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PROLOGUE
ENDGAME, JANUARY 20, 1957





It had been a bad night, as usual. The old man’s hotel room in Munich was comfortable enough. What was troubling him was a secret rendezvous with a KGB agent scheduled for later that winter day in 1957 in Vienna. Operating under the code name “Frost,” the man had for more than a decade been considered by the intelligence services of the Soviet Union to be key to their American operations, though they suspected but were never able to confirm that at some point he became a double agent for the United States. As the morning sun filtered through the curtains and lit up the room, the man, Hollywood movie producer Boris Morros, tried to push fears of exposure out of his mind and focus on something simple: whether to catch the early train to Vienna or sleep in and take the plane. The latter won out. After all, the FBI was paying. But Boris couldn’t get back to sleep. He hadn’t slept well in years, always waking up in a different hotel room in a different city, always afraid of being unmasked. It wasn’t paranoia. Most of the Soviet agents he had worked with had met a gruesome end: exiled, shot, strangled, poisoned, or simply disappeared.


Every little noise kept him awake: the clanking of the heat pipes, the noise of water running in the next room, a door closing. Then, at five minutes to seven, footsteps came down the hall and stopped before his door. Someone knocked three times, paused, attempted to turn the doorknob, then slipped something under the door. Boris crept out of bed, picked up the blue envelope, and tiptoed to the bathroom, where he opened it and saw one word—CINERAMA—that told him it was all over.


Cinerama was Hollywood’s latest gimmick, a curved panoramic screen that covered the entire front wall of the cinema. But for Boris, “CINERAMA” was also the code word he had arranged with the FBI in case he was unmasked. It meant: “They’re coming for you.”


He dressed quickly and crammed his belongings into a valise. If he made it back to America in one piece, would he be celebrated as a national hero, reviled as the dupe of J. Edgar Hoover’s anti-communist hysteria, or perhaps viewed as a villain who had sold his soul to the highest bidder? The scene seemed to resemble something out of a movie, and he ought to know. Boris had been a Jewish musical prodigy in imperial Russia who escaped revolution and civil war before coming to America and becoming one of the top executives at Paramount Pictures in the 1930s, even as he was drawn into the shadowy world of international espionage. In the 1940s, he became an unlikely central figure in the Cold War intelligence arsenals of both the Soviet Union and the United States. An apolitical figure by nature, he had survived and flourished by telling people what they wanted to hear, and if his story took on Shakespearean proportions, it was still unclear in that Munich hotel room whether it would be history, comedy, or tragedy.


Boris Morros has been long forgotten by everyone, it seems, except Cold War historians and fans of Hollywood’s Golden Age, and many of the people who do remember him today wish they didn’t. Even his surviving family members, including his widow, his daughter-in-law, his grandchildren, and his great-grandchildren, don’t quite seem to know what to think about their interesting family member, who took such dramatic advantage of the intersection of “real life and reel life,” as Time magazine once put it. If it’s not clear to them whether he was Nathan Hale or Benedict Arnold, they can blame Boris’s constantly changing sense of his own history, as well as the culture of secrecy that still determines what we know about the “wilderness of mirrors,” as the CIA’s James Jesus Angleton put it, that was the Cold War.


But with the release of a treasure trove of previously classified documents from both the FBI and the KGB, Boris’s thrilling and disturbing story, which the New York Times called “one of the most fantastic and astounding spy careers of them all,” can finally begin to be told. The man who made his life into what one writer called “the most fascinating myth of a generation” may be largely forgotten, but his story is as relevant as ever, shining new light on issues that are still with us, and not just when it comes to accepting the truth about the threats that communism posed to American national security in the 1950s or to restoring credit to blacklisted filmmakers. It is the story of Russian attempts to infiltrate and influence the integrity of the American political system, a story that is not only relevant, but not even over. Raising perennially important questions about privacy, loyalty, and the relation between the two, it is the tale of a self-made immigrant turned Hollywood hustler who became the FBI’s “special special agent,” whose restless ambition helped him exemplify a generation of Jews in the entertainment world who remade themselves even as they remade America. It is also the story of tragic contradictions and missed opportunities, the inspiring successes and breathtaking accomplishments of one man’s American Century, a story that would have ended right there, in that hotel room in Munich in 1957, if the old man hadn’t been able to get away.


Boris dashed down the stairs, found a taxi to the airport, and managed to get on board the first flight home. After a lifetime of suiting his past to fit his present, all Boris now had to do was to tell his story, for the very first time, the whole story, perhaps even, finally, the real story.












PART I
















CHAPTER ONE
ENTER BORIS, 1891–1914





Boris Morros was born on January 1, 1891, though the papers couldn’t agree on his age when he died seven decades later in a New York City hospital bed. Determining the date of his debut, not to mention understanding what happened between then and the rolling of the credits, is no simple matter, because nothing about Boris Morros was simple.


Well into the twentieth century, Russians paid little attention to birth dates. Stalin himself died without ever knowing for sure when he was born, and like Stalin, who would claim different birth dates to serve different political goals, Boris took advantage of the confusion. As he later put it: “A little embellishment never ruined a good story,” which is why at one point or another he claimed no fewer than four different birth dates, though the overwhelming documentary evidence, including his Social Security records and his World War II draft registration card, as well as investigations by Soviet intelligence, points to New Year’s Day of 1891.


It is just as difficult to discover where Boris was born. Over the years he claimed St. Petersburg as his birthplace, but the most reliable evidence, including his Ellis Island arrival documents and background checks by the FBI, points to Bobruisk, then a town of forty thousand in what is now southern Belarus. Smaller than Minsk, but bigger than Pinsk, as the old joke went, Bobruisk was a lively port town, and most of its inhabitants made their living in lumber, bricks, turpentine, tar, grain, shoes, textiles, and beaver hats.


Bobruisk is often remembered as the birthplace of Vintsent Dunin-Martsinkyevich, the founder of modern Belarusian literature, but the town was mostly famous for its mud. Between April thaw and November freeze, its unpaved streets turned into rivers of knee-deep muck. Simply walking the streets required strength and ingenuity, and indeed, throughout Belarus, Bobruiskers were renowned improvisers, smart and inventive, always in motion, always in search of a way over and across any obstacle. This description certainly fits Boris, who was the first of nine children born to Mendel and Malka Morros, a Jewish couple who gave their son a traditional Jewish education consisting of Torah and Talmud. But Boris, like so many of his friends, was interested in more worldly pursuits. For many of the town’s Jews in the late nineteenth century, the future wasn’t in the Yiddish used at home and in the schools, markets, and streets, but in the Russian used by anti-tsarist revolutionaries in St. Petersburg, the Hebrew used by Zionists in Palestine, or the English used by those who ended up in America.


Bobruisk’s Jewish residents had long bemoaned the town’s poverty and overcrowding, the illness and hunger. They lived in constant fear of conscription: Involuntary military service in the Russian army, which might last decades, was an ever-present threat. Worst of all were the waves of both informal anti-Semitic persecution and government-orchestrated mass violence against Jews that followed the 1881 assassination of Tsar Alexander II. Alexander had freed the serfs and made important gestures toward ending the anti-Semitic policies of his predecessors, who had given many Jews a strong incentive to escape the “walled-in dungeon,” as Boris later described the towns and villages of the Pale of Settlement, where Russian Jews were required to live. But Tsar Alexander III, unlike his more progressive father, was determined to solve Russia’s “Jewish problem” by converting a third of them to Christianity, using work restrictions to encourage another third to leave the country altogether, and exterminating those who remained. Bobruisk’s Jewish community dwindled accordingly. Terrible fires in 1899 and 1902 destroyed most of the town. If that wasn’t enough, there were mass arrests of students and government-directed pogroms against Jews following the assassination of the Russian minister of education in 1902.


It was clearly time for the Morros family to leave. But how? The answer was literally in Boris’s hands. A contemporary of Boris’s from Bobruisk remembered: “A Jew in Bobruisk has actually two businesses—forestry and ‘arranging’ for his son to get into a gymnasia,” or secular secondary education that would lead to admission to a university in Moscow or St. Petersburg. That was the plan of Boris’s father, a humble locksmith whom Boris later preposterously claimed was the scion of seven generations of teachers, philosophers, and musicians who had performed at the court of the tsars and who supposedly served as the conductor of the Imperial Symphony Orchestra. It was actually Boris’s mother, an amateur singer, who engineered the family’s escape from Bobruisk. She gave Boris a quarter-size cello and found him a teacher who soon recognized that he was dealing with a child prodigy that might indeed change the fortunes of the whole Morros family.


Around the turn of the twentieth century, the theaters and concert halls that dotted the towns of the Pale of Settlement offered both vaudeville and classical music, with frequent outdoor summertime concerts. But Bobruisk was no place for a musical prodigy. The writer Isaac Babel recalled in his 1931 autobiographical story “Awakening” that virtually every Jewish family in every eastern European backwater was willing to stake its future on one of its sons making his way to the St. Petersburg Conservatory of Music, which was among the few institutions of higher education in tsarist Russia that enrolled Jews and provided their families with the residence permits that allowed them to live legally in the city. So in 1903, Mendel and Malka Morros packed up Boris and his siblings and moved them to the capital of the Russian Empire. Whether the family would be able to remain and start a new life would be up to the twelve-year-old prodigy.


Located on a swamp on the Gulf of Finland, St. Petersburg was founded by Peter the Great in 1703 as Russia’s “Window to the West.” It replaced Moscow as the official capital of the tsar’s empire long before it became the country’s primary center of culture and business. When Boris and his family arrived in 1903, it was a heady time in the city’s history, and the Morros family got an unsettling welcome. The city was under martial law, yet striking factory workers and revolutionary students bravely covered the city with their red flags, marching as they sang “Hymn to Liberty” in place of “God Save the Tsar!” Boris’s parents heard with horror that the security forces of Alexander III’s son Nicholas II were breaking up the demonstrations and arresting hundreds of young men. Those who weren’t immediately executed were sent to the tsar’s brutal prison colonies in Siberia, never to be heard from again. The crackdown offered a lesson in the consequences of political commitment that Boris never forgot.


Boris was hardly the only child prodigy studying at the St. Petersburg Conservatory at this time. Opening in 1862 as the first Russian music school of its kind, the conservatory offered a ten-year course of study that included six years at the high school level followed by four years at the college level, as well as lessons for young talents who were not formally matriculated fulltime. Boris’s time there coincided with the waning of what is often called Russian music’s Silver Age, but the faculty still included such legends as Anatoly Liadov, Alexander Glazunov, and Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov. The student body, which had once included Piotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky and Sergei Rachmaninoff, was in Boris’s time no less distinguished. Boris studied alongside numerous prodigies who later dominated the world of classical music, among them Jascha Heifetz, Serge Koussevitzky, and Sergei Prokofiev. They all practiced obsessively, learning to play every instrument in the orchestra, sometimes less out of musical passion than a desperate effort to stay warm during St. Petersburg’s long winters.


A degree from the St. Petersburg Conservatory all but guaranteed Jewish graduates a future that would have been otherwise impossible in tsarist Russia. The conservatory had been founded by a converted Jew, Anton Rubinstein, who made sure that Jews were welcome. In the early years of the twentieth century, half of the conservatory’s twelve hundred students were Jewish, at a time when Jews comprised 4 percent of the Russian population and most institutions of higher education capped their Jewish enrollment at 3 percent. A joke from the period calls the St. Petersburg Conservatory the only school in Russia that had a quota to keep out the goyim.


The Jewish atmosphere of the conservatory dominated not only head counts but musical content, which could be awkward for students like Boris who were interested in art, not religion. While Russian and German classics still predominated in the concert halls, St. Petersburg’s Jewish musicians were carrying out a revolution of their own, with the city becoming the center of efforts to document and promote the traditional Jewish religious and folk music of eastern Europe as an art in its own right. Under the auspices of the Society for Jewish Folk Music, the movement attracted many of the conservatory’s most talented musicians, but Boris never joined in the events they sponsored. Indeed, he refused to identify himself with any religion or political party, fearful that a reckoning was coming, when Jews—who were already considered insufficiently Russian and who were seen as foreigners and strangers, prone to violence, criminality, and revolution—could no longer depend on the meager protections offered by the tsar. Early on, Boris was an outsider among outsiders.


But it was impossible to escape history. In early 1905, midway through Boris’s second year at the conservatory, the tsar’s failure to approve a constitution guaranteeing basic civil rights, combined with widespread discontent with his war against Japan, in which more than a hundred thousand Russian soldiers had lost their lives, resulted in an enormous strike that shut down St. Petersburg. A peaceful crowd of more than a thousand men, women, and children gathered on Sunday, January 22, at the Winter Palace, the imperial family’s official residence, to demand economic and political reform. They were savagely attacked by the tsar’s troops, and more than two hundred civilians were killed.


Boris read about the incident in the newspapers and went back to practicing. But in the wake of what became known as Bloody Sunday, the country descended into chaos, with disruptive waves of protests, marches, and strikes. Eventually the tsar backed down and proposed the creation of an elected assembly called the Duma, with limited legislative and administrative powers. The gesture was inadequate: Only ten thousand of Russia’s 130 million inhabitants would be eligible to vote, legislative sessions were to be closed to the public, the Duma would have no oversight over the tsar’s ministers, and the tsar could dissolve the Duma at any time for any reason. Not surprisingly, public unrest, stoked by communist revolutionaries, intensified, and in December 1905, protesters shut the city down once again. Residents were left without power, transportation, mail, telegraph service, or newspapers. All of the city’s shops, as well as the conservatory, closed their doors as communists fought the tsar’s troops for ten days before surrendering, having seen hundreds of their comrades shot in the streets or arrested and sent into exile.


The tsar finally relented in May 1906, consenting to the establishment of a Duma that would be more broadly representative, even as he shut down dozens of newspapers and jailed their editors. Still, only a third of the Duma membership came from anti-tsarist parties, so it was unsurprising when their demands for land reform, a new education policy, and wider suffrage were all refused by the tsar, who dissolved the Duma in July. Then a wave of political assassinations convinced the tsar to crack down even more brutally on the press and opposition parties: He restricted voting rights, executed or exiled radicals, and orchestrated more pogroms in the provinces. By the time yet another Duma was seated in February 1907, it was clear that the tsar would continue to reign supreme, no matter how many of his ministers were assassinated, no matter how many young people marched, no matter how many workers went on strike. The dissolution of the newest version of the Duma in June 1907, and the seating of a much more conservative legislative later that month that backed anti-Semitic riots throughout the empire, sent shock waves through Russia’s provincial Jewish communities, which lost more than two thousand of their own in the massacres. St. Petersburg’s Jews were relatively safe, for the moment, but more than one million Jews living in the provinces, about 40 percent of Russia’s Jewish population, left the country during the period between the Revolution of 1905 and the outbreak of the Great War.


Students at the St. Petersburg Conservatory were at the forefront of these events, which Lenin later called a dress rehearsal for 1917. They paid the price. The government expelled and arrested dozens of students and closed down the conservatory indefinitely. When Boris’s teacher, Rimsky-Korsakov, took the side of the students, he was dismissed. It was only after three hundred students quit school and threatened further unrest that Rimsky-Korsakov was reinstated and the school reopened.


Far from manning the barricades, Boris locked himself in his practice room, working on his counterpoint and perfecting his vibrato. It was a survival mechanism, and it worked. His reluctance to identify as a Jew and his lack of political commitment paid off when things returned to normal. Boris was a seasoned performer by the time he graduated in 1914, his father having taken him on concert tours of the provinces every summer since 1904. That was no doubt one of the reasons he was selected, while still a student, to serve as assistant musical director for the Imperial Opera Orchestra’s conductor, Eduard Nápravník, who appreciated Boris’s combination of artistic gifts and organizational talents. Upon Boris’s graduation, Nápravník recommended him for a position organizing and directing musical activities at the Imperial Court. At a time when Nicholas II’s popularity was at its lowest, Boris would be responsible for recruiting, rehearsing, and conducting the ensembles performed for the tsar and his government, and he would write and arrange much of the music as well. Mendel and Malka were overjoyed by their son’s success, but they worried about whether Boris would end up on the right side of the revolution that everyone knew was coming.












CHAPTER TWO
BROKEN CHORDS, 1914–22





St. Petersburg’s Winter Palace was the most luxurious of the tsar’s seven residences, a vast eighteenth-century baroque structure with more than fifteen hundred rooms on the banks of the Neva. It was a fitting monument to the world’s oldest and biggest empire, and it would be Boris’s new home, a world away from the cramped apartment that he had shared with his family. The entire ground floor of the Winter Palace was dominated by a state room that could accommodate ten thousand visitors and a dining room that could host a thousand guests at its central table. The third floor was reserved for living quarters for court officials like Boris, while the piano nobile in between served as the imperial family’s official home. The tsar and his family spent little time there, however, because the tsarina despised St. Petersburg, with its freezing winters and stifling summers. Moreover, because of the political turmoil that started in 1905, she felt safer in one of the tsar’s several palaces outside the city. She also had a strong distaste for the corruption and decadence of court life and tried to convince the tsar to scale back his official public duties. That wasn’t difficult, given the tsar’s preference for quiet evenings at home with his family. But there were still grand receptions for which Boris had to select the music and the musicians, rehearsing and conducting the ensembles in programs that ranged from military marches to the latest in social dancing imported from Western Europe. In 1913, Boris recalled, he organized the entertainment for a massive celebration of the three hundredth anniversary of the Romanov dynasty’s ascension to power. The next year, when Russia entered the Great War, Boris conducted the military orchestra that played as the tsar and tsarina bid farewell to troops leaving for the front. If the music didn’t satisfy Boris’s artistic appetites, the prestige of the position more than compensated. The tsar’s guests must have been surprised to learn that the portly, already balding conductor providing the music was only in his early twenties, and they were often disturbed to hear the rumors that he was Jewish, but the tsar was happy to have found someone who could play anything and who never talked politics. Years of concertizing had given Boris a reputation in St. Petersburg as a crowd-pleaser, but Boris’s most frequent and appreciative listener was the “Emperor and Autocrat of All the Russias,” as the tsar was formerly known, a dignified, delicate, and well-bred man who insisted that Boris lead an ensemble to entertain the royal family at mealtimes. Boris also provided the keyboard accompaniment to the silent films the royal family loved to watch together on Saturdays, and he even performed for them aboard the imperial yacht. Much of this history comes from Boris’s own later accounts and is impossible to verify, given the chaos and destruction that the historical record was subject to during the Russian Revolution and the Soviet era. By the same token, there is nothing in the surviving archives to contradict most of Boris’s account. If nothing else, it leaves us with a very good idea of how Boris wanted this part of his life story to be written.


In 1915, when part of the Winter Palace was converted into a military hospital, a gesture aimed at appeasing the public’s outrage at the number of dead and wounded soldiers, Boris and his musicians were relocated to the nearby village of Tsarskoe Selo. There the Romanovs, insulated from the public unrest of St. Petersburg—the tsar read special newspapers printed just for him that didn’t include bad news—occupied the sumptuous neoclassical Alexander Palace, located in a sprawling complex of imperial palaces, churches, and gardens.


Despite the hardships that the war caused the average Russian, the tsar kept up appearances. A typical state dinner at Tsarskoe Selo included up to five hundred aristocrats, diplomats, and politicians who would be escorted into the palace’s semicircular gilt-and-marble Portrait Hall to the sounds of Boris’s orchestra. Seated under massive palm trees grown in the imperial greenhouses, guests enjoyed a French-style seven-course meal, starting with a traditional buffet of caviar, cheeses, cured meats, and smoked fish, and accompanied by copious amounts of champagne and vodka, which were poured by the two liveried servants assigned to each guest. Next came the dancing, again with music provided by Boris: The traditional polonaise was first, followed by waltzes and quadrilles, and then the tsar’s favorite opera arias and chamber works, church and military music, and Russian folk songs.


Boris tried to stay out of politics, but his role in the court put him square in the middle of the turmoil. In addition to providing entertainment at balls and receptions, he was charged with providing music at sessions of the Duma, which meant performing both the Russian national anthem, “God Save the Tsar!,” after major speeches by politicians who were partial to the tsar, and “The Marseillaise,” after addresses by members of the opposition parties.


Despite the enormous authority of the tsar and the considerable power of the Duma, the future of the empire, it was widely believed, was actually controlled by a filthy, smelly, rail-thin priest whom Boris encountered shortly after he came to the court. The notorious Grigori Yefimovich Rasputin’s supposed powers of prophecy and healing—he claimed to be able to treat the hemophilia that afflicted the young heir apparent, Alexei—captivated the superstitious tsarina and gave him entry to the most refined of St. Petersburg’s social and political circles. Boris came to know Rasputin, treasuring a set of amber beads that the “Mad Monk” gave him, but he knew to keep his distance, especially after Rasputin tried to convince the tsar to stay out of the Great War. That made Rasputin some very powerful enemies. Boris had heard the rumors that Rasputin was even secretly advocating for a separate peace with Germany, which was a very unpopular position in the tsar’s inner circle of advisors. Boris was shocked, but perhaps not surprised, to learn that on December 30, 1916, the tsar’s closest advisors tried unsuccessfully to poison Rasputin with a chocolate pastry. Hours later, they finished the job by shooting him in the back, beating and castrating him, drowning him, and then dumping his body into a St. Petersburg canal. Objects associated with Rasputin were soon in demand as collectors’ items and talismans, including his penis, which one of his paramours apparently preserved for decades. Boris already had his own relic, the amber beads, but he also learned a lesson about the wages of being close to power.


Boris witnessed the decline of Russian Empire firsthand. The tsar had declared war on the country’s age-old Teutonic foe with a poorly prepared army and an outraged populace that remembered 1905 all too well. Despite early successes on the battlefield, the tsar’s forces were soon in retreat. Public support for the war declined even further as millions of Russians were injured, killed, or captured and sent to German prisoner-of-war camps. The tsar knew he couldn’t fight a civil war at home and a world war abroad, so in March 1917, he abdicated and was replaced by a provisional government operating out of the Winter Palace. Boris had a new employer, but he remained with the tsar’s inner circle in the relative safety of the Alexander Palace, where he continued to perform for the family most evenings. Amid widespread strikes and army desertions, in the summer of 1917, Bolshevik revolutionaries overran the Alexander Palace, arrested the tsar and his family, and sent them all into internal exile, where they were soon executed.


Boris feared that same fate awaited him, but when Red soldiers knocked on his door in the middle of the night, it wasn’t to throw him into jail but to demand that he organize a hundred-piece military brass band for the next evening. The revolution needed music, and Boris delivered, even if it meant calling in every favor he was owed by his comrades from the St. Petersburg Conservatory. But Boris’s concerns about having been a member of the tsar’s court were well-grounded. He later recalled that he was “the first of the court personnel tried by the Bolsheviks,” who could not forgive him for the fact that while performing for the Duma, he had once mixed up his tunes, playing “God Save the Tsar!” after a speech by a member of one of the anti-tsar parties. He was able to survive formal accusations of anti-revolutionary leanings by reminding his accusers of his middle-of-the-night musical services just a few days earlier. Boris’s position still wasn’t as secure as he would have liked, but once again, he was protected by his status as a musician. When Red Army units randomly stopped him after Vladimir Lenin’s November 1917 election as chairman of the Council of People’s Commissars, Boris was glad to take off his hat to prove his identity: “Everyone in Petrograd knew that Conductor Morros has a bald head,” he remembered.


Boris survived the Russian Revolution by switching sides, but enduring the civil war was a different matter. Boris later remembered: “During and after the Revolution I had many bizarre and thrilling experiences.” But he rarely spoke about the destructive conflict between the communist Reds and the monarchist Whites. Boris did not trust Lenin’s promise upon his assumption of power that “Doers in the Arts and Sciences” would be protected and accepted in the new nation, no matter their past political affiliations. At the same time, the Whites, who still controlled much of the country, considered all Jews to be communists and organized numerous pogroms and assassinations accordingly. It confirmed in Boris the lesson that every Jew in tsarist Russia had learned: No matter how influential or successful you might become, no matter which side you are on, even if you’re on no side at all, you remain vulnerable.


Boris hoped that the civil war would be short-lived and that things could get back to normal, whatever that might be. In the meantime, self-preservation demanded that he choose the side that was winning, and he was rewarded by the Bolsheviks with a position running what until recently had been the Imperial Music School in Poltava, in northeast Ukraine. It didn’t offer Boris much artistically, but for the time being, he preferred the boredom of a civil servant’s job in a provincial town to a Bolshevik firing squad in St. Petersburg. Eventually, he appealed to Lenin’s government for a better position and was transferred to Moscow, where he worked at the Commissariat of Education, a position that first led to a job organizing local music education departments in the Ukrainian city of Ekaterinoslav (now known as Dnipro), and then to the post of head inspector of military orchestras on the southwest front.


In late 1919, with the end of the civil war nowhere in sight, Boris was captured by the Whites and briefly held in a prisoner-of-war camp, before being released in a prisoner exchange. He was determined to make his way back to St. Petersburg, but he stopped first in Alexandrovsk (later known as Zaporozhye), a Bolshevik-held town in Ukraine, where his parents had fled to escape the dangers of St. Petersburg. Because the Whites, who in addition to targeting former Bolsheviks were viciously anti-Semitic, still held territory to the north, Boris had initially decided to wait out the end of the civil war with his family; however, when he heard rumors that the Whites were approaching Alexandrovsk, he remembered he might also be considered a deserter by the Bolsheviks, and he decided to flee Russia altogether. One of Boris’s cousins remembers being told by family members that Boris implored them to join him, but in the end he was unsuccessful, so he made his way alone to Rostov-on-Don and booked passage aboard a British boat making its way to Baku, the capital of Azerbaijan. The city was at the time controlled by the Bolsheviks, but many monarchist Russians had also ended up there, some waiting for the Whites to prevail so they could return home, others determined to put Russia behind them entirely. Boris hadn’t yet decided which group he belonged to.


With its numerous oil wells providing almost half of the world’s petroleum, Baku was crucial to the Bolshevik effort in the civil war and was one of the first provincial capitals they seized after the revolution. When Boris arrived in early 1920, he went straight to the Bolsheviks, told them that he had escaped from a White prisoner-of-war camp, and volunteered to rejoin the cause. He was appointed chairman of the local branch of the Soviet Union of Art Workers. Ever the opportunist, Boris made sure that when the city hosted the weeklong First Congress of Eastern Peoples in September 1920, he was put in charge of the teams of translators who were rendering speeches by hundreds of orators, among them the legendary American radical John Reed, into Russian. At one point, Boris found another focus for his attention: a wealthy singer and actress named Yekaterina Yefimova Modina, a native of Rostov-on-Don who lost most of her family when they sided with the Whites.


From the start, the love affair had a practical side. The two met when Catherine, as Boris always called her, registered as a singer and actress at Boris’s offices. They quickly became intimate, but remained pragmatic: Boris promised to get them out of Baku, with the help of a velvet sack of diamonds around Catherine’s neck that would pay for a new life somewhere else. The fact that she was married with two children, sixteen-year-old Constantin and thirteen-year-old Liouba, was barely an impediment: Her husband was old and sickly, virtually on his deathbed. He realized that Boris was Catherine’s best hope and that their teenaged children were almost old enough to take care of themselves. Sometime in late 1920, Boris arranged for Catherine and her family to travel with him to Constantinople, where they hoped to find a way to Europe or America.


Constantinople wasn’t much better than Baku. The Turks had backed the losing side in World War I, after which England and France divided up the Ottoman Empire, while Greece invaded mainland Turkey. Before he abdicated, the tsar had agreed to a deal in which Constantinople would end up in Russian hands, but the Bolsheviks refused to abide by that agreement, so the city remained under control of the Allies. It was a situation intolerable to Turkish nationalists, who were suffering under postwar terms even harsher than those famously imposed on Germany. Agitation for an independent Turkey coalesced under the leadership of Mustafa Kemal Ataturk, who unilaterally rejected the terms imposed by the Allies and convinced Lenin to supply him with arms to be used against the Greeks. Lenin was not oblivious to the fact that these weapons would be used on Russian exiles, who were the targets of Ataturk’s campaign of ethnic cleansing. Until the Turks finally vanquished the Greeks in the summer of 1922, the French, British, and Italian troops patrolling the city could do little to protect non-Muslims from mob violence.


Boris had taken Catherine and her family to Constantinople in search of a safe haven, but they found themselves living between two war zones. As many as 160,000 Russians had taken shelter in Constantinople, a city of under one million, according to the Turkish Red Crescent at the time. It was a hopeless, desperate situation. Work was difficult for Russians to find, and there were severe shortages of food. Overcrowding reached crisis proportions, with an astonishing seven thousand people living on the grounds surrounding the Russian embassy. Typhus and tuberculosis coursed through Constantinople’s shantytowns where other refugees took shelter, though the ever-resourceful Boris found an apartment for all of them together. When Catherine’s husband’s heart finally gave out, Boris saw an opportunity and married her, though it would never be clear whether it was for the companionship or for the diamonds. Most of his fellow countrymen weren’t so lucky. A European journalist observed in National Geographic:




Russian refugees are everywhere, selling flowers, kewpie dolls, oil paintings of Constantinople, cakes and trinkets, books and newspapers printed in Russia. They sleep in the open streets and on the steps of mosques. They loaf, beg, work when they can find a job, and sometimes sob with hunger. A few Russians have been lucky enough to find positions in restaurants as waitresses or coat boys. A princess may bring the patron’s coffee and a general may hand him his stick. Professors, ex-millionaires, women of high birth beseech one to buy cigarettes or paper flowers.





In such an atmosphere, diversion was welcome. For those refugees who were “more interested in Mozart than Marx,” as Boris later put it—among them Vladimir Nabokov, who was also looking for a way out—a comedy revue called The Bat, which had been a huge hit in Moscow before World War I, supplied entertainment. Boris fell in with the troupe, earning some extra cash by providing musical backing for the show, which included what were then known as gypsy tunes, as well as ballads, folk melodies, opera arias, marches, polkas, and comic routines that comprised the show. But when The Bat moved on to Paris in late 1920, Boris began dipping into Catherine’s little velvet bag of diamonds again.


The situation in Constantinople was deteriorating fast. News of massacres of non-Muslims and other atrocities committed by Ataturk’s forces convinced a group of Russians to try to return home in 1921, but they were shot on arrival in Odessa. Boris knew it was time to leave, especially since he was now fully responsible for Catherine and for her children, whom he had adopted. Going back to Russia was not an option, and not simply because of the events in Odessa. The civil war continued to rage, and word had reached Boris that famine was killing millions, even as Lenin orchestrated thousands of extrajudicial executions and show trials. Most European countries refused to take in Russian refugees, so Boris turned his eyes to America, which had recently opened its borders after halting immigration completely during the Great War. But he still needed departure papers, which were notoriously difficult to procure amid all of the chaos. Remembering that the Allies’ main representative in Constantinople, the French high commissioner Maurice Pellé, had been to see The Bat more than once when Boris was part of the crew, Boris decided to request an audience with Pellé in early November 1922. It was granted, and he walked away with departure papers for the whole family.


Days later, Ataturk’s forces took control of the Sultan’s army in Ankara, and Ataturk’s nationalist followers in Constantinople stepped up attacks on foreigners. European troops were to leave the city immediately as part of the Allies’ full recognition of Turkish independence, and any Europeans who remained in the city did so at their own risk. Boris managed to book passage for the family on the SS Constantinople, a steamship leaving for America the next day, November 10, 1922. They escaped just in time.


The family travelled with a small group of Russian refugees who had also been stranded in Constantinople, in addition to passengers from Greece, Syria, Armenia, and even America. Third-class tickets were $120 each, almost $7,000 for the family in today’s figures, an amount that almost depleted their funds, but they were grateful to gather their few belongings, board the massive vessel, a veritable Noah’s ark of the displaced and the desperate, and head for Greece, through the Strait of Gibraltar, and then out into the stormy Atlantic.


Boris never spoke publicly about the voyage, which could not have been an easy one. He and his new family shared a third-class cabin with two other families. It wasn’t steerage, but it wasn’t much better. There were long lines to use the bathrooms, especially in the mornings, and the food left much to be desired, but all of the Russians onboard had seen worse. The crossing was scheduled to take ten days, but engine trouble added more than a week to the trip. They also encountered severe weather along the way. When the SS Constantinople finally steamed into New York Harbor on December 8, 1922, the passengers crowded onto the deck for the boat’s ceremonial loop around the Statue of Liberty. Then Boris and his family, along with the rest of the third-class and steerage passengers, climbed into rowboats that took them through the cold and fog to Ellis Island.


Boris wasn’t like the majority of these immigrants—he never had been and never would be. While most Russian immigrants were illiterate, uncultured, unskilled, and destitute, Boris had—even as an adolescent—entertained the world’s most powerful man with his musical talents and dazzled the aristocracy who gathered at his court. His restless, haunted sense of destiny had allowed him to outrun regicide and revolution. The $130 he had in his pocket was almost enough to start a new life.












CHAPTER THREE
THE GOLDEN LAND, 1922–25





For most of the Russian Jewish immigrants who landed at Ellis Island on December 8, 1922, the past was something to be forgotten as soon as possible. The more naive among them knew that the tsar and the Russian Empire were gone forever, but they thought that the Bolshevik Revolution was temporary and that a new, more moderate government would soon take Russia from the Reds and welcome back those who fled. The wiser among them knew better: With European nations reluctant to take in refugees, America was their best chance, perhaps their only chance. They questioned this wisdom, however, when they arrived at Ellis Island, the notorious “Gateway to America.”


Today, Ellis Island is a museum celebrating America’s embrace of the cast-offs of European society, warmly remembered by the 40 percent of Americans whose ancestors landed there. But every new arrival soon learned why the primary entry point for the newest Americans was also known in the years after World War I as the “Isle of Hope and Tears.” Corruption was rife, with doctors demanding payment for signing off on medical exams, and security personnel accepting bribes to smuggle rejects into Manhattan. Sanitation was substandard: The bathrooms were filthy, and the mattresses, sheets, and towels were infested with vermin. After advocates for immigrants publicly condemned the situation at Ellis Island, a New York Times article from May 1922 warned of a “Health Peril” on Ellis Island and detailed how new arrivals detained overnight were crammed thirty-five to a 24-by-14-foot cell. Later that year, a Times editorial called the twenty-seven-acre island in Upper New York Bay “a New Inferno,” where immigrants were met with “the first and worst sample of America.” The US secretary of labor, whose portfolio included immigration services, denied the charges, but when President Warren G. Harding addressed Congress on immigration policy later that year, he deplored what he called the “pathos at our ports,” in which arrivals were treated like anything but future citizens.


The problem, and the solution, dated back to the years after the Civil War, two decades before the construction of Ellis Island, when it became clear that the arriving passengers didn’t resemble the makeup of the nation’s ruling class. In an effort to promote a vision of a nation populated by healthy, self-sufficient, law-abiding, well-educated Protestants, federal law barred entry to prostitutes, exconvicts, the mentally ill or intellectually challenged—“lunatics” and “idiots” in the parlance of the day—and anyone “likely to become a public charge.” Shortly before the turn of the century, the restrictions were expanded to deny entry to beggars, vagrants, paupers, alcoholics, felons, homosexuals, epileptics, consumptives, the “physically defective,” and anyone who was judged to be “feebleminded.” Officials also began to pay attention to the racial and ethnic origin of arrivals, favoring Anglo-Saxons and Scandinavians, who were overwhelmingly Protestant, over the largely Jewish and Catholic masses from eastern and southern Europe. Still, almost 1.5 million Jews from Russia and Poland, fleeing anti-Semitic pogroms, a crushing lack of economic opportunity, or both, were offered entry in the first decade and a half of the twentieth century, and more than twice that number arrived from Italy.


The doors to Ellis Island that had been closed during World War I opened when the conflict ended. Nonetheless, fears that the newest wave of arrivals threatened to undermine American values and bloodlines led Congress to begin imposing draconian restrictions not only on the total number of immigrants, but on their national origin and religion as well. In 1922, fewer than 38,000 steerage passengers were allowed in, compared to more than 210,000 the year before, according to official figures. New legislation limited the number of arrivals from any individual country to 3 percent of the number who had arrived from that country in 1910. The date was chosen strategically in order to limit immigration from eastern Europe: The number of Jews arriving from Russia and Poland had peaked years earlier.


On Ellis Island itself, the legislation translated into an experience that was confusing at best and harrowing at worst. After the passengers finally reached dry land, carrying all of their worldly possessions on their backs, they lined up before immigration officers, who hung identity tags around their necks. Next came the medical inspection, a terrifying moment for the new arrivals, who were well aware that anyone with an infectious disease, a physical or mental disability, or a moral failing like an association with communists or anarchists might be quarantined or even sent back to Europe. After that came a hot meal, which was often inedible, and never kosher. Finally, there was the interview to determine whether they had what it took to become proper Americans.


Boris didn’t look all that different from his fellow passengers. But unlike his mostly unskilled, uneducated, and destitute shipmates—a popular joke from the period told that of every three Jewish immigrants, one was a tailor and three were luftmenschen, which was Yiddish for someone who lived in the clouds and subsisted on air—he used to be somebody back in the old country. He was an educated and talented professional, someone who had been an insider, even something of a celebrity. Unlike them, he even had a bit of money in his pocket. So despite his heavy accent in the few English words he knew, and despite the burden of having to support a wife and two teenagers, he believed it wouldn’t be that difficult for him to make it to the top again.


Still, as Boris waited in line with Catherine, Liouba, and Constantin, he tried to overcome a deep fear that they would be turned back. It took all of his skills as an entertainer to maintain an optimistic attitude for the sake of his wife and children, knowing that they had nowhere else to go. When they fled Russia, they forfeited their citizenship, and even if they had Russian passports, even if they wanted to return, the borders had been closed. Even so, as a member of a small cohort of political exiles from Bolshevism—artists, intellectuals, professionals, nobility, clergymen, and demobilized soldiers—he had good reason to hope that his family would be offered entry and a chance at citizenship. As he waited to approach the counter and face the notoriously fearsome immigration officer, Boris silently rehearsed his story. It was to be one of the most important performances he had ever given, and it was filled with lies.


The document that Boris filled out that day, or rather dictated to the clerk in broken English, appears to be the earliest piece of surviving physical evidence attesting to his life. It is also a record of the kind of man he wanted America to think he was, a testament to his mastery at reshaping his past in order to build his future. Boris claimed he was thirty-two years old but then corrected himself, instructing the clerk to cross out the typewritten figure and make him a year younger. He described himself as five feet, four inches tall, which was optimistic, to say the least. He announced he was in good health and watched the clerk type that his eyes were blue, his skin fair, and his hair black, though again, that wasn’t quite accurate, because Boris had been almost completely bald since his teens. He claimed to have paid for his own ticket, arriving from Constantinople with $130 in cash. As a native of “Bobroyski,” as the town was known in Russian, Boris confirmed that he read and wrote the language. His “Race or People” was “Hebrew,” and since the Soviet Union had yet to be formally established, much less internationally recognized, he claimed Russian nationality, though he had no plans to return, instead declaring that he hoped to become an American citizen as soon as possible. In the column asking for the “name and complete address of nearest relative or friend in country from whence alien came,” most of his fellow passengers had listed “Nobody.” Boris listed “General Pellé, High Commissioner of France,” a gesture that was almost pitiful in its effort to impress. Strangest of all, he described himself not only as unmarried, but as Catherine’s cousin.


The performance was a success, and Boris and his family were admitted. They lugged their belongings onto the ferry that took them to the southern tip of Manhattan. Most of their shipmates intended to settle in New York City, but Boris had other plans. His arrival documents indicate that his next destination was to be Philadelphia and then Reading, Pennsylvania, where a man Catherine listed as her brother-in-law, a Russian immigrant named Charles Solov, owned a mattress shop. Solov met them at the ferry terminal, but instead of heading to Pennsylvania Station, where they could take the train to Philadelphia, he brought them to Grand Central Terminal. There the eighteen-year-old Constantin apparently went his own way and disappeared from Boris’s life, while the rest of the little family got on a train to Boston, where Solov had friends who could find the family a place to live and set up Boris with a job.


Boris’s first day in America was a bittersweet one. He had escaped from hell, a point brought home to him when he saw in the papers that Russia was pushing its weight around in a disarmament treaty with its neighbors. There were also articles about the US State Department’s efforts to beseech Turkish officials to do more to prevent the massacre of its non-Christian minorities. But it wasn’t clear that he had made it to heaven, either. Although the arrival of The Bat, which had made it to America before Boris, had capitalized on a craze for all things Russian in fashion, music, dance, and the theater world, public opinion was different when it came to actual Russians. The Bolsheviks had for a time taken America’s side against the Germans in the Great War, but eventually Lenin withdrew from the Allies and declared neutrality. By the end of the war, a full-blown Red Scare began sweeping across the United States, targeting both home-grown communists and the Russians who, in the public mind, were all Bolsheviks bringing with them a socialist revolution. The movement resulted not only in immigration restrictions, but the infamous Palmer Raids, which were named after the attorney general who didn’t hesitate to put public safety before civil liberties after a series of terrorist bombings masterminded by Italian radicals. (Palmer also didn’t bother to distinguish between Italian anarchists and Russian socialists.)


Palmer’s efforts to deport suspected radicals coincided with a disturbing rise in anti-Semitism in the United States in the 1920s. The Ku Klux Klan was nationally resurgent at that time, endorsed indirectly by the pseudoscientific anti-Semitism of figures like Henry Ford and Harvard University president A. Lawrence Lowell. Tensions were particularly high in Boston, where the Jewish population doubled in the years before World War I. New immigrants competed with members of the long-established Irish community for jobs in factories or on construction sites. Nat Hentoff, who became one of the country’s most celebrated jazz critics and civil libertarians, grew up in Boston in the twenties and remembered it as America’s most anti-Semitic city. Irish gangs, egged on by Sunday church sermons calling Jews “Christ-killers,” regularly attacked Jewish boys who strayed into gentile territory with rocks, chains, baseball bats, and anti-Semitic taunts. Boris, who had seen worse in Russia and Turkey, wasn’t too worried.


Within a few days, Boris had settled his family into an apartment at 24 Creston Street, a three-unit, three-story clapboard house just off Blue Hill Avenue, commonly known as “Jew Hill Avenue,” in Roxbury, which was then Boston’s main Jewish neighborhood. Unlike the grim tenements of New York’s Jewish ghetto, where most Russian Jewish immigrants in the early 1920s ended up, the Morros’s new home was a spacious fifteen-hundred-square-foot apartment. Once the weather warmed, they could relax on their front porch and watch the local boys play stickball; among those boys was Theodore H. White, born in 1915 into a Russian Jewish family that lived on nearby Erie Street. White, who grew up to become the premier historian of the American presidency, remembered Roxbury as a friendly neighborhood of kosher butchers, grocers with pickles and crackers in oak barrels, horse-and-wagon peddlers, and lamplighters crisscrossing the neighborhood at dusk.


Boris wouldn’t be able to get proper work anywhere while his legal status was in doubt, so as soon as he had settled Catherine and Liouba into their new home, Boris and Catherine paid a visit to the federal courthouse in downtown Boston. There, they renounced their allegiance to Russia and declared their intention to become American citizens. The Department of Labor form that Boris used on December 13, 1922, to start the naturalization process was brief, but his responses were predictably inconsistent. The blue-eyed, fair-complexioned Hebrew “artist” from Bobroyski was now a brown-eyed, medium-complexioned white “composer and professor of piano” from Minsk.


Next, Boris turned his attention toward finding a job, which would prove more difficult than finding an apartment. Boris arrived in Boston during the economic crisis that had followed the end of World War I and lingered well into 1923. Good job opportunities were uncommon, especially for those whose English was poor. Most newly arrived Russian Jews were happy to find work in Boston’s garment factories, sweatshops, or slaughterhouses. Those who could speak English often found work as waiters or doormen. Those were the sorts of jobs that the friends of Catherine’s brother-in-law were offering. But the former director of music at the court of the last tsar thought he could do better, and he started by going to the movies.


In the years after World War I, even Boston’s poorest families could afford an afternoon at the theater to experience the new fad called “moving pictures,” which in the days before talkies used live musical accompaniment. Boris quickly picked up work as an organist at Roxbury’s half-dozen theaters, but it was in the world of Jewish music that he supported his family and began to build a career. Although he’d been given a proper Jewish education back in Russia, he was never a religious man, nor was he interested in Zionism, until now. In between providing organ accompaniment for showings of Buster Keaton’s The Paleface and Robin Hood with Douglas Fairbanks, Boris wasted no time in writing an opera called Ahasverus Play about the Jewish holiday of Purim, which began on March 1 that year, and knocking the doors of Roxbury’s theaters in the hope of finding a collaborator.


With the holiday only a few weeks away, and local amateur synagogue musical ensembles looking for something less formidable than a full-scale work of musical theater, the work was never performed. Boris toned down his ambitions, and with an eye—and ear—toward the next Jewish holiday, he composed a shorter work based on the psalm traditionally heard on the Sabbath after Passover, which in 1923 fell on March 31. This work, called the “Hymn of Palestine,” which borrows from the 126th Psalm and its plea for the Lord to restore Israel’s fortunes, had genuine resonance for Boris, who had indeed fallen very far from his glory days in St. Petersburg.


Boris had no more success pitching “Hymn of Palestine” in Roxbury than he did Ahasverus Play, but he did publish it with a local music management company as “Opus 47 Number 3,” which suggests he already had a career’s worth of compositions in his portfolio, or that he wanted to give that impression. His next composition, a collaboration with the well-known Yiddish singer and actor Julius Nathanson, was an operetta called Shayne Khaleynes, or Beautiful Dreams. This time, Boris found an audience, performing selections for a gathering of Young Judaea, a national Zionist organization, at the house of a local supporter.


Beautiful Dreams attracted the notice of a local weekly newspaper called the Jewish Advocate, which referred to him as “Professor Boris Morros,” the composer of a slew of popular Jewish folk tunes, and claimed he was just back from a visit to Palestine—all out-and-out untruths. What the newspaper got right was that Boris was being hired to organize and conduct a choir composed of local Young Judaea members. But the meager salary that Young Judaea paid him wasn’t enough to cover the rent on the spacious rooms on Creston Street, so that summer he moved his family into a humbler abode, a fifth-floor tenement apartment at 218 Humboldt Avenue. It was smaller and less comfortable, but a step up in terms of social class, because it was located in a neighborhood that was home to fancier, single-family homes with front yards and backyards, and just two blocks from the Crawford Street Synagogue, the neighborhood’s most prominent and progressive temple.


Boris had failed as a composer, and he wasn’t making much progress as a performer or teacher either, having traded in a seat at the organ, where he provided the soundtrack for the vampires, tramps, and bullfighters dominating America’s cinema screens, for the even less fulfilling task of rehearsing a choir of bored teenagers. It’s no surprise that Boris grew restless, realizing that he couldn’t afford to wait for opportunities to come to him. According to the Boston Daily Globe, in August 1923, “Prof. Boris Morros, composer and musical director” invited a group of “representative Jewish men” to his new home for the first of a series of meetings to plan for the upcoming visit to Boston of the famed cantor Pincus Minkowsky and to lay the groundwork for a national conservatory devoted to Jewish music and the training of cantors. Boris appointed himself and Catherine to the conservatory organizing committee, which came with a title and the promise of a salary.


Boris’s career was back on track, but life at home wasn’t particularly happy. He had officially married Catherine, who played the role of the devoted Jewish wife in public, but the desperate circumstances that threw them together in Baku and Constantinople resulted in a partnership that was less passionate than pragmatic. Now Catherine was increasingly resentful of Boris for having promised her the world and then reduced her to pinching pennies in the worst apartment on Roxbury’s best block.


Catherine couldn’t accuse Boris of laziness. October 1923 found “Professor Morros” conducting a vocal quartet and accompanying the violinist Gertrude R. Nissenbaum in a concert sponsored by the Roxbury Agudath Ivrith, a society dedicated to Hebrew language and literature. The event, held at Hebrew Teachers College, only attracted an audience of one hundred, but Boris was making a name for himself locally. A few weeks later he provided a “musical interlude” at a meeting at the synagogue of another local Jewish group, the Young Zionists of nearby Somerville.


Boris’s self-promotion began to pay off. In November 1923, readers of the Jewish Advocate were drawn to an advertisement that announced A GREAT EVENT! PROVIDENCE! PROVIDENCE! A closer look revealed that “The Famous Piano Artist and Composer, Prof. Boris Morros,” shown in the first confirmed photo of him, would be at the piano bench for a Hanukkah concert on Sunday afternoon, December 2, 1923, to accompany three of the most celebrated cantors in the world, Pincus Minkowsky of Odessa, Isaac Glueckstein from Budapest, and Isidore Andelsman of Boston.


By this time it was becoming clear that the conservatory job would not materialize, so when the parent institution of the Hebrew Teachers College, the Crawford Street Synagogue, began looking for a new director of music, Boris made sure he was the first in line to apply. To bolster his application, he wrote an article for the Jewish Advocate on Jewish music as a universal art form, one that was essential to the development of European classical music. The “zeal and idealism characteristic of the Russian artists” like Rimsky-Korsakov, Liadov, and Glazunov, all professors at the St. Petersburg Conservatory in the years before the revolution, Boris wrote, could be traced to the Hebraic passions that reverberated through the practice rooms and hallways. Naturally, Boris put himself at the forefront of such developments, preposterously claiming that he had been one of the primary exponents of the Jewish folk music movement at the conservatory before World War I. The strategy worked. The Crawford Street Synagogue hired him.


It wasn’t an ideal job. Most of his time was spent either in the synagogue, accompanying services or rehearsing choirs of bored children and out-of-tune housewives, or in its Hebrew College, teaching music in the afternoons to 150 future teachers headed for positions in Boston’s Jewish schools.


Boris began to look beyond the narrow confines of Roxbury’s Jewish enclave. He took a leadership position in the Jewish Culture Club of Boston, which was part of the Jewish National Workers Alliance. The fact that the club was officially socialist didn’t seem to bother Boris, who had learned back in Russia how to be politically flexible. The point for Boris was to find a way out of the literal and musical ghetto in which he’d found himself. The all-male club, which met at the tony Parker House Hotel in downtown Boston and the elegant American House Hotel in the North End, conducted its meetings in Yiddish and was nominally devoted to sponsoring cultural and educational programs, including initiatives to assist Jews in need in Europe and Palestine. The best part for Boris was that it provided him with an excuse to get out from under the disapproving stare of Catherine, who was now pregnant and housebound.


On October 12, 1924, Catherine and Boris welcomed into their family Richard Hyman Morros, whom they called Dick. Boris was ecstatic, determined to make his son proud, and he redoubled his efforts to escape Roxbury’s orbit. Later that month he managed to convince WBZ, a radio station owned by the Boston Herald-Traveler and Westinghouse, to feature him performing his own “Prelude in D Major,” “Fantasy,” and “Prelude in G Major,” as well as selections from his 1923 operetta, Beautiful Dreams. But Boris’s meal ticket was still kosher. In between his increasingly dreary and demeaning duties on Crawford Street, he composed the soundtrack for the Zionist documentary film Land of Promise, accompanied the great cantor Yossele Rosenblatt when he came to Boston, and was commissioned by the prominent Zionist Elihu Stone to collaborate on a song in Yiddish called “My Homeland.” The sheet music holds no revelations in terms of musical artistry, but it does feature the second confirmed photograph of Boris, balder and chubbier, with a broad smile hiding his increasing professional frustration.


Then came a cable from Jerusalem offering Boris the conductorship of the Hebrew Opera Company in Palestine and the musical directorship of the Palestine Conservatory of Music beginning in early 1926. Boris’s connections—some of America’s most prominent Zionists—were behind the offer, so he wasn’t surprised, but he was uncertain about what to do. On the one hand, he was getting nowhere in Boston, locked into an endless round of synagogue services and lessons for amateurs that left little room for him to make his own music. The work barely paid the bills, especially now that Boris and Catherine were overwhelmed by the expenses of a new baby. An occasional appearance at a memorial or benefit concert or political gathering was exciting, but someone else was always in the spotlight. On the other hand, while becoming the face of classical music in Palestine was tempting, it seemed like Roxbury writ large. Though the Hebrew Opera Company’s 1924 season had featured operas by Gounod, Verdi, Wagner, Saint-Saëns, Meyerbeer, Rimsky-Korsakov, and Puccini, the company was only able to offer such a wide selection of performances in minimalist versions, without full sets, costumes, or a full orchestra. Moreover, the fact that the works were staged in Hebrew ensured that they would be as artistically estranged from the rest of the opera world as they were geographically distant.


Boris wanted something more, something better, somewhere else, and he got it. On July 26, the Boston Daily Globe reported that Boris, “one of the foremost composers of Yiddish and Hebrew operas in America,” had turned down the position of conductor of the Hebrew Opera and managed to negotiate the terms of the Palestine Conservatory offer so that he could go to New York and become the director of the administrative council of the Association for the Erection of a Conservatory of Music in Memory of Jewish Soldiers Killed in the World War. Boris had finally made it back to New York City.
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