten years, the Gulag spread through all twelve of the Soviet Union’s time zones, sending more than 18 million innocent people through its system—4.5 million of whom were never heard from again.

By 1953, the year Joseph Stalin died, more than 30 million people had passed through the Gulag: prisoners of the Russian Civil War; former aristocrats, businessmen, and large landowners incarcerated alongside murderers, thieves, and common criminals; political opponents; intellectual “enemies of the state”; religious dissenters; women and children; and people deemed guilty of simply associating with any of the above.

They were shipped to and from the camps in cattle cars and corralled behind towering barbed-wire fences into hovels pocked by filth and disease. With few resources, clothes, and tools, they faced extreme hunger and harsh, sub-zero climates where even fog would freeze.

The brutality they endured parallels the Holocaust.

Yet few people knew about their extreme suffering until publication in 1972 of Aleksandr I. Solzhenitsyn’s epic oral history of the Soviet camps in three volumes.

It would be more than thirty years later before a fully documented, comprehensive history of the Gulag would be published: the Pulitzer Prize–winning Gulag by Anne Applebaum.

New details of the Gulag’s horrors, as in Margaret Werner’s extraordinary account, are being unveiled and documented even to this day.

Dancing Under the Red Star stands as a powerful story of a woman’s survival.
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PROLOGUE

Every person has considered at one time or another these eternally mysterious questions: Why am I here? Where did I come from? Where am I going?

As a child in the 1960s, I had no real ambition to find out the meaning or the history of my life. I was an average American boy, growing up in an urban, middle-class neighborhood in Cincinnati, too busy being a kid to care whether or not my history was unique. Yet I knew my roots were not commonplace.

As a young adult, I began to realize there was much that my mother, Margaret Werner, hadn’t told me about her life during the decades she lived in Stalinist Russia. I knew she had suffered a great deal, but to what extent, I really didn’t know. I had wondered at times but not all that much. I was a hard-living, wild young guy and didn’t have the time to listen—or so I thought.

Besides, the past was the past, right? Why should I seek to understand—and reckon with—something as strange and troubling as the past, which can pull at you, haunt you, hurt you? But then I learned, as the years progressed, that coming to terms with your past can also heal you—if you let it.

My feelings changed, and eventually I found myself consumed with knowing and understanding the whats, whens, and whys of my mother’s life.

One afternoon during the early 1990s, as my mother peeled potatoes at the kitchen sink, I asked her many questions. And she began to tell me more about her life, certain things I had never heard from her before.

My mother spoke of her family’s difficult times in Detroit during the Depression, a long ocean voyage to Europe, and a strange, new life in Gorky, Russia. She mentioned several people she had known in the Soviet Union, including a young man named Victor Herman.

As I stood up, ready to leave her house that day, she stopped me. “Wait.” My mother left the room and returned carrying a book. “Here. This is Victor’s story.” I read the title, Coming Out of the Ice: An Unexpected Life. “In many ways, Victor’s life was very similar to mine … but also different.” She recalled that what they had in common was loss, injustice, and suffering … but then victory.

“Why don’t you read this,” she said, “and then let’s talk again.”

So I read the book. And I was stunned. Victor detailed his life in Russia. Maybe I was naive, but I could hardly believe that such horrible atrocities and human cruelty actually existed.

Some days later, when my mother and I spoke again, she asked if I had noticed Victor’s comment, toward the end, where he wrote, “[I am] the only survivor of all those men and women and children who had gone from Detroit to Gorky and ended in Siberian camps all those many years ago. I am the one, the only one, who got back, who lived through it all.”

I did, in fact, remember reading that.

“Karl,” my mother said, “there is much I haven’t told you about my life. Maybe now would be a good time to talk, while we still have the time.”

I nodded, smiled. Of course, I had heard many details of her life throughout my years, but I wasn’t entirely sure what she’d say next.

“Well, Victor’s comment, that’s not exactly how it went; that’s not exactly what happened. There’s a bit more to it that no one knows …” A tender, melancholy smile warmed her face as she continued. “Victor’s father, like mine—your grandfather—was employed by the Ford Motor Company in Detroit and made the Gorky trip too. Both of our families were in the original four hundred or so chosen to go. Victor’s story has been well documented over the years.”

She paused. I waited eagerly for each word.

“Karl, just for the record, for the sake of accuracy as well as historical correctness … actually Victor Herman was one of two who made it back; he was the second one to return. I was the first. I’m sure Victor based his comment on presumption alone. Perhaps he just didn’t know about me—almost no one did! When I got back to America, I certainly didn’t want to publicize my life or my return to the States, because I was afraid of what they might do.” Tears welled up in her eyes. “I never knew for sure if my battle was truly over or if my escape would ever be truly final.”

I was dumbfounded. I sat speechless, listening intently, watching her blot the tears with the corner of her apron. She continued.

“I survived the unbelievable horror of the Siberian labor camps and prisons and came back to America, through Germany, despite incredible odds. But I did finally return home, with you and Mama, stepping back onto my native American soil on November 29, 1961. I remained quiet and kept a low profile, primarily for the sake of my family, for you and Mama. Victor followed some fifteen years later—in 1976.”

Now I had tears of my own to wipe away as I tried to fathom the unspeakable suffering and the remarkable courage of my mother’s life.

“Maybe I also have a story to tell?” she continued, an expression of curiosity and unspoken surrender on her face. “Maybe now is a good time for that? Things have changed. I am no longer afraid, and this is your family history, Karl.”

I could only nod my head in sober agreement. I had always loved and respected my mother, but that day my admiration for her took on new significance.

Dancing Under the Red Star is the historic narrative and biographical account of a true American survivor. It is the poignant, often shocking, and always disturbing remembrance of the facts—the people, the passions, and the troubled years of Margaret Werner’s life. My mother knew. She lived it.

Our journey beyond the iron curtain and back is a story of defiance, hope, inspiration, and personal triumph—those often unseen elements rooted in the deeper spiritual realities of the human experience.

Today I am a writer, yes—but yesterday, first, I was a son. And now I know where I came from and why I’m here. This is not really my story, but then again, maybe it is.

Based on her memories, this is my mother’s story.



God must be out of Russia in five years.

JOSEPH STALIN




One
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THE PAIN OF SEVENTEEN

If the comforting passage of time, coupled with God’s gentle mercies, kindly erases the tragic memories of my life, even so, June 29, 1938, will still remain the one particular day that I will never forget as long as I live. I was seventeen years old, and destiny was coming, whether I liked it or not.

When I awoke that morning, I think I already knew. In my heart, or maybe it was the pit of my stomach, I sensed there would be something out of the ordinary about this day. It was an eerie premonition, something you could unmistakably identify but not necessarily explain. Just in my waking up, the day already felt strangely surreal and separate from all others.

It was an unusually splendid morning. The entire sky was uncommon, painted a crystal clear blue, with no clouds, and I felt oddly euphoric. And in the midst of the otherwise chaotic circumstances surrounding this time in my life, this day seemed filled with hope and promise, and I couldn’t wait to get it started.

Peering out the window of our second-floor apartment in Gorky’s American Village, I felt the warm and deceptively soothing rays of the Russian summer sunshine on my skin. I was eager to get outside, to meet my best friend, Maria, for a tennis match. I was surging with adrenaline and expectancy. My body, rather than my mind, was happy, perhaps outside of itself. And happy was not an easy thing to be in Russia, in those unpredictably turbulent days, when confusing changes were occurring all around us.

Through no choice of my own, Russia had become my home, although in my mind and in my heart, and sometimes even in my words, I still referred to it as a foreign country. This was not America, where I was born, and no matter how long I stayed, I simply did not belong here. This was not my true home! Here in Gorky, we feared that anything could happen at any moment, and no one ever really knew what to expect from one minute to the next.

I speedily ate a very light breakfast, mainly to satisfy my mother’s demands, then grabbed my tennis racket and hurriedly kissed Mama good-bye, nearly tripping over her feet as I jolted down the stairs to meet Maria.

The brick wall and empty lot of an abandoned storefront around the corner from our tenement was a perfect place to practice tennis by myself or when Maria could not play. We had planned to meet there that morning and then walk to the nearby tennis courts together. She hadn’t arrived yet, so I decided to stretch and loosen up on my own. Maria was eighteen—a beautiful, green-eyed Ukrainian girl who lived in our village because her father and older brother also worked in the automobile factory with my father. She was an excellent athlete and competitor, a renowned young gymnast in her hometown, and now a topnotch tennis player here in the village. We enjoyed each other’s company and athletic competitiveness immensely. In fact, Maria was the only other girl my age in the entire village whose love for sports and general athletic prowess rivaled mine. I’m quite sure that’s why we got along so well. Here in Gorky, Soviet sports had become my life. Athletic competition and organized sports were highly esteemed in Russia and taken very seriously. This suited me! Since early childhood back in Detroit, I had been raised to be athletic and physical, and my nature was to be competitive in everything.

Maria and I were highly touted swimmers for the Gorky region, having won several district and regional competitions together, and we were now ranked high in the national statistics. She swam the fastest 100- and 200-meter backstroke I had ever seen. She was absolutely phenomenal. I swam the best freestyle and butterfly sprint events in our region. Competitive sports made a positive place for us within this unfamiliar society. Russia was a place where we felt free to excel. But today was not a competition; we planned a day of relaxation, a day to dream of the future, a day for fun. My best friend and I were going to play tennis.

Maria soon showed up, and we began to chitchat, volleying back and forth against the wall, talking and giggling about school and sports and, of course, boys. Our voices made a little rhythm with the tapping rackets, the bouncing tennis balls, and the warm summer wind rustling the leaves overhead. I remember thinking what an absolutely perfect day this was. It was about ten o’clock. My papa was at work in the factory, Mama was at home doing her chores, and I planned to spend time with her later in the afternoon.

Mama was actually my best friend, and Maria came next. I always enjoyed the time I spent relaxing and talking with my mother, because she had an unassuming sort of tranquillity about her that made you want to be around her. She had an inner peace and a silent strength that simply refused to be managed by outside circumstances. I counted on her for stability in the confusing world in which we lived. My mother’s gaze drew you in with piercingly light blue, nearly violet eyes. But more than her eyes, it was her heart she was giving you. It was her spirit that always drew you in without effort. When she took my hand in hers, there were no more problems and no more worries. She made you feel that everything would be okay. And that was difficult here in Gorky, to be sure. My papa’s work was hard, and for six years we had been cut off from our American home. But my mama was something else. I always wanted to be just like her.

That summer day Maria and I were planning to play tennis for an hour or so, have a good workout, and then maybe go down to the river, the Oka, for a swim. Afterward I would come back home, help Mama with the chores, and wait for Papa to come home from work. We’d have dinner together, I’d bring him his pipe, and Mama would make him some coffee. Night after night we’d sit and listen to him worry and complain about problems that agitated him so much at the factory, the things he could not change.

My father was an idealist at heart, and change was part of his very nature. He was in constant torment about what he saw at work: the organizational, bureaucratic management “nonsense,” as he liked to say, in the factory. He would shake his head as he recounted the injustices he experienced at work, but then he would reassure us that a better day was coming, just ahead, on the horizon. “Just wait. You’ll see. It won’t be like this forever. I promise,” he’d say, and I always believed him.

Sometimes he would read to me from one of our favorite books—Black Beauty or Treasure Island—and Mama would sit and smile, taking it all in. She enjoyed her family more than anything, and she was always trying to make life better for her husband. I had grown accustomed to these evenings. They were really no more complicated than that. We had made our own kind of adjustment to living in Russia, but beneath it all, I knew something was intrinsically wrong. I just didn’t know how much.

Maria and I hit the tennis ball around and laughed hysterically about a boy named Boris, a Czech, from our high school. She was telling me about something crazy he did in class the day before, when she suddenly stopped in midsentence and almost dropped her racket. She stood as if paralyzed, looking past me toward my house. She whispered, “Margo, a car just pulled up in front of your building … I thought I saw your father in it.”

My first thought was, A car? Really? I didn’t understand why Papa would be home from work at this time, and I certainly didn’t understand why he would be in a car or why a car would even be here. I was puzzled; automobiles were not a common sight in our village, except when there was trouble or something out of the ordinary. But I turned and saw the ominous-looking black sedan in front of our house, and then I saw its back door opening. I knew something was wrong—terribly, terribly wrong. And I knew my papa was in the car. I stood there for a moment and stared, unable to move.

Maria looked at my face, threw her arms around my neck, and began to cry. “Oh, Margo, not your father,” she said in my ear. It was as if she already knew something I did not.

Maria was eighteen, going on thirty. Her mother had died under mysterious circumstances just a year earlier, and before that, her grandparents had been murdered during the Bolshevik Revolution. She was already more familiar with pain than I, and she carried a maturity beyond her years. They say, “Whatever doesn’t kill you will make you stronger.” Maria, despite our relative closeness in age, was already stronger than I was.

A strange man in a dark gray uniform stepped out of the car first and then reached back inside to pull my father out by his arm. Running toward them, I screamed, “Papa! Papa!” I saw the man grab my father’s wrist and force him around the car, where another man got out. He seized my father by his other wrist, and they pushed him toward the apartment. Papa didn’t seem to struggle, at least not much. I thought that was odd. I remember a look of agony on his face, but he didn’t appear to be struggling. What I recall seeing was an uncharacteristic resignation and the absence of the fight that usually marked my father. That was strange to me, because he was a fighter—innately a fighter! For a moment he didn’t seem like my father, my flesh and blood. I wanted this to be any other man but him. But it was not. It was my papa. And I knew he hadn’t done anything wrong, so I couldn’t understand what was happening.

I loved and admired my father, Carl Werner, more than I could ever describe. I thought he was what a man was all about and what a man should be. I compared every boy and every man I ever met to him. But what was happening here? Why were these men being so mean to him? My papa was foreman of the tool and die department at the Gorky automobile factory and a respected man. This couldn’t be happening! I figured it was all a bad mistake—a terrible mistake—and certainly they would soon have this mess figured out, and things would be normal again. Of course, things in Gorky—in Russia, for that matter—were anything but normal.

About two years earlier, in 1936, Joseph Stalin had commenced infamous purges, instigated and carried out by his bloodthirsty associate Nikolai Yezhov and shortly thereafter by Lavrenti Beria, his notorious chief of the secret police. Beria was directly responsible for millions of deaths and unspeakable cruelty throughout Russia. The period in Soviet history known as the Bolshevik Revolution was over, but the Stalinist regime was at the height of its power and operating at full throttle. Throughout the land, it operated as a heartless killing machine, without conscience. In the period leading up to and during World War II, it took hundreds of thousands, even millions, of prisoners, often with no charges and no trials. You didn’t have to be guilty of anything in Stalinist Russia to find yourself imprisoned or even killed. The Stalinist regime operated on paranoia, with no rational justification.

As my father was roughly pushed toward our building, he looked back over his shoulder, almost as if in confession, to see me running toward him. Then his face was practically shoved into the door by the two men. I was sprinting toward him but felt as if I was in slow motion, as if I would never get there. The other two men looked stone cold, without showing the slightest feeling or emotion, while my papa was being helplessly led to slaughter. How on earth could this be? The three of them disappeared through the building’s front door as I raced just a few paces behind them, burning with fear and anguish. I flung open the normally cumbersome wooden door as if it were weightless. My heart was pounding right through my chest, and I was panting and crying. I ran up the narrow wooden stairway to see Papa just ahead of me, on the landing.

My papa, oh my dear papa! For the rest of my days, I will never forget his face as he turned to see me standing behind him. It was only a glance, but it was a look I had never seen before and one I wished I hadn’t seen. I saw in his face the end—the end of his innocently blind optimism and the end of his hopes for our life in this country that was not ours. That look bespoke hopelessness, utter despair, and death.

The look haunted me. Tears welled up in his eyes, and I knew that they were more for me than anything else. In a voice that struggled to be firm and reassuring, he said, “Don’t cry, my sweet girl. Everything will be all right.” But his words were empty of faith. I knew at that moment he wanted me to believe his words, but his face told me he didn’t believe them himself.

We knew something of Russia’s brutality even to her own people, and yet my father always thought he could make a difference in this country. We had given up everything we had known in our beloved America and blindly left it all behind us when he brought us here. It was Papa’s decision. And for what? During the hungry years of the Depression back home, he had actually pictured opportunity, livelihood, and financial stability in this country. That’s why he came to Russia in the first place. That’s why we came with him. That’s why I was here. Didn’t they know what our family had given up for Papa’s commitment to this country, this Russia that was now stabbing him in the back as a “reward” for his faith?

The fear in his bewildered brown eyes drained them of all life. He quickly turned away, maybe ashamed that I had seen him that way. At that moment I knew this marked the end of his dream and the beginning of our nightmare.

The two men who had arrested my father at work were from the NKVD. Under Stalin, the Soviet secret police had acquired vast punitive powers, and in 1934 the secret police were renamed the People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs, or NKVD. No longer subject to party control or restricted by law, the NKVD became a direct instrument for Stalin to use against the party and the country during the Great Terror of the 1930s. Now they had come to search our apartment.

My mind was racing, my heart pulsing uncontrollably. I didn’t know what to do for him. This could not be happening; it just could not be happening! It had to be a mistake. My papa had done nothing wrong; I had to calm down. Once inside the apartment, I fumbled toward the kitchen, where I found some fresh strawberries from our garden. I poured some milk and sugar over them, and with feverishly shaking hands I tried to take them to Papa. I think at that moment they represented my love and much more. They represented everything I wanted to do for him but could not. I was completely helpless.

I set the bowl down before him, and again our eyes met. “Oh, Papa,” I said, “how is this happening? Please tell me that everything is going to be all right … please, please, please!”

He looked down at the floor, then at the bowl, then at me and over to Mama, and then back at the floor. He said nothing, but he cried silently, violently, from the innermost part of his being. My papa was shaking and looked as though he was barely breathing. He seemed afraid to look up, afraid of what we would see in his eyes. I was scared to death, mainly because I had never seen my papa so fragile and so completely helpless. As for the symbolic strawberries, he could not force down a single bite. We were all speechless and terrified.

Mama was told she could pack him a few necessary items, and she did so with tears rolling down her cheeks. Not a word escaped her lips. I think she was too shaken to utter a sound. What on earth do you pack for your husband, an innocent man who is being ripped from your home before your very eyes while you can do nothing to stop it? I felt I was going mad inside! I wanted to scream, but more than that, I wanted to kill somebody!

My mother managed to pack a small suitcase, moving stiffly, zombielike—silent and pale. I had never seen her like this either. I think she didn’t really believe this could be happening to us. How could it be? Papa’s dream of Russia was turning into a nightmare. Look what they were doing to the dreamer. I didn’t understand what was taking place in our house. Surely I would wake up soon.

I was shaking with rage and helplessness. I ran to my tiny bedroom and grabbed a photograph of myself and scribbled on the back “To my darling papa from his loving daughter, June 29, 1938.” I ran back as they were forcing him up from the table. My mother groaned, an involuntary cry from deep within, but then she quickly covered her mouth with her trembling hand and, in German—my parents’ language of love—softly whispered to him as if only the two of them could hear, “Ich immer liebe dich” (I love you always).

My father could not reply, and I tried to push the photo into his hand as they shoved him toward the door. One of the men put his hand against my chest and sternly said, “No, now back away!” I flung myself toward my papa and screamed, “Please … Papa … please! You leave him alone!” The other officer grabbed my arms and yanked me away from my father.

I was violently thrown to the unforgiving hardwood floor by a power that I didn’t see coming. Strangely, I felt no physical pain; I think my heart absorbed it all. The photo lay beside me on the floor. Mama screamed as she saw me fall hard on my back, and she threw herself down to cover me.

The men dragged my precious father out the door.

I cried, “Please, let me kiss my father good-bye, please!” But they slammed the door shut behind them.

From the hall, the men yelled at my mother and me, “Do not leave this apartment!” Neither of us moved for several moments, but then, unable to contain my dread, I cracked open the door. My father was being pushed down the stairs, and even though he resisted, it was to no avail. One of the officers looked back at me and shouted, “Didn’t I tell you to keep that door closed?”

I drew back inside our apartment, but through the door and from the bottom of the stairs, I heard my father calling, “I’ll be back! You’ll see!” Mama was still on the floor, on her knees, sobbing so hard that her shoulders and her whole body shook. My anger died down as I saw her like that, and I knelt to hug her with an urgency and desperation I had never felt before. She was now all I had, and I was now all she had … and we held on to each other.

Clutching each other tightly, we cried until I thought there were no more tears left in me. I don’t know how long we stayed on the floor, but it surely must have been hours. It felt like days, an eternity—all in one Russian summer afternoon. We held on to each other, trying to grasp that Papa was gone and wondering if we would ever see him again. But he’d said, “I’ll be back! You’ll see!”

The sun was no longer shining through our window as it had on that perfect morning. Now it was dark, and not just because it was evening. We sat there forever, and we spoke no words. What was there to say? At seventeen, this new agony was beyond any of my words. Finally my mother asked if I was hungry, and I said, “No,” but I glanced toward the table and saw my papa’s untouched bowl of strawberries. Waves of pain seared me again, and Mama tenderly stroked my hair. Calling me by her favorite name for me, she said, “Maidie, you should eat something. You must hold on and try to be strong. This is not the end, I promise you. You must have faith and not lose hope. Never give up hope. God will get us through this.”

I’m not sure that I believed her. Although she sounded convincing, I knew her words were as much for herself as for me. Papa was the love of her life, and I knew that her anguish cut deep—very, very deep! I don’t know if we said anything else after that, but I recall lying in my bed and hearing my mama weeping well into the night. As I drifted in and out of sleep that troubled night, I kept hearing faint, muffled, whimpering sounds from the next room. My father was forty-six years old. My mother was forty-three. I had just turned seventeen. Our life, as we knew it, was over. I tossed and turned, trying to understand how this had happened.
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The NKVD was the most powerful and feared Soviet institution under Stalin, who used it to eliminate all potential opposition to his leadership until he was the unchallenged leader of both party and state. Now he was purging the party rank and file and terrorizing the entire country with widespread arrests and executions. During the ensuing Great Terror, millions of innocent Soviet citizens were sent off to labor camps or executed in prison.

In Russia, this time from 1937 until mid-1938 was called Yezhovshchina, or the Yezhov Affair, the most severe stage of Nikolai Yezhov’s great purges, when more than ten million lives were lost in the jails and labor camps that sprang up like wild mushrooms all over the country. Situated primarily in the Far North—in Siberia or central Asia, where the climates were most severe—these camps were filled with multitudes of free laborers, peasants, and poor people, all unable to defend themselves. To the Soviet regime, human beings were only the means of production—numbers, items, things to count—expendable.

Countless fathers and mothers of my friends were suddenly and savagely arrested under trumped-up charges, taken from their homes in front of their parents and children—even during their evening meals—and never heard of or heard from again. And this countrywide brutality didn’t seem to distinguish nationality or ethnic origin; it had no bias, no favorites. No one was exempt. I don’t even think the Stalinist agenda was particularly anti-Semitic at its root; the Jews were certainly victims, openly targeted perhaps more than the rest of the population. But the fear was universal. Families in untold numbers, of all ethnicities, were irreparably devastated at the snap of a finger, the signing of another false arrest warrant.

Betrayal in its most primitive form was a common way of life during this period in 1930s Russia, even among family members. Mothers, fathers, brothers, and sisters routinely and sometimes falsely informed on one another to the police. I suppose it was a last-ditch effort to survive. The pervasive fear of arrest undermined everything. One day you saw your friends, you spoke with them, and the next day someone asked you where they were. It was as if they had suddenly vanished from the planet. “What happened to so-and-so?” was an all-too-regular occurrence. Your neighbor was here one day, gone the next, and no one knew anything about it.

Personal suffering at the very core of the human spirit swept the community like wildfire, and not many were able to escape. The whole world of human experience was driven by pain and fueled by fear. I thought, If there’s really a devil … I mean if he really exists, then surely this has got to be it; he must live here in Russia!

By the time the terror subsided in 1939, Stalin had managed to bring both the party and the public into complete submission to his rule. Soviet society was so atomized and the people so fearful of reprisals that mass arrests were no longer necessary, but that had not happened yet—not today, not on June 29, 1938, not in time to save my father.

In the summer of 1938, this was my life: my father ripped away from me, my mother’s husband gone, a good man taken from his family. Just like that, it was all over. Dreams shattered and hopes forsaken in one strangely beautiful but wicked Gorky summer day. Now Mama and I were left in this country that was not our own … with no way out. We never wanted to come here in the first place, and now our future was nothing but a matter of Mama’s blind faith.

Thus began the darkest time in our lives. We suddenly had to find a way to go on without Papa, who until this black day had provided us with a better-than-average way of life, at least by Gorky’s simple standards. We had no support or financial means, no savings and no protection. Though I felt a full-blown anger taking control of my heart, I was also hit by a physical sense of hopelessness and despair. They walked in uninvited, as if they were people or something I could actually touch. And right behind them came a powerful new fear.

My sleep that night was anything but peaceful; it came in agonizing increments when my mind was too tired to think. I slept only by default, for sporadic and lurid spurts a few minutes at a time, and I would fearfully awaken between my terrifying dreams to find that my new reality was much worse than any nightmare.

I kept hearing my mama’s words: “Have faith; be strong; do not lose hope.” I didn’t feel much comfort from them now. A stronger force outside of me—fear—was controlling my heart and my thoughts. I thought hard about Mama’s faith in God. God would get us through this? I questioned. How could that be? How could anything or anybody wipe away the horror? How could I be sure God even existed? Was God stronger than fear? That was a good question, because I had no idea what to believe in, but I knew that fear was real, as I now felt fear like a three-alarm fire burning out of control. And I could not help but think, Where is God in all of this? as my mind replayed Papa’s words, “I’ll be back. You’ll see,” over and over again.


Two
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PAPA DECIDED

It was Papa’s decision to move our little family from Detroit to Gorky. Mama and I had never wanted to come, and now we were in a very precarious position without him.

I was their only child, born on May 28, 1921, just outside the city limits of Detroit. My parents and two other couples were desperately trying to eke out a living on a small and unproductive beet farm, waiting for the Depression to end. As it turned out, they would wait for quite some time. During my parents’ early years near Detroit, they did all they could to make ends meet, raising chickens and various vegetables for their own consumption, along with whatever else they could rummage or produce. The land was unfruitful, but sometimes the men hunted skunk, for the pelts, which they were able to sell for a few dollars when there was an interested buyer. And when there were no skunks, their cupboard was bare. Their lives were simple and austere, with no excess in any area, except perhaps their love for one another.

My mother, Elisabeth Rausch-Werner, was of German stock, originally from the Black Forest region in southern Germany. In the 1700s her people, seeking religious freedom and better educational opportunities for their children, had immigrated to Austria, to a region that was later annexed by Hungary. They were called Donauschwaben, essentially German-speaking Hungarians, speaking a unique form of the German language. Elisabeth’s father owned the village inn and was also the village cabinetmaker. Her mother was in poor health, and as the eldest of five children, my mother bore the brunt of the household chores and child-rearing responsibilities. Consequently, she received only four years of formal education and schooling in Austria.

In 1912, when my mother was seventeen years old, she immigrated to America with her aunt. They arrived in Cincinnati, Ohio, where my mother held numerous jobs: first as a barmaid, then as a housekeeper in several affluent homes, including that of Walton Bachrach, who would later become mayor of Cincinnati. A few years later Mother moved to Detroit, where she again found employment as a housekeeper. Her talent in the kitchen as a wonderful cook and baker kept her steadily employed. She had a thin, wiry frame but a surprising degree of physical strength for her meager size. Mama’s eyes were the purest, most stunning light blue I have ever seen, at times a solid violet color. She soon joined an amateur German drama club called the Thalia, since acting was a true passion as well as an undeniable talent. It was here that she met Carl Werner, the club’s stage manager. In August 1920 they were wed.

Carl Werner, my father, was an Austrian Jew from the city of Linz. The family was fairly affluent, and he had two brothers—Richard and Friedrich—and one sister, Eva. Their father died when Carl was only four years old, so Carl was reared by his mother and the servants. His brothers and sister all finished high school and went on to the university. My father, however, had other ideas about his future. He opted to work with his hands, and so he attended a technical school to learn the skill of tool and die making. He soon mastered the trade, and upon completion of this technical education, he immigrated to the United States, where he immediately found work in the automotive industry.

In 1917, during World War I, he refused to be drafted, choosing prison instead. He was a true patriot, but he had to draw the line—his line. It was that invisible line in the sand that he could not cross without compromising his sense of decency, integrity, and morality. Although he was not a financial success, he loved his American home and his life. However, my father did not believe in war. Losing his life would mean losing his family, and that would be an unacceptable sacrifice to Carl Werner. That’s just who he was. He consequently paid the price, but not for a lack of loyalty to America. Papa thought if a man had no personal integrity, he had absolutely nothing! He was conscientious and he was an idealist, so maybe he was a conscientious idealist rather than a war objector.

During his approximately three-year imprisonment, he spent one year in solitary confinement. Later he described that experience to me as the most significant and deeply revealing time in his life. This serious internal reflection led to a time of personal awakening, when his determination grew in conjunction with his outrage. He said he got to know his inner self, which confirmed his cherished ideals and destroyed his false beliefs. My father kept most personal things tightly concealed. I don’t know what he would have said about some of the later circumstances of his life, the twists of fate and other unforeseen detours, including his arrest, but I suspect his U.S. prison confinement was a walk in the park in comparison to his imprisonment by the NKVD.

Regardless, the American jail did not soften his resolve. Perhaps his opinionated and outspoken nature contributed to some extent to his fate. Who knows? He believed strongly in a pure socialist reform system, and based upon what I have learned, I’d have to say he was right, in a purely idealistic and untainted sense, if this were a perfect world. But as we later came to know, evil exists in this world, in humans as well as in systems; it is inherent in the very core of fallen humankind. Carl Werner said that no political system is ever flawless, but his goal was to “always seek out that which seems to make sense.” He had radical tendencies—those that made sense to him. He was a unionist and an active member of the Proletarian Party during those days. My father wholeheartedly believed in people, and he always took the side of the underdog and the oppressed, because he felt someone had to stand up for them. He approached his job and his career responsibilities with the Ford Motor Company in exactly the same fashion.

Many meetings were held in our small Detroit home at that time, with friends and neighbors and even total strangers. I would guess all of them had to do with the pivotal role he played in the Proletarian agenda in Detroit as well as the controversial employee and labor issues at the automobile plant.

I was an ordinary, fun-loving, ten-year-old American schoolgirl in 1931 when my carefree existence took an abrupt turn for the worse. It was in the middle of the Depression, and everyone around us felt its grave effects. Factories and businesses were closing almost daily; friends of my parents were losing their jobs; whole families had no income; people had a strangely distant and lifeless look about them. Sometimes I even heard Mama and Papa speak of someone committing suicide. Poverty, sadness, and emotional upheaval devastated nearly every family we knew, and we were no exception. The atmosphere seemed thick with this unpredictable lingering gloom that was heavy like a fog and unspoken yet visible in the faces we met. Yes, depression was fitting, not only for the state of the economy and social life, but also for the emotional state of my mother and father and most people we knew. Depression was the right word.

My earliest childhood recollections take me back to the time when I was an adventurous three-year-old—in 1924, when my parents and I lived in a second-floor apartment in Detroit. I distinctly remember waiting until it was my mandatory nap time, then sneaking down the back steps of our apartment. I was headed to the house across the street so I could play with Adam, the little boy who lived there. That particular day the attraction was his shiny red pedal car. I didn’t see a dairy delivery wagon approaching at the same time I decided to dart into the street. I had no time to react.

I woke up in an all-white bed in an all-white room with a very bright light hanging from the ceiling. My mother and father were pale and frightened by my bedside. I particularly remember the look on my father’s face as he worriedly hovered over me. I was in a hospital, with bandages on my face, but I was lucky to have escaped with only minor nicks and scratches. After that little escapade, my father concocted a brilliant idea; he decided to tie me to the back porch on a dog leash, long enough for playing, but short enough to prevent me from crawling under the fence to join my friends in the next yard. I remember his face as he looked at me, on that leash and in that predicament. He was proud of himself, and I could see that he thought he was quite ingenious. That memory makes me smile, and it makes me miss
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