70" WEEK (THE SECRET)

As a journalist, it finally dawned on me last spring just why I was so highly motivated
to keep on the move in Europe digging out my writing assignments for the Times.
Somehow I was even able to churn out a few freelance articles. Being a journalist isn’t
always glamorous or “pretty work”, but it certainly comes with a lot of assumed
freedoms, or at least presumed ones. The right credentials open doors and keep them
open. And with the newest policies of harmonizing and sophistication, others would say
censorship and state control, of the New World Media Services, very few challenged me.
Little did the N.W.M.S. know, as I covered more and more stories of anti-Israel, anti-Jew
fever in Europe from their “spin”, I was a secret Jew. Had the officials found out, my
career would be over. The sad personal irony of doing my latest pieces on displaced
persons and persecuted people groups like the “fringe fundamental Christians” and the
more Orthodox Jews of Europe (especially France and Spain), became an ever pressing
weight on my own head. It was like a constant guilt for my own uninhibited movement.
I began to wonder gnawingly if I was really only running from something or someone! I
was plagued by the thought it was my ancestral roots.

I’ve always thought of myself a s a professional, impartial observer. When the
American led forces pounded Iraq mercilessly, I kept the middle ground even in the face
of whipped up patriotism and nationalistic pride. As bombs and missiles fell on Iraq,
Saudi Arabia and Israel, I felt only the burning desire for a fresh, new story as well as
some exasperation over the tight-fisted censorship imposed on the media. Missiles could
have been falling on New York City and my motivations would probably have been the
same. A true journalist, I was taught, had to remain detached, above the fray to keep a
clear eye of objectivity, though few did! To get wrapped in a cloak of bias or emotion
would stifle the essential purpose of a journalist- to present factual accounts in a clear and
attractive way so as to feed needed information to as large a diverse audience as possible,
though most of my colleagues were totally biased one slant or another. Yet, now in
reality, recording these heart wrenching human dramas for the market back in Southern
California, I was too emotionally involved. I even talked about transfers with my editor
who balked at the idea. All he could see was the “stuff was good and there was a large
appetite for it”, at least the present angle. What was starting to tumble in my soul, they
would never print, nor would the paper be allowed to publish by its State Department
media handlers.

I often think of the beginnings of the flood of people out of the old Soviet and
Eastern Europe. With the cunning, calculated “openness” by the disintegrating soviet
leadership and the dumping of the basket case economies of Eastern Europe on the West,
Pentecostals and problem Jews were shown the door as quickly as possible. They had
become excess baggage and were being used as wedges to drive open Western banking
and investments in the old Soviet along with bundles of easy technology. Global
economics were shrewdly manipulated to mask what the shadow leadership in Moscow
called “Operation Final Stroke”.

First, they came out by the thousands as the Soviet President smiled to the world.
Then they came out by the tens of thousands, and he still smiled. When the numbers
swelled to hundreds of thousands, a growl could be heard behind the Russian smile. Now
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iron restrictions were passes to bleed every possible ruble and material possession from
the escaping Jews. Nevertheless, the throngs continued to grow and grow and grow until,
when the one millionth Jew left for Israel, all pretenses were dropped. With cruel growls
and the baring of ugly teeth, all Jews were given a final ultimatum- leave or be ground
into the tundra. Those who dared to remain in the country or countries, who survived
Pamyat, would form the bulk of the new labor camps in Siberia!

As this whole amazing transfer of people accelerated, I convinced my boss to let
me chronicle the events by an ongoing series of biographical sketches of those on the
move. From Budapest to Milan to Prague to Jerusalem, I trailed these unusual people.
When the Western flood of Jews began, I spent months in Finland. Later when a similar
forced stampede from the East to Alaska and British Columbia began, I got totally caught
up in the experiences of these refugees of destiny. My heart was knit as I learned to love
these very unique people and their common experiences. I felt a growing bond. The
power politics of the UN, the unfolding Euro domination of world affairs, the rapid
fading of my own proud country, and all other things were eclipsed by this overwhelming
human drama of these myriads, like the old phrase of “stars above or sand at the
seashore”, these descendants of ancient Abraham the first Jew, all now making their way
“up to Jerusalem”.

Uri was from a small town in Lithuania. Like many of the young Jewish
professionals he knew, he was fed up with the layers of power struggles both with the
Soviet Bureaucracy over independence and within the country over who would wield
what authority. In the end freedom was stalled and then stifled. The scientific equipment
was old, obsolete! Few decent computers were available. Restrictions on good
biological research kept it in the “dark ages”. Access to research journals and papers was
not the problem. Uri and his colleagues were weary of reading and imagining, and then
going to their own useless labs. Just as some of the scientist friends he knew personally,
he saw his Jewishness as a door of opportunity to both reach for real freedom at last in
Israel as well as to enter into a progressive environment of modern technology for his
professional survival. His goal was to eventually excel as one of an army of new Jewish
scientists and technologists leaving the Baltics for a new beginning.

The laborious process of applications to exit Lithuania was draining. But more
draining emotionally was the unwillingness of his lover to leave her own family behind
for this “adventure in change” as they had called it. They talked and dreamed and
planned for years about the move, even about he possibility of living in America. They
talked and planned, planned and talked! But when the time finally came to take decisive
action, she withered in the face of family pressures to stay put. Uri’s heart died a little,
but his own commitment was rock solid. Through tears and numb stares they said good-
bye with the door left open for her to come later once he got established in Israel. Yet, he
knew he would never see her again. And he felt anger mixed with grief.

Nevertheless, Uri was part of the first large wave of early Soviets and East
Europeans who left for Israel. His story illustrated for me both the democratization, or
gasps for it, in Lithuania and the Soviet in general, and the real costs of leaving for good.
Plus it gave me an early picture of the massive ground swell of humanity poised to “leave
all” for this “new Israel”. I was literally flabbergasted as was my editor in 1990, who
even scaled down the tone of my early observations. He would always say- “Now Jake,
don’t get ahead of the game!” And then he would cut my pieces to the bone. At first I
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deeply resented his rule over my work. But, later I appreciated his seasoned craftiness in
developing an ongoing story line that leapfrogged into a magazine spread as well as a
book deal. Anyhow, Milan was a wonderful discovery as a city of surprise in those days.
It was a very strange, yet wonderful discovery as a stopping off and staging area for these
latest wandering remnants of the ancient tribes.

In 1991, I even did an article about an American couple- Jean and Allen, who
lived near my own Los Angeles suburb. They had been deeply moved by Israel’s
predicament in the face of absorbing missile attacks by arch enemy Iraq, pressured by the
United States to do nothing in exchange for future “rewards” dangled like some kind of
carrot that was always kept just out of reach. Something deep within them was stirred.
Something new welled up in a desire to be part of the ancient homeland. In the preceding
years their only link to Israel was through old friends who left America to become
involved in an experimental agriculture program at a kibbutz. Never had they imagined a
hunger would spring to life in them to leave their prosperous, comfortable life in the
United States for the uncertain adventures of turbulent Israel! They were computer
designers and consultants with a love for 50’s jazz and wondered what part they could
possibly play in this unique blend of Jewish humanity pouring in from over a hundred
different nations. Unlike their old friends, they had trouble keeping all their house plants
alive.

I chronicled their path from reaction to the whole Iraq conflict to the desire to
move out to do something positive. Their hopes and fears, the anxieties pitted against
adventures, the new sense of almost spiritual destiny, all set against a growing backdrop
of strengthening anti-Semitism “American style”. There was even a struggle to transfer
their assets to a Jerusalem bank, United States’ regulations becoming quickly a tightening
web. Jean and Allen were part of a new stream of American Jews that surprisingly
included many who claimed Jesus as Messiah in a sort of completeness of their
Jewishness. This puzzled me. But when I tried to pursue this seeming irony, my editor
blocked that direction. He simply faxed a response saying, “Jake, you know it’ll never
fly back home. Too many people of influence who are entrenched in the “Institutional
Church” will bristle at the idea of large members of Jews becoming fundamentalist
believers and moving to Israel because of it”. He was right, of course! Though many
among the modest faithful certainly understood, the wealthy religious Jews and Gentiles
alike never seemed to quite “get it”.

Jean and Allen became settled in Tel Aviv and quickly became consultants in a
new thriving computer company run by Russian immigrants. Early study of Hebrew plus
a little Russian had proven invaluable. When they boarded the El Al flight from New
York, they never looked back. In the next two years since, so many thousands of other
young, talented Jewish Americans followed the same amazing path. In spite of more and
more unofficially sanctioned persecutions developing in the United States, public
officials expressed growing alarm at the brain drain (and drain of assets) from not only
California’s Silicon Valley, but also the mini-Silicon Valleys across America. Medical
centers, research and development firms, universities and various “think tanks” began to
feel the effects as well. Even a good handful of journalists joined this movement, taking
up citizenship in Israel. Talk of rebuilding the Temple in Jerusalem accelerated the
movement. Because I had watched this develop in the late eighties and on into the fall of
’93, 1 could chart the roller coaster attitudes of Americans and Canadians, always
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