
[image: image]



Map of Boris Nayfeld’s Europe

[image: image]
Jeffrey L. Ward





Map of Boris Nayfeld’s Brooklyn

[image: image]
Jeffrey L. Ward





[image: image]




Dedication

For Marcia and Lena




Epigraphs

POWER IS GIVEN ONLY TO THE ONE WHO DARES TO BEND DOWN AND PICK IT UP. THERE’S ONLY ONE THING THAT MATTERS, ONLY ONE: TO BE ABLE TO DARE!

—RASKOLNIKOV IN FYODOR DOSTOEVSKY’S CRIME AND PUNISHMENT






THE BASIC CREED OF THE GANGSTER, AND FOR THAT MATTER OF ANY OTHER TYPE OF CRIMINAL, IS THAT WHATEVER A MAN HAS IS HIS ONLY SO LONG AS HE CAN KEEP IT, AND THAT THE ONE WHO TAKES IT AWAY FROM HIM HAS NOT DONE ANYTHING WRONG BUT HAS MERELY DEMONSTRATED HIS SMARTNESS.

—HERBERT ASBURY, THE GANGS OF NEW YORK
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Prelude

New York Times

One Is Killed and Two Wounded by Gunmen at a Brooklyn Office

FEB. 4, 1986

By Michael Norman

Two men fired automatic weapons through the side door of a wholesale gasoline company in Brooklyn yesterday, killing one man and wounding two others, the police said.

The shootings took place at 12:15 P.M. at the offices of the Platenum Energy Company at Avenue U and Batchelder Street in the Sheepshead Bay section.

Last night, the police were sorting out the incident and interviewing witnesses and the wounded.

According to the police, the office workers spoke Russian, and the authorities said last night that they were trying to determine if there was a link between the shootings and a Russian crime group.

Alice T. McGillion, the deputy police commissioner for public information, said there were “a small number of people involved in crime with a Russian background, and we’re looking to see if it’s connected to that . . .”

Asked about the assailants’ use of automatic weapons, one of which was identified as a 9-millimeter submachine gun, she said:

“A machine gun is not normally what we see.”

Five people were in the office of the red brick building when the gunmen knocked on the side door. They exchanged words in Russian with two employees inside, then fired through the door into the office and fled on foot down Avenue U, the police said. . . .

The police identified the dead man as Elia Zeltser, 34 years old, of 2387 Ocean Avenue in Sheepshead Bay. He was pronounced dead at Coney Island Hospital.

The wounded, who were also taken to Coney Island Hospital, were identified as Boris Nayfeld, 38, of 161 Nevada Avenue in Egbertville, Staten Island, and Michael Vax, 27, of the Brighton Beach section of Brooklyn. Mr. Nayfeld was wounded in the right hand and was listed in good condition. Mr. Vax was wounded in the chest and forearm and was in stable condition.

From The New York Times. © 1986 The New York Times Company. All rights reserved. Used under license.

* * *

On February 4, 1986, as Boris Mikhailovich Nayfeld—the most notorious Soviet-Jewish émigré mobster then active in the United States—lay in the ER of Coney Island Hospital, recovering from the 9 mm bullet wound to his right hand, he spoke in heated tones, solely in Russian, to the assembled members of his brigada, or “crime crew.”

Boris had clearly seen the face of the gunman who’d burst through his office door brandishing an Uzi 9 mm submachine gun; he knew exactly who’d shot him through the hand and murdered his best friend, Ilya Zeltzer—known as “Zelya.” Boris had been standing only feet away as one of the Uzi’s bullets had blown Zelya’s right eye out of his head.

There in his hospital bed, Boris laid out his plan to track down the shooter—a fellow Soviet-Jewish émigré gangster, originally from Kiev. The killer was, in fact, a former friend of Boris Nayfeld’s—a well-known criminal in Brighton Beach and a man who, like Boris, had done hard time in a Soviet prison camp before emigrating to Brooklyn.

The conversation was overheard by someone who understood Russian, and two NYPD homicide detectives promptly came to interview Boris at his bedside, demanding that he give a witness statement, revealing the identity of the suspected murderer.

Boris repeatedly denied all knowledge.

He flat-out refused to cooperate with the open investigation.

“Look, the cops kept pressuring me, but I wasn’t going to tell them a word. I stuck to my story. Didn’t see a face. Didn’t know who might have done it. Didn’t see shit. Why would I tell the musors a fucking thing? That’s not our way,” Boris tells me today, thirty-six years after the brazen daytime attack inside his office on Avenue U and Batchelder Street.

“Why talk to them? Of course, I knew who shot us—I’d seen his face clearly—and, believe me, I didn’t want the cops to catch him. I had every intention of tracking down this motherfucker and killing him myself!”




Introduction

I shouldn’t be alive today.”

That was one of the first things Boris Nayfeld told me when I met him four years ago.

On a sweltering Saturday in late June 2018, we sat outdoors at Tatiana Grill, a popular restaurant on the Brighton Beach boardwalk, tossing back shots of Russian vodka chased by the warm salty Atlantic breeze, surrounded by young women from St. Petersburg and Kiev and Odessa who wore more makeup than clothes.

Known to his friends and family as “Biba” and described in the New York tabloids as “the last boss of the original Russian Mafia in America,” Boris had every right to marvel at the fact that he was alive and smiling and talking into my digital recorder. He’d survived multiple assassination attempts—shot point-blank by that Uzi submachine gun in 1986; he also escaped unscathed in 1991 when a grenade planted under his Lincoln Town Car failed to detonate. At age eighteen, he served three years of hard labor in a Soviet prison camp; after emigration to the United States, he spent a substantial portion of his life in various federal penitentiaries.

Now seventy-four, Boris is still an imposing figure with a shaved head, piercing blue eyes, and a burly physique covered in prison-inked tattoos. Four macabre skulls. A menacing tail-rattling scorpion. A massively hooded king cobra. A Star of David inset with a Hebrew Bible topped by an elaborate crown. To initiates in the world of Russian organized crime, the blue ink on his upper body can be read like a pictorial storybook, rendering Nayfeld’s entire résumé as a professional criminal: it’s a rap sheet that includes convictions as a racketeer, a heroin trafficker, a money launderer, and an extortionist. He’s also been suspected of orchestrating several high-profile gangland murders, though he was never charged or indicted and has—of course—repeatedly denied complicity.

Few of his contemporaries from the Soviet émigré underworld in Brighton Beach made it to his advanced age. Many, though not all, died public and violent deaths. Boris is virtually the last mobster of his generation standing.

The ultimate survivor.

His life story offers us a window into a singular moment in modern history—when a wave of Jews fleeing Soviet oppression in the 1970s arrived in the United States and, following in the footsteps of a previous generation of young hoodlums like Meyer Lansky, Benjamin “Bugsy” Siegel, and Louis “Lepke” Buchalter, applied both brains and brawn to making their fortunes as outlaws in America.

But that wave of Soviet émigré criminals in the 1970s and ’80s was unlike any that had come before. They were cosmopolitan, sophisticated, often university-educated men who’d survived for years in the Soviet Union by applying their ingenuity and daring to bilk the corrupted state. They settled in the decaying South Brooklyn neighborhood of Brighton Beach, for generations a haven for immigrant Jews, and refashioned it as their own “Little Odessa.”

Almost immediately, criminals like Boris Nayfeld distinguished themselves for their fearlessness. They partnered with, but were never cowed by, the Italian American Mafia. They joked about how easy it was to steal in America. They scoffed at the cushiness of U.S. penitentiaries in comparison to the starvation conditions in the forced labor camps they’d experienced in the Soviet Union. They displayed a ruthlessness and casual use of violence that shocked even jaded members of U.S. law enforcement. In contrast to more established organized crime groups—as Boris never fails to remind me—their power lay in the fact that they felt they had fuck all to lose.

Yes, they were tough, but their intellect, creativity, and global ambitions truly distinguished them among the ranks of American gangsters. The schemes concocted by Boris and his fellow criminals from the Soviet Union seem, even today, remarkable for their ingenuity and brazenness. These were guys who’d survived in a totalitarian state that normalized illegal activity, one that viewed crime as a form of anti-communist rebellion and even elevated it to an art form.

In the United States, their illicit ventures escalated from audacious and theatrical jewelry swindles to the most sophisticated financial fraud, stock manipulation, and international money laundering. In a few short years, the Brighton Beach mob’s tentacles stretched over to Antwerp and Berlin, from Bangkok to Sierra Leone. As you’ll read, Boris Nayfeld and his partners were among the first to spot and exploit the untold fortunes to be made in the economic chaos after the Berlin Wall fell and the Soviet Union began its inexorable collapse.

They also targeted many routine aspects of daily life that we all take for granted in the United States—from putting gas in our cars to the credit cards we use to pay for it. Soviet-born criminals, and their Italian American mob partners, stole billions of dollars in gasoline excise taxes through daisy-chain schemes that have become the stuff of underworld lore. And it took FBI and IRS agents years to figure out how they were doing it. They pioneered and perfected new forms of bank fraud and myriad health insurance scams; they counterfeited everything from hundred-dollar bills to Marlboro cigarettes.

Their criminal genius lay in exploiting the unseen weaknesses within the economic system right under our noses.

When I met Boris Nayfeld, he was seventy years old and on parole for his final felony conviction—a bizarre murder-for-hire plot turned into an extortion scheme that was splashed all over the tabloids for weeks; at the sentencing hearing in the Southern District of New York in July 2016, the prosecutor described Boris as “an extremely complicated person with a rich criminal history” who’d spent “most of his adult life in Russian organized crime.”

“Extremely complicated” is an understatement.

In the four years I’ve known Boris—interviewing him at his home, hanging out in noisy Brooklyn restaurants and scorching banyas—his personality remains a conundrum. He’s at once chilling and charming; cunning and street-smart, and, somehow, remarkably naïve.

I’ve watched him describe with utter detachment scenes of extraordinary violence committed to him, around him, by him. I’ve also listened to him talk with passion and sophistication about reading Dostoevsky’s novels while locked up for eight straight months of solitary confinement in the notorious Special Housing Unit (or “Shoe”) at the Metropolitan Correctional Facility in Lower Manhattan.

Boris has said repeatedly that he has no regrets for anything he’s done in his life. Yet across his stomach, tattooed in massive blue Hebrew letters, are the words “God Forgive Me.”

It’s hard to reconcile many of these internal contradictions; but this duality is, I believe, what makes Boris Nayfeld a uniquely fascinating character.

His story provides the first authentic insider’s perspective on the birth of modern Russian organized crime and its continuing ramifications in our contemporary world. Vladimir Putin’s Russia has often been described as a virtual mafia state; the criminal career of Boris Nayfeld, a man roughly the same age as Putin, offers us a unique, granular insight into how the former Soviet Union became the largest kleptocracy in history.

On one level, this is a classic immigrant story: in the early 1950s, Boris Mikhailovich Nayfeld was just some abandoned Jewish kid in a backwater city in the Byelorussian Republic of the USSR. In 1979, he managed to escape to the West, and by the early 1990s he’d become a Bentley-driving multimillionaire who’d clawed his way to a top perch in the New York City underworld.

* * *

Almost from the first moment I met Boris Nayfeld, he fascinated me. In part, this could be because our family roots are so similar. Though one of my grandfathers hailed from Warsaw—before the Holocaust the largest Jewish community in the world, outside of New York—my other three grandparents came to the United States from Bialystok, then a predominantly Jewish city within the Russian Empire, located approximately four hundred miles to the west of Boris’s hometown of Gomel.

White Russia.

That’s the literal translation of “Byelorussia”—today’s independent Republic of Belarus.

Though the borders were constantly shifting, in my grandparents’ era, the Jews of White Russia lived within the Grodno Governorate, a far western province of Czar Nicholas II’s empire, abutting on Poland and home to some of the largest cities—Bialystok, Grodno, Minsk, Brest—in which Jews were allowed to live and work under the restrictive laws of the “Pale of Settlement.”

Unlike Boris’s family, my grandparents were lucky to get out of Russia in time.

Still teenagers, traveling alone, sometimes lying in the official paperwork about their ages, they escaped the pogroms and the Czarist conscription of World War I and, later, the scorched-earth devastation of the Nazi invasion of the USSR, the Shoah that took the lives of almost all their older siblings and their families—landing in Ellis Island several years before the 1917 Revolution.

The Nayfelds were the ones who stayed behind.

Citizens of the USSR, they were subject to the incomprehensible collective sacrifice of the Great Patriotic War against Hitler. Boris’s grandparents survived the Nazi invasion only by escaping into the interior of the Soviet Union—settling in Kazakhstan. After the war, returning to Gomel, they lived through the decades of official antisemitism under the repressive Stalinist state.

My grandparents, on the other hand, like many working-class Russian Jewish immigrants, had their youthful values shaped in the cauldron of the Pale of Settlement; even before the Bolshevik Revolution, they embraced the utopian ideals of Marx and Engels. Well into their golden years, in retirement in Chicago and Miami Beach, I remember them reading Der Morgen Freiheit (“The Morning Freedom”), the far-left Yiddish-language newspaper published daily in New York City.

Lifelong progressive idealists they may have been, and Yiddish was always the mama loshen—the “mother tongue”—yet they all became proud American citizens.

Throughout the last century, the immigrant experience bred a wide variety of tough Jewish types. It produced infamous gunmen, gangsters, and labor racketeers. Also: anonymous hardworking men like my maternal grandfather, Willie Smith—born Velvel Schmid—who’d fled from Bialystok in 1914 to avoid the Czar’s draft at the start of the First World War. Even as a teenager, he was highly politicized, considering himself an anarchist (not a communist); he was a short, powerfully built guy with an explosive temper who often had to use his fists to fend off antisemitic insults when he arrived for the morning “shape-up” as a longshoreman on the Brooklyn waterfront during the Great Depression.

After leaving Russia, he and my grandmother settled in a small apartment on West Twenty-First Street, Coney Island—that was where my mother was born in 1930—a short walk from where Boris Nayfeld and his family, a half century later, would find their first modest American home, in the housing projects, on Neptune Avenue and Thirty-Sixth Street, near Seagate.

* * *

One morning in 2019, while staying at Boris’s sprawling house in Staten Island, I awoke to find him whipping up some scrambled eggs and lox and blini. He’s a very good cook; when I asked, he explained that he’d spent a few semesters at a culinary school in Gomel in his early twenties.

But before breakfast, we both needed to swallow our morning levothyroxine pills on empty stomachs—we learned, with mild amusement, that we shared the autoimmune disease of hypothyroidism, and we had the exact same dosage of medication prescribed to correct it.

In the brilliantly sunlit kitchen, Boris smiled and offered me a glass of hot tea.

It reminded me of how my Grandpa Willie drank his tea.

Black. In a water glass. Not a mug.

I remembered how he, too, had been able to read Tolstoy and Dostoevsky and Babel in the original Russian. How he, too, loved to play cards and gamble with his Yiddish- and Russian-speaking friends, though their game of choice was pinochle and Boris’s game is clabber.

Of course, none of my grandparents were convicted criminals—let alone headline-making heroin traffickers, money launderers, or suspected murderers. But in the years that I’ve been hanging out with Boris Nayfeld, I’ve often wondered what my grandparents would have made of him. Would they have regarded him with revulsion—as a shtarker, a gonif who made a fortune preying on his fellow Jews? Or would they—if even begrudgingly—have recognized a familiar character in Boris Mikailovich Nayfeld: The Jew with the indomitable spirit? The Jew whom absolutely nothing could break?

For me, Boris represents a throwback: a walking reminder of the hardscrabble origins of Russian Jewry in America—the world that produced a cohort of muscular, savvy, steely-eyed men, men for whom survival often meant doing the things that were necessary—difficult, unsavory, oftentimes outside the law.

* * *

Over the past four years, I’ve listened to Boris describing mind-boggling tales of greed and violence and betrayal.

Breathless accounts of daylight shootings in Brooklyn. Audacious heists in the diamond districts of Manhattan and Antwerp. Mountains of pure China White heroin smuggled from Thailand through Warsaw into JFK Airport. Suitcases stuffed with millions in counterfeit U.S. currency. Marathons of high-stakes gambling over cards in West African beach resorts. Escapades with young call girls in Moscow casinos and onboard the yachts of oligarchs in the Black Sea.

I’d only been talking to Boris for a few hours that first afternoon at Tatiana in Brighton Beach when I jotted down a phrase in one of my spiral notebooks that seems, in hindsight, as appropriate an introduction as any to this book:

“Welcome to the dark side of the American dream.”




Part One




Chapter 1

The Internat

I remember that first beating like it was yesterday,” Boris Nayfeld says. “I was nine years old and already a pretty strong kid when I got to the internat. I knew how to fight, but I couldn’t handle four or five of the bigger guys at once. One night in the dormitory building, they jumped me. The first punch split my lower lip. The second one dropped me. Then they stood over me, kicking the shit out of me with their shiny boots.”

In the first week of September 1957, Boris arrived at the Internat of Gomel, one of the Soviet Union’s new boarding schools designed to house the millions of orphaned and abandoned children left behind in the aftermath of the Great Patriotic War. In the cold, dark dormitory, he resolved that he’d never give anyone the satisfaction of seeing him break.


One thing I learned in that place—I could take a beating and keep my fucking mouth shut. Even while they were kicking the shit out of me, I never cried. The whole time, I was taking mental notes, memorizing their faces. Lying there in my bed, I made plans to get revenge on each one of them.



Decades later, in the Soviet-Jewish émigré community in New York, violent retribution would become Boris Nayfeld’s stock-in-trade; by the early 1980s, he made his name as one of the most terrifying enforcers in the Brooklyn underworld.

“At what age did you know you were going to be a gangster?” I asked him during one of our earliest meetings in Brighton Beach.

“No one’s born a criminal, of course,” Boris told me. “You become one. It all depends on your family, your opportunities, your environment. When I was born, two years after the end of the war, it was a hard time in the Soviet Union. There was a famine in 1946 and 1947, widespread food shortages, and many people like my dad were doing anything they could to survive.”

In fact, when Boris was born, on October 4, 1947, his father was nearly seven thousand kilometers to the east doing time in a Soviet gulag for black marketeering. Home for the Nayfelds was Gomel, a midsized city in the Byelorussian Republic, and Boris’s father, Mikhail, was imprisoned on Sakhalin Island in the Pacific Ocean, north of Japan. By 1950, Boris’s mother, Ekaterina, vanished from his life, leaving Boris and his brother Gennady—only eleven months his senior—in the care of their paternal grandparents.

“My mother abandoned us when I was so small—three years old,” Boris recalls.


I never loved her. To be honest, I’m only grateful for one thing: she didn’t have an abortion. While my dad was in prison, she met another man, fell in love, got remarried, and went off to live with him, leaving me and my brother, Gena, in Gomel. My grandparents raised us on their own. I always called my grandmother “Mama.” To me, she was my real mother. She did everything for us—my brother and me.

My father served in the Soviet Navy during the war, and afterward, he did what a lot of guys did to survive. He started traveling back and forth between Belarus and Sakhalin Island, selling things like clothes and watches at a profit. Today, that’s no crime—it’s called business. But in the Soviet Union it was outlawed. “Speculation.” When he got caught, he was sentenced to seven years of hard labor.



Boris’s brother was born on Sakhalin Island, in 1946, just before their father was sentenced.

“I didn’t even meet my dad until I was five years old,” Boris says.


After Stalin died in 1953 there were many amnesties, so my father got out of prison two years early. When he showed up at my grandparents’ house in Gomel for the first time, I didn’t know who the hell he was. Right away, he and my grandfather got into a huge argument. You have to understand, my grandparents kept a Jewish home. Wasn’t easy in the Soviet Union at that time. Practicing Judaism was basically forbidden. But my grandparents were proud Jews. They preferred to speak Yiddish with each other, not Russian. They tried hard to keep up the traditions.



Boris’s grandfather, Yosef, worked as a zakroischik—a cutter in a garment factory. Though small and soft-spoken, Yosef was also a man of indomitable will.


I was a young kid, but I remember this day so clearly. My father shows up and my zeyda tells him, “You need to find a Jewish woman to help you take care of your sons. We gave you permission the first time you took a shiksa. She gave you two children, then she abandoned them. Mikhail, now find a Jewish girl to help you raise these boys.”

My grandfather could see that my father wasn’t taking him seriously. He says, “If you go with another Russian girl, forget this house. Forget me, forget your mother—you’re gone.” What does my father do? He goes right out and starts dating non-Jewish girls. And my grandfather keeps his word. Just like that, for him, my dad stops existing. My grandfather ripped his coat and sat shiva—from that day on, his son was dead to him. My dad couldn’t set foot in the house. We didn’t mention him.



For the rest of Boris’s life, he had virtually no contact with his father.


The last time I saw my dad was in 2004, after my release from my first term in federal prison in the U.S. I went to Tyumen in Siberia to visit a friend and my father came to meet me. By then I was in my late fifties. He was an old sick man—didn’t have much longer to live. I felt nothing when I saw him. No anger, no emotion at all. He had other children with other women and—who knows?—maybe he loved them and treated them well. But as for my brother and me, he never helped out. During his entire life my father never even bought us a fucking pair of socks.



FOR BORIS AND GENA, there were a few brief years of stability in the mid-1950s, but things began to fall apart when their grandfather fell ill with lung cancer and could no longer work.


The disease spread fast. He didn’t last more than a month. Maybe two. Word got to my father that my zeyda was near death. My father tried to see him. But my grandfather refused. He shouted, “No!” He did not want to see his own son, even though he only had weeks to live. That’s how tough the old man was.



Yosef died at age fifty-seven and was buried in a small Jewish cemetery in Gomel. After the funeral, the boys were left in the care of their now physically fragile grandmother.


Mama was doing her best, but we had practically no money. She was surviving on a pension of twenty-four rubles a month. That’s about seven U.S. dollars. It was difficult for her. She had to rent out rooms in our house to boarders just to be able to feed us. We were never starving, but we were extremely poor. In my memory, there was only one time a year that we ate well—on Passover. Mama would save up her kopeks all year long for a proper Pesach meal.



Despite the official antisemitism of the Soviet Union—synagogues were shuttered; kosher slaughter outlawed—Boris recalls his grandmother doing her best to keep an observant home.


There was a small house in the neighborhood where someone baked matzoh in secret. It was one street over from our house. On Pesach, we’d go get the matzoh and bring it home in pillowcases. Also, there was a rabbi secretly working as a butcher—you could bring a live chicken, and for fifteen kopeks, he’d slaughter it by the kosher ritual. The houses were constantly moving to stay ahead of the Soviet authorities. As poor as we were, my grandmother saved up all year to make gefilte fish, kneidlach, kugel, gribenes—all the Jewish delicacies. I’ll never forget how secretive we had to be about Passover. Anything having to do with Judaism needed to be kept hidden in the Soviet Union. Imagine, risking arrest for baking matzoh?



SINCE INFANCY, BORIS NAYFELD HAS been known as “Biba”—a nickname given to him due to his round cheeks, bright blue eyes, and cherubic appearance. When he was two years old, his family said he resembled a toy doll. But from a young age, it became evident to most adults, if not yet the Soviet authorities, that Biba’s personality was inherently transgressive.


Our neighbor had a house with a couple of apple trees in the back. I’d go steal the apples at night, climb the fence, mess up the trees—his dogs would start howling—and we’d grab as many apples as we could carry. It was a thrill trying to get away with it. Sometimes I’d go alone, usually with my buddies on the street. We’d hop the fence, steal the apples, eat some, and sell the rest at the farmers market the next day.

My neighbor was frustrated by the mess we’d make of his place. He’d open the gate in the daytime and shout: “Biba, take whatever apples you want! Just don’t come damage the trees in the nighttime. The dogs bark and wake everyone up!”

In the middle of the night I’d go back to the neighbor’s place. We’d steal his apples again. Same story—breaking tree branches, dogs howling. I can’t explain it: at midnight, they had a different taste. His apples didn’t interest me in the daytime. I didn’t want them if I didn’t steal them.

When my grandfather died, I was finishing Class 3.* I was an okay student: some good grades, some bad. Some good behavior, some bad. It was only after my grandfather died that I started skipping school and getting into real trouble. After he died, I was constantly fighting, stealing—no one could control me. I was too much for my grandmother to handle.

The Soviet authorities had these parents’ committees to keep tabs on poor families, to collect money to buy footwear and coats—you know, help out the kids who weren’t being cared for. The committee saw that my grandmother couldn’t afford to feed us and clothe us properly. They advised her to place me in an orphanage. Right around this time, many of the older orphanages were being shut down and transitioned into internats.



“SCHOOLS OF THE FUTURE.” That’s what Nikita Khrushchev called the new internats at the 20th Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union in 1956. Largely due to the catastrophic impact of the Great Patriotic War, there were millions of homeless and parentless children in the USSR, and for years they had either been living in the streets or warehoused in squalid institutions known as detdoms.

By the mid-1950s, the Soviet Union developed a new mixed boarding school system for orphans, blending education and vocational training, with the intention of molding vulnerable children into patriotic proletarians.

In fact, most children classified as “orphans” were like Boris Nayfeld: they had living parents but were sent to internats due to abandonment, neglect, abuse, or poverty.


My grandmother was getting sicker by the day. She had high blood pressure, asthma, then she developed an abdominal tumor. We didn’t know what was wrong at the time—eventually she had to travel to Moscow to have a hysterectomy. Anyway, she got completely overwhelmed.

She went to see the proper department at the Gorispolkom* and told them she was too poor and sick and couldn’t handle me. She said she could manage my brother, Gena—he had some health issues, but he wasn’t giving her disciplinary problems. She says, “I have one grandson, Boris, who doesn’t respond to normal teaching. His teachers can’t get him to behave. I can’t get him to behave. The way things are going, I’m afraid he’ll end up at a juvenile colony.”

A brand-new internat was opening up that year in Gomel. The Gorispolkom sent me to live there for the start of Class 4. It was large four-story school building, had a canteen on premises, and we slept in a separate three-story dormitory building nearby. We were issued clean new uniforms, two pairs of shiny boots, and a Sunday suit. All the subjects were taught in Byelorussian, except for Math, English, and Russian Literature. It created problems for me because my previous neighborhood school was all in Russian.

When I started in Class 4, the oldest students were Class 8. Meaning, I was nine and they were thirteen or fourteen. The bigger kids, if they liked something you had—the candy or cookies we’d get for afternoon snacks—they’d simply grab it from us younger kids. Sometimes they’d give you a smack, too. It was an orphanage—these bigger guys had been in the detdoms. Some had been living on the streets, so they were rough.

Thievery in that place was constant. Food was always getting stolen from the canteen—a head of cheese, butter, anything that wasn’t nailed down. The internat wouldn’t even call in the militsiya*—the administration tried not to publicize the thefts because the school was being monitored by the Gorispolkom’s Department of Education.

Then one by one, our Sunday best suits started to disappear from the dormitory. It was the first proper suit I’d ever owned—a real treasure—because my grandmother was too poor to buy us such nice clothes. This one older kid, his last name was Samsonov—I remember it clear as day—came up to me eating candy, and he shared some with me. He said he’d got it from the stolen suits. They had a small four-person crew, ripping off the Sunday suits and selling them. I didn’t steal with them, but I tagged along when they’d go buy ice cream or candy. The little racket didn’t last too long, though. They got caught and could easily have been sent to juvenile colonies. But, again, it was all covered up. The principal didn’t want the Gorispolkom thinking that the city’s model internat was filled with little bandits!



Throughout the school day, the Communist indoctrination was constant, Boris remembers, and especially intense during that first summer when he was inducted into the ranks of the Vladimir Lenin All-Union Pioneer Organization—or “Young Pioneers.”


The internat had a summer camp for three months—a so-called pioneer camp. We were taken outside the city to live in large tents. We camped in a forest, near a river, went fishing, built bonfires.

We wore clean white shirts with bright red neck scarves. And we all took a pledge: to love and cherish the Motherland, to live as the great Lenin taught us to live, to be good and devoted Young Pioneers and—you know, all the usual Communist nonsense. At nighttime, around the bonfire we used to recite patriotic poems and act out plays about the Young Pioneer heroes like Pavlik Morozov—the good little Soviet informant.



Pavel Trofimovich Morozov was a martyred schoolboy praised for decades in the Communist press, viewed as the idealized symbol of Soviet patriotism. In 1932—or so the official story goes—Pavlik was a fourteen-year-old who lived in a tiny Siberian village, who loved and cherished the Motherland so much that he denounced his own father for using forged documents. His father was declared an “enemy of the People,” sentenced to a labor camp, and subsequently executed. When Pavlik’s vengeful relatives found out, they crept up on him as he was picking berries in the woods and stabbed him to death.

The legend of Pavlik the boy-martyr was taught to tens of millions of schoolchildren throughout the Soviet Union. “Pioneer Hero Number One,” he was called. An entire cult sprang up around him: Pavlik was celebrated in songs, books, poems, and plays. Maksim Gorky lauded him at the Soviet Writers’ Congress in 1934; Sergei Eisenstein made a film about him in 1937. This cult of Pavlik left a huge imprint on generations of children who were encouraged to inform on their parents.

Since the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, evidence has emerged that the official propaganda version of Pavlik’s story is almost wholly fictitious. Yuri Druzhnikov, a dissident author, performed an exhaustive investigation and published an exposé, Informer 001: The Myth of Pavlik Morozov. The real Pavel was a malnourished Siberian boy, most likely murdered by a Soviet GPU officer. He was not even a Young Pioneer.

“That kind of brainwashing never ended in the Soviet Union,” Boris says.


“Follow the example of Pavlik. Turn in your parents if they’re not being good communists!” Imagine the conflict—the confusion—especially if you come from a Jewish home, where you’re taught from an early age the importance of family. Mischpocha. To the Soviets, every little kid was supposed to be a snitch for the good of the State. In the internat, they wanted us to believe that the Soviet Union was your family, your real family—more than your own flesh and blood.



In class the teachers might have stressed the exemplary behavior of Soviet heroes like Pavlik Morozov, but after school hours, in those dark dormitory halls of the internat, Boris saw a grimmer reality. Many of the older boys could be merciless. Beatings and physical abuse were constant, he says, and few wanted to follow Pavlik’s example and be branded a snitch.


We were brawling all the time in the internat. By the time I was ten or eleven, no one wanted to fight me one-on-one. It was always a group of four or five of the bigger kids. Yes, I took a few bad beatings. But I’d always wait for the right moment when their little pack broke up. You know teenagers—they’ll argue over a girl or some other foolishness—and as soon there wasn’t a gang of four or five of them, I could catch each guy alone. I was a real grudge holder as a kid—I could bide my time, wait months and months. Sooner or later, I made sure I got payback. I caught each one of them and beat the living shit out of him.



Boris’s penchant for violence became such problem that after he passed his final exam in Class 7, the principal called him in and said, “Nayfeld, you can no longer remain here. You don’t know how to behave. You’re always in fights. You must leave the internat immediately. You’re a khuligan!”*


That was fine by me—I was sick of the fucking place. Twenty-four hours a day, wearing uniforms, following all kinds of rules. I came home and saw my grandmother.

“Mama,” I said, “I’ve been told to leave the internat.”

“Why?” she said.

“The principal says I’m a khuligan.”






Chapter 2

Khuligans

Actually, a few weekends earlier, just before they kicked me out of the internat for good, I came home for a visit and got the biggest shock of my life,” Boris recalls.


I saw this strange woman sitting in the yard. I greeted her with a nod as I walked by and I asked my grandmother, “Mama, who’s that sitting there?” She was an attractive woman, blond, blue eyes, very well dressed, had gold rings and earrings—I’d never seen a woman so elegant and stylish.

“Boris, this is your mother.”

I stood there, staring back and forth between them. “What do you mean, this is my mother?” The woman was a stranger. I had no memory of ever seeing her before—not in real life, not in a photo. Mama told me this was Ekaterina Petrovna, my biological mother, and that everyone called her Katya.

Mama told me, “Boris, go over and say hello to your mother.”

I wanted to say, “That’s not my mother—you are!” But I came over to her and said, “Good day.”

She goes, “Oh, Sonny. My Sonny, how are you? I haven’t seen you. How I’ve missed you! I love you boys so much!”

I looked at her coldly. “If you love your kids,” I said, “you don’t abandon them.”

You have to understand, all I’d ever heard about this woman Ekaterina Petrovna was that she left us, never sent money for child support, never offered to help. And no matter what she said now—no, I couldn’t say that I loved her. What kind of love could we share after she abandoned me and Gena when we were three and four years old? My brother wouldn’t even talk to her—Gena ran away when she called him over to her. She said that now that she’d found us again, she was going to be helping out. She left us money. We went to the Detsky Mir* where she bought us some decent clothes.

Then Ekaterina Petrovna—the woman who’d given birth to me—vanished. I had no idea if I’d ever see her again. Her second husband was named Valentin Mironov, and they lived in the far north, above the Arctic Circle, in a city called Norilsk.



FOR A SHORT TIME, Boris channeled his natural aggression and pent-up rage into sports. When he wasn’t throwing punches in the streets, he started grappling in the gym. “This older guy from the block, who was a Master of Sports* in wrestling, took me and my brother to his club called Spartak. Everyone in the USSR, at least most boys with some athletic ability, saw sports as a path to a university degree. Succeeding at sports meant maybe earning a bit more money than some factory worker.”

Boris and Gena were both quick and aggressive, and picked up the techniques fast. They soon began to wrestle competitively. “There were gyms like Spartak throughout the Soviet Union, almost like a YMCA in America, free for kids. We were so poor, had no money for the bus so we’d walk forty minutes in each direction. The gym was next to the only river in Gomel, the River Sozh.”

No matter how foul the weather—a blizzard and twenty below zero, a wind whipping off the frozen river—Boris and Gena walked to Spartak and back without complaint. “Honestly, I wasn’t that interested in the sport itself, but in what techniques I could take from wrestling and use in a street fight. It was a high-quality wrestling program. We probably would have continued to compete, but our trainer at Spartak got arrested for black market activity.”

Then, at age fourteen, Boris had his own first run-in with the law.


I’d been gambling. Playing cards. I won ten rubles from one of the neighbors. He didn’t have cash, so he told me he’d pay his debt with a bicycle—he went off and brought me back a nice sports bike. A couple hours later this local militsiya detective named Slavin shows up—he already knew me; he was assigned to deal with underaged offenders—and says, “Biba, come here! Let me have a look at that bike!” Turns out the bike had been reported stolen.

This Slavin already has all these reports about me fighting, skipping school, and now he catches me red-handed, in possession of stolen property, so my grandmother gets called into the Gorispolkom’s Department of Children. They tell her they’re starting the paperwork to send me to a juvenile colony. My grandmother pleaded with them, “Please don’t send him there! I’ll call his mother to come and take him away to Norilsk.” Immediately, she contacted my mother and said, “Katya, you need to come and get Biba, otherwise he will be sent to a juvenile colony.”

The Soviets had special penal colonies for inmates under eighteen years of age. If you were sixteen and got a term of, let’s say, ten years, you’d start there and serve the rest of your sentence in an adult prison camp. Normally, once a kid had been in a Soviet juvenile labor camp, that was it—a one-way ticket to a life of crime.

I can see now that my grandmother and mother were trying their best to prevent me going down that path. When she got word, my mother came straight down from the far north. She said, “Sonny, pack your stuff, I’m taking you with me to Norilsk.” I quickly packed a bag, and we flew to Moscow, and then up to Norilsk, and she said, “I’m going to register you at school under a different last name, not Nayfeld.” When she married my stepfather, she took his last name—Mironov.

I started Class 8 with a new name—no one called me Biba. Or Nayfeld. I was a completely new guy named Boris Mironov. Everyone in school would say, “Hi, Miron!” Everyone thought this guy—who I’d only just met—this ex-military flyer, Valentin Vasilievich Mironov, was my father. I didn’t give a shit, actually. I didn’t feel like telling the whole story about my real father not being in my life.



Boris had never realized it until he came to live in Norilsk, but his mother held extremely privileged status within the USSR.


She was a Communist Party member, and she was moving up the ladder. She had high aspirations within her trade industry. In the end she became a restaurant manager just outside Moscow. At the time I lived with her in Norilsk she was the manager of a large workers’ canteen. They were making good money. My mother made almost eight hundred rubles per month, and my stepfather about a thousand. North of the Arctic Circle, people received big bonuses for working in a polar region.

Norilsk was a closed city. You needed special permission just to travel there. Since the 1920s and 1930s they’ve been mining nickel, gold, rare metals. The city was built by gulag inmates. Tens of thousands of inmates starved or froze to death or were shot during an uprising. People used to tell me, “The streets of Norilsk are built on the bones of the gulag laborers.”



Norilsk is the world’s northernmost city with a population of more than one hundred thousand. The prison camp Boris is referring to was known as Norillag. In the summer of 1953, it was the scene of a major prisoner rebellion, the longest uprising in the history of the gulag system.


Most of the population was made up of people who’d served out their sentences in the gulag and then remained in Norilsk. I’d say that fifty or sixty percent of the population were ex-convicts and their families. Those were my new classmates, kids whose parents were convicted criminals or political prisoners. Let’s just say it was a city steeped in crime.

I hated being there, way up inside the Arctic Circle. I had no relationship at all with my stepfather. Like I said, I felt no sense of love between my mother and myself. It was just a one-bedroom apartment, so I slept in the living area. School was a fucking disaster. I was almost immediately failing all my subjects and the kids teased me for my Byelorussian dialect. Most days, honestly, I skipped school. My stepfather and mother would leave for work and especially when it was cold—minus forty or minus fifty—I’d stay in the apartment and watch TV.



Lacking money or a plan, Boris made several attempts to run away, escaping Norilsk across the permafrost. In the dark of winter, this was an act of pure madness, especially since he had no means of transportation other than his feet. Norilsk is 3,432 kilometers from Gomel and 2,878 kilometers from Moscow; even the ninety-kilometer walk to Dudinka—a tiny town on the Yenisei River—would likely prove fatal. During one such ill-planned escape, Boris nearly froze to death in a blizzard, before being captured by a pair of sharp-eyed Soviet authorities passing by in a truck.


Whenever I’d run away, I’d get placed in a juvenile detention home—temporary holding facilities for runaways while they waited for your guardians to be notified so you could be released.

Then one afternoon when I was skipping school, I started a fire in our apartment building. I got the idea from a movie I saw on TV. It was this comedy called The Seven Nannies. The movie was about this kid—same age as me—who comes out of a juvenile colony and the adults keep trying to rehabilitate him, but he ends up setting his neighbor’s door on fire. I thought that was a fantastic idea! We had neighbors who I didn’t get along with, so I also lit their door on fire. The local militsiya were called but I think only my mother’s status in the Party prevented me getting arrested and going to a juvenile colony for arson.

I failed all my subjects and was going to have to repeat the same grade, but that summer my mother decided to send me to Krasnoyarsk, where I lived at an apiary.* She had connections at this apiary—you know, where beekeepers produce honey. All I did during the day was go hunting and spend time wandering around in the taiga. I realize now my mother shipped me out of Norilsk so I wouldn’t keep embarrassing her, doing things that were detrimental to her career. But I made some new friends there in Krasnoyarsk, three young khuligan guys. One night they robbed a kiosk, got arrested, and ended up getting sent to a juvenile colony. I wasn’t with them during the robbery, but I could easily have been arrested, too.

When my mother learned about it, she called me up and said, “Boris, it’s time for you to go back to Gomel. I’ll be sending you money. You’re creating big problems for me. I’m a Party member and I cannot have you creating such problems for me.”

She sent money to me in Krasnoyarsk. I packed my bag, got on a plane and flew to Moscow, then back to Gomel. I was sixteen, been left back a grade, didn’t want to study anymore. I just wanted to be in the streets—running wild, living as half a criminal. All I wanted to be was a khuligan.



A COROLLARY TO THE MASSIVE NUMBERS of orphans left behind in the wake of the Great Patriotic War were the gangs of khuligans appearing in many cities by the 1950s and 1960s, as those same impoverished or neglected children hit adolescence and young adulthood. In his early to midteens, Russian president Vladimir Putin was a member of a khuligan gang in 1960s Leningrad. Putin has proudly recalled it as being time well spent in a “street university.”

For Boris Nayfeld, completing the formalities of education was an afterthought: when he got back to Gomel, Boris and another khuligan buddy forged documents, skipping over several grades and enrolling straight in their final year of upper secondary education, Class 11 at the School for Working Youth—a high school program for teenagers who already had full-time jobs.

“We forged the papers and actually, no one in the school administration gave a shit,” Boris says.


Hardly anyone from these Schools for Working Youth went on to study in universities or technical schools. Most guys simply continued working—as mechanics, truck drivers, running a lathe in a factory. The only thing the teachers and the principal cared about was being able to officially report that they were “eliminating illiteracy among the working youth.” We showed up for class sometimes, most often not, but if the cops stopped us for something, since we didn’t have jobs, we could at least prove we were enrolled at the School for Working Youth.



The name of the institution was highly ironic given that looking for gainful employment was the furthest thing from Boris Nayfeld’s mind. By age sixteen, he was now fully immersed in the seductive and violent world of the Soviet Union’s khuligan subculture.


I’d been doing competitive sports—lifting weights, wrestling, boxing, and I was known throughout my city as an audacious khuligan. I always carried a homemade knife. I often used it in fights. At that time, my city was overrun with khuligans. Guys just like me, between the ages of fourteen and eighteen—joined up into street gangs, basically just protecting our turf.

I lived in the Central District. We held an important section of Gomel, because our area also included the open-air market we called the “bazaar.” We were fighting constantly with the teenagers from the other nearby sections, the Railway District, Monastyrsky District, and Zabeg District.

If a guy from another district ended up on our turf, just coming to see a girl, he’d get the shit kicked out of him. When we’d cross over to their districts, we’d only go in groups of five or six. You never went there alone because the same rules applied: you could get beaten up or stabbed.

At that time, there was an open-air dance called Chudilnik in our park. Teenagers from all over Gomel came, lots of good-looking girls, so the gangs would all congregate. There was always fighting—fists and knives—around that dance.

Besides fighting over turf, we were always looking for ways to make easy money. In the warm months in Gomel, there was a small beach on the river where we’d target swimmers. It was one of the few places for working people to enjoy themselves—a small sandy beach and a meat-grilling stand. There was no bridge, so to get there, you had to hire a rowboat for five kopeks. We’d pay to get ferried over to the beach, and then start looking for people who were decently dressed. It was rare to see a high-quality pair of shoes or a polo shirt in the Soviet times. People would arrive, undress in an orderly manner, fold their clothes on the shore, and go for a swim. They’d often leave their wallets, cash, watches.

We’d walk along the beach, trying to look inconspicuous. As soon as the guy swims far away, we grab the clothes and valuables and take off. For young dudes just starting out, learning about the criminal life, we thought it was good payday.

In time, we combined forces—the Central District joined up with the neighboring Monastyrsky District and we became the biggest khuligan gang in the city. Some of my friends, slightly older guys, escalated to robbing stores and kiosks.

The first time I tasted wine, I was at the outdoor dance and this one Monastyrsky guy says: “Biba, come with me. A couple of our guys robbed a kiosk.” They stole bottles of wine, chocolates, raisins, all sorts of sweets. I didn’t do the stealing, but it was my first time participating in a robbery as an accomplice. I helped them stash all the stuff at a cemetery, then we came back later in the middle of the night. Three in the morning, we started passing around the bottle. That was the first time in my life I ever drank alcohol, in the dark of that cemetery with my khuligan friends who robbed the kiosk.

Eating stolen chocolate, drinking stolen wine. Ripping off watches and wallets at the beach. Small-time stuff. When you’re sixteen or seventeen, you don’t really give a shit about money. It’s all about the thrill, isn’t it? Like when I used to steal apples from the neighbor’s trees. What you’re really chasing is the adrenaline rush. And you form up into gangs, because you want to be part of something bigger than yourself—something that feels like a family.



A couple of Boris’s khuligan friends had already done time in the juvenile penal camps that Boris had so narrowly escaped. For khuligans throughout the USSR, doing time in a juvenile penal camp was a true sign of status—a criminal badge of honor.


The thing is, in my day, kids really learned survival in those juvenile camps, because they have the harshest rules among the inmates—I’d say even stricter than at an adult camp. For example, you could never use red-colored soap to wash because red was the color of the Communists. Everything red was forbidden. In terms of criminal etiquette, the purest ones were the juveniles, because they were reared on the principles of what’s allowed and what’s not within the underworld.



The rising tide of teenage crime in the USSR was serious enough that after 1956, Communist officials began a crackdown, aiming to curb the “deviant” behavior of Soviet youth and making more arrests for the broadly defined offense of khuliganstvo. Under Article 206 of the Soviet Union’s 1960s criminal code, khuliganstvo—hooliganism—included “all intentional acts which grossly violate the public order, and which demonstrate an obvious lack of respect towards society.”

“One by one all my khuligan buddies started to fall by the wayside,” Boris recalls.


My friend Tolik Plotkin was the leader of a robbery crew—they were a bit older than me, and serious bandits, stealing cars and motorcycles, burglarizing apartments. Tolik got arrested and was sentenced to ten years. The rest of his robbery crew got five to six years.

That was my khuligan galaxy. Almost all the guys I knew ended up in prisons. Some didn’t make it past their midtwenties. One of my closest friends stabbed a guy in a fight, and back in the Soviet times, the law was “an eye for an eye”—the punishment for murder was almost always execution by shooting. We all knew the score. For most of us, choosing the khuligan life meant doing time in a labor camp. And for a few—well, more than a few—their last steps were taken in front of the firing squad.






Chapter 3

The Zone

In the winter of 1965, when Boris Nayfeld was seventeen, he found a fleeting moment of respectability: he appeared in the local Belarus newspapers as a model Soviet citizen and youth sports champion.


I had a good friend named Victor Varava who competed in rowing. He needed a partner for racing the two-man canoe. I was thinking about getting back into competitive wrestling, but so many of my friends who’d been wrestling had cauliflower ears. I didn’t want to do a sport that would leave me looking so fucking messed up.

Victor knew I was strong. He says, “Boris, come on, forget about wrestling. I’ll teach you about the canoe.” He brought me to the sports school to have a look and I liked the canoe.

We rowed the two-man canoe on the River Sozh. We worked well together and were champions of the Byelorussian Republic in 1965. First at the youth level, then we were the junior division champions. We rowed in one national competition and placed second. I earned the ranking of Master of Sports and was in the newspaper in 1965.



The yellowed clipping is from Gomelskaya Pravda, the black-and-white photo depicting two baby-faced teenagers waxing their crosscountry skis. The caption in Byelorussian reads:


The river has frozen over. However, the Republic’s youth rowing champions Boris Nayfeld and [Victor] Varava don’t stop training, all they do is swap oars for ski poles. They have the same results in this sport as well—they are ski comrades. And although the field hasn’t yet been covered by the snow completely, they already have everything ready to make the first track.*



“At this time in the Soviet Union, rowing was kind of a big deal,” Boris says. “Any sport where you could potentially go to the Olympic Games and win medals for the Soviet Union—there was some prestige to it.”

Boris saw there was another benefit to being a sports champion, beyond prestige. The date of his compulsory conscription in the Soviet Army was fast approaching—all young men in the USSR not enrolled in university or a technical school by eighteen were required to serve for three years—and Boris viewed his athletic achievements as a way to land a posting to a cushy military unit.


When they called me up for conscription at eighteen, I was planning to go into a sports unit. Many guys who played hockey, boxed, or wrestled did their military service as sportsmen. They had uniforms, but all they really did was train all day and compete in their sports. As a junior level champion, with that Master of Sports ranking, I figured I could get into one of the military sports units and those three years wouldn’t be so bad.



But living that life of “half a criminal” proved untenable—straddling the two worlds of a champion athlete and a khuligan—and Boris wound up spending the next three years someplace much less pleasant than a sports unit of the peacetime Red Army. “I got busted by the militsiya, thrown into the Gomel jail, and instead of an army athletic unit I found myself going to the penal colony.”

In November 1965, having just turned eighteen, Boris was convicted of the criminal offense of khuliganstvo. He was sentenced to serve three years of hard labor in Penal Colony Number 2 at Bobruisk, a grim prison camp located 157 kilometers to the west of Gomel.


It’s almost impossible to describe what was going on inside the Soviet penitentiary system in the nineteen sixties. Everything about the zone was harsh.* The harshest part had to do with our living conditions. The monthly food budget was eleven rubles and fifty kopeks per month—that translates to about fifteen bucks per inmate. In the zone you always woke up hungry and went to bed hungry. You were constantly thinking of where you could find something to eat.

The hunger was so intense, many guys would lose all self-respect, they’d resort to scavenging for scraps at the garbage dump.

The sanitary conditions were unspeakable. When I got there, it was winter, the toilets were located outside—five-person latrines, no privacy. Can you imagine? It’s minus thirty, minus forty, and you need to go outside to use the bathroom? The toilets would be all caked in ice—so much ice it was actually impossible to squat down to relieve yourself.



Boris immediately started off his stint in Bobruisk by getting into a fistfight. The altercation was entirely calculated: he knew he had to set down a marker immediately, to establish a reputation inside the zone.


I’m entering the barracks, and the place is crowded. I’m only eighteen, but I already know enough about the rules of the zone. First thing I need to do is get a lower bunk. In every prison—this is universal; it was true when I did time in U.S. prisons, as well—the lower bunk is more desirable than the upper one.

Now, all the other inmates are looking at me without looking at me—you know, watching me out of the corner of their eyes. Normally, they try to figure out who is this new guy? Let’s test him, see whether he’s got a strong spirit or if he’s someone who’ll break. I’m looking for a bed and there’s a big red-headed guy flopping there on the lower bunk.

He says, “Hey, you should take an upper bunk.”

I tell him, “I’m going to take this lower one—get off it.”

He tells me “no,” and stands up in my face.

Straightaway, I start punching him. I land a few good shots to his face and ribs. For that first fight I get sent into solitary for fifteen days.

The cell in solitary was tiny. There was no bed. Instead, there was a ten-centimeter-wide plank nailed to the wall. You were supposed to sleep sitting upright while keeping your legs locked straight in front of you. Because if you bent your knees, you’d fall straight onto the cement floor. It was the middle of winter and there was frost on the walls. The radiator was barely working. When the guards were leading me away to solitary, I put on a padded jacket, warm pants, and my hat. But when I got to the cell, the guard took away my jacket and my hat. He left me wearing nothing but pants and a shirt. If there was ice on the walls, you can imagine the temperature inside solitary. I could see the clouds of my breath.

For most of the day I’d squat on the floor and lean against the radiator that was barely giving off heat. You got half rations in solitary—a meal every other day. On the first day you’d only get bread and very weak tea; the second day you’d get oatmeal, shchi—a soup made from pickled cabbage—and a piece of canned herring on bread. Then back to bread and weak tea. Looking back on it now, I have no idea how I managed to keep from freezing to death.

To compare the conditions in a Soviet zone in the 1960s to an American prison, where I later did many years, well, how can I put this? It’s hell versus paradise. Obviously, you’ve got to know how to behave, how to make a name for yourself inside
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Boris had his lavish

sixtieth birthday gala,
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The first apartment of

Boris Nayfeld and his family.

in New York City was in the
housing projects of Coney Island—
near Seagate, Neptune Avenue,
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New York Bay
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The Russian and Turkish
Baths on East Tenth Street
in Manhattan, where

Boris Nayfeld, Evsei Agron,
and their friends would
regularly go for a weekly
session in the banya.

MILL BASIN:

El Caribe country club, the
large catering hall where
Boris Nayfeld, his cousin,
and Evsei Agron built a
fitness center and where
they would meet with
leading Italian American
mobsters.

SHEEPSHEAD BAY:
The office of the Platenum
Energy Company—the
gasoline distribution
company owned by Boris
Nayfeld and his cousin—
was in this quiet
residential neighborhood.

BRIGHTON BEACH:

The heart of the
Soviet-Jewish émigré
community in the United
States. By 1980, this was
home to an estimated forty
thousand Russian-
speaking immigrants.
Numerous popular
restaurants and
nightclubs—such as
Sadko, Odessa, the
National, Paradise, and
Metropol—flourished on
Brighton Beach Avenue
and Emmons Avenue.
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