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FOREWORD 

IN THE FORM 

OF A 

LETTER TO 

MY CHILDREN 

Beloved Children, 
I am sitting in the kitchen of the little house at Medfield, our 

second farm which is cut off by the ridge and a quarter-mile across 
the fields from our home place, where you are. I am writing a book. 
In it I am speaking to you. But I am also speaking to the world. To 
both I owe an accounting. 

It is a terrible book. It is terrible in what it tells about men. If 
anything; it is more terrible in what it tells about the world in 
which you live. It is about what the world calls the Hiss-Chambers 
Case, or even more simply, the Hiss Case. It is about a spy case. 
All the props of an espionage case are there-foreign agents, 
household traitors, stolen documents, microfilm, furtive meetings, 
secret hideaways, phony names, an informer, investigations, trials, 
official justice. 

But if the Hiss Case were only this, it would not be worth my 
writing about or your reading about. It would be another fat folder 
in the sad files of the police, another crime drama in which the 
props would be mistaken for the play (as many people have con
sistently mistaken them). It would not be what alone gave it 

·:meaning, what the mass of men and women instinctively sensed it 
'to be, often without quite knowing why. It would not be what, at 
the very beginning, I was moved to call it: "a tragedy of history." 

· For it was more than human tragedy. Much more than Alger 
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Hiss or Whittaker Chambers was on trial in the trials of Alger 
Hiss. Two faiths were on trial. Human societies, like human beings, 
live by faith and die when faith dies. At issue in the Hiss Case was 
the question whether this sick society, which we call Western civi
lization, could in its extremity still cast up a man whose faith in it 
was so great that he would voluntarily abandon those things which 
men hold good, including life, to defend it. At issue was the ques
tion whether this man's faith could prevail against a man whose 
equal faith it was that this society is sick beyond saving, and that 
mercy itself pleads for its swift extinction and replacement by an
other. At issue was the question whether, in the desperately 
divided society, there still remained the will to recognize the issues 
in time to offset the immense rally of public power to distort and 
pervert the facts. 

At heart, the Great Case was this critical conflict of faiths; that 
is why it was a great case. On a scale personal enough to be felt 
by all, but big enough to 'be symbolic, the two irreconcilable faiths 
of our time--Communism and Freedom-came to grips in the per
sons of two conscious and resolute men. Indeed, it would have 
been hard, in a world still only dimly aware of what the conflict is 
about, to find two other men who knew so clearly. Both had been 
schooled in the same view of history (the Marxist view). Both 
were trained by the same party in the same selfless, semisoldierly 
discipline. Neither would nor could yield without betraying, not 
himself, but his faith; and the different character of these faiths 
was shown by the different conduct of the two men toward each 
other throughout the struggle. For, with dark certitude, both knew, 
almost from the beginning, that the Great Case could end only in 
the. destruction of one or both of the contending figures, just as the 
history of our times (both men had been taught) can end only in 
the destruction of one or both of the contending forces. 

But this destruction is not the h·agedy. The nature of tragedy is 
itself misunderstood. Part of the world supposes that the tragedy in 
the Hiss Case lies in the acts of disloyalty revealed. Part believes 
that the tragedy lies in the fact that an able, intelligent man, Alger 
Hiss, was cut short in the course of a brilliant public career. Some 
find it tragic that Whittaker Chambers, of his own will, gave up a 
$3o,ooo-a-year job and a secure future to haunt for the rest of his 
days the ruins of his life. These are shocking facts, criminal facts, 
disturbing facts: they are not tragic. 

Crime, violence, infamy are not tragedy. Tragedy occurs when 
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a human soul awakes and seeks, in suffering and pain, to free it
self from crime, violence, infamy, even at the cost of life. The 
struggle is the tragedy-not defeat or death. That is why the spec
tacle of tragedy has always filled men, not with despair, but with 
a sense of hope and exaltation. That is why this terrible book is 
also a book of hope. For it is about the struggle of the human soul 
-of more than one human soul. It is in this sense that the Hiss 
Case is a tragedy. This is its meaning beyond the headlines, the 
revelations, the shame and suffering of the people involved. But 
this tragedy will have been for nothing unless men understand it 
rightly, and from it the world takes hope and heart to begin its 
own tragic struggle with the evil that besets it from within and 
from without, unless it faces the fact that the world, the whole 
world, is sick unto death and that, among other things, this Case 
has turned a finger of fierce light into the suddenly opened and 
reeking body of our time. 

My children, as long as you live, the shadow of the Hiss Case 
will brush you. In every pair of eyes that rests on you, you will see 
pass, like a cloud passing behind a woods in winter, the memory 
of your fat~er-dissembled in friendly eyes, lurking in unfriendly 
eyes: Sometimes you. will wonder which is harder to bear: friendly 
forgiveness or forthnght hate. In time, therefore, when the sum of 
your experience of life gives you authority, you will ask yourselves 
the question: What was my father? 

I will give you an answer: I was a witness. I do not mean a wit
ness for the Government or against Alger Hiss and the others. Nor 
~o I mean the shor.t, squat, solitary figure, trudging through the 
Impersonal halls of public buildings to testify before Congressional 
committees, grand juries, loyalty boards, courts of law. A man is 
not primarily a witness against something. That is only incidental 
to the fact that he is a witness for something. A witness, in the 
sense that I am using the word, is a man whose life and faith are 
so completely one that when the challenge comes to step out and 
testify for his faith, he does so, disregarding all risks, accepting all 
consequences. 

One day in the great jury room of the Grand Jury of the South
ern ~istrict of New York, a juror leaned forward slightly and asked 
me: Mr. Chambers, wha~ does it mean to be a Communist?'' I 
hesitated for a mom13nt, trying to find the simplest, most direct way 
to convey the heart of this complex experience to men and women 
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to whom the very fact of the experience was all but incomprehen
sible. Then I said: 

"When I was a Communist, I had three heroes. One was a Rus-
sian. One was a Pole. One was a German Jew. 

"The Pole was Felix Djerjinsky. He was ascetic, highly sensitive, 
intelligent. He was a Communist. After the Russian Revolution, he 
became head of the Tcheka and organizer of the Red Terror. As a 
young man, Djerjinsky had been a political prisoner in the Paviak 
Prison in Warsaw. There he insisted on being given the task of 
cleaning the latrines of the other prisoners. For he held that the 
most developed member of any community must take upon him
self the lowliest tasks as an example to those who are less developed. 
That is one thing that it meant to be a Communist. 

"The German Jew was Eugen Levine. He was a Communist. 
During the Bavarian Soviet Republic in 1919, Levine was the or
ganizer of the Workers and Soldiers Soviets. When the Bavarian 
Soviet Republic was crushed, Levine was captured and court
martialed. The court-martial told him: 'You are under sentence of 
death: Levine answered: 'We Communists are always under sen
tence of death: That is another thing that it meant to be a Com
munist. 

"The Russian was not a Communist. He was a pre-Communist 
revolutionist named Kalyaev. (I should have said Sazonov.) He 
was arrested for a minor part in the assassination of the Tsarist prime 
minister, von Plehve. He was sent into Siberian exile to one of the 
worst prison camps, where the political prisoners were flogged. 
Kalyaev sought some way to protest this outrage to the world. The 
means were few, but at last he found a way. In protest against the 
flogging of other men, Kalyaev drenched himself in kerosene, set 
himself on fire and burned himself to death. That also is what it 
meant to be a Communist." 

That also is what it means to be a witness. 

But a man may also be an involuntary witness. I do not know 
any way to explain why God's grace touches a man who seems un
worthy of it. But neither do I know any other way to explain 
how a man like myself-tarnished by life, unprepossessing, not 
brave-could prevail so far against the powers of the world arrayed 
almost solidly against him, to destroy him and defeat his truth. In 
this sense, I am an involuntary witness to God's grace and to the 
fortifying power of faith. 
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It was my fate to be in turn a witness to each of the two great 
faiths of our time. And so we come to the terrible word, Commu
nism. My very dear children,. nothing in all these pages will be 
written so much for you, though it is so unlike anything you would 
want to read. In nothing shall I be so much a witness, in no way 
am I so much called upon to fulfill my task, as in trying to make 
clear to you (and to the world) the true nature of Communism 
and the source of its power, which was the cause of my ordeal as a 
man, and remains the historic ordeal of the world in the 2oth 
century. For in this century, within the next decades, will be de
cided for generations whether all mankind is to become Commu
nist, whether the whole world is to become free, or whether, in the 
struggle, civilization as we know it is to be completely destroyed 
or completely changed. It is our fate to , live upon that turning 
point in history. 

The world has reached that turning point by the steep stages of 
a crisis mounting for generations. The turning point is the next to · 
the last step. It was reached in blood, sweat, tears, havoc and death 
in World War II. The chief fruit of the First World War was the 
Russian Revolution and the rise of Communism as a national 
power. The chief fruit of the Second World War was our arrival at 
the next to the last step of the crisis with the rise of Communism 
as a world power. History is likely to say that these were the only 
decisive results of the world wars. 

The last war simplified the balance of political forces in the 
world by reducing them to two. For the first time, it made the 
power of the Communist sector of mankind (embodied in the So
viet Union) roughly equal to the power of the free sector of man
kind (embodied in the United States). It made the collision 
of these powers all but inevitable. For the world wars did not 
end the crisis. They raised its tensions to a new pitch. They raised 
the crisis to a new stage. All the politics of our time, including the 
politics of war, will be the politics of this crisis. 

Few men are so dull that they do not know that the crisis exists 
and that it threatens their lives at every point. It is popular to call 
it a social crisis. It is in fact a total crisis-religious, moral, intellec
tual, social, political, economic. It is popular to call it a crisis of 
the Western world. It is in fact a crisis of the whole world. Com
munism, which claims to be a solution of the crisis, is itself a symp
tom and an irritant of the crisis. 
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In part, the crisis results from the impa~t of science and tech
nology upon mankind which, neither soc1al~y nor morally, .h~s 
caught up with the problems posed by that rmpact. In part, 1t 1s 
caused by men's efforts to solve those problems. Worl~ wars a:e 
the military expression of the crisis. Wor~d-~id~ dep~e.sswns ::re 1ts 
economic expression. Universal desperatwn 1s 1ts spmtual chmate. 
This is the climate of Communism. Communism in our time can 
no more be considered apart from the crisis than a fever can be 
acted upon apart from an infected body. . 

I see in Communism the focus of the concentrated evil of our 
time. You will ask: Why, then, do men become Communists? 
How did it happen that you, our gentle and loved father, w~re 
once a Communist? Were you simply stupid? No, I was not stup1d. 
Were you morally depraved? No, I was not morally depraved. In
deed educated men become Communists chiefly for moral reasons. 
Did ~ou not know that the crimes and horrors of Communis.m are 
inherent in Communism? Yes, I knew that fact. Then why d1d you 
become a Communist? It would help more to ask: How did it 
happen that this movement, once a mere muttering of political 
outcasts, became this immense force that now contests the mastery 
of mankind? Even when all the chances and mistakes of history are 
allowed for the answer must be: Communism makes some pro
found appe~l to the human mind. You will not find out what it .is 
by calling Communism names. That will not help much to explam 
why Communism whose horrors, on. a seal~ u~paralleled in his
tory are now public knowledge, still recrmts 1ts thousands and 
holds its millions-among them some of the best minds alive. Look 
at Klaus Fuchs, standing in the London dock, quiet, doomed, de
stroyed, and say whether it is possible to answer in that way the 
simple question: Why? . . . 

First, let me try to say what Communism 1s not. It 1s ~ot s1m?ly 
a vicious plot hatched by wicked men in a s~b-cellar. It. 1s. not JUSt 
the writings of Marx and Lenin, dialectical matenahsm, the 
Politburo, the labor theory of value, the theory of the general 
strike, the Red Army, secret police, labor camps, underground con
spiracy, the dictatorship of the proletariat: the technique ~f .the 
coup d'etat. It is not even those chanting, bannered milhons 
that stream periodically, like disorganized armies, through t~e 
heart of the world's capitals: Moscow, New York, Tokyo, Pans, 
Rome. These are expressions of Communism, but they are not 
what Communism is about. 
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In the Hiss trials, where Communism was a haunting specter, 
but which did little or nothing to explain Communism, Communists 
were assumed to be criminals, pariahs, clandestine men who lead 
double lives under false names, travel on false passports, deny tra
ditional religion, morality, the sanctity of oaths, preach violence 
and practice treason. These things are true about Communists, but 
they are not what Communism is about. 

The revolutionary heart of Communism is not the theatrical ap
peal: "Workers of the world, unite. You have nothing to lose but 

·your chains. You have a world to gain." It is a simple statement 
of Karl Marx, further si1p.plified for handy use: "Philosophers 
have explained the world; it is necessary to change the world." 
Communists are bound together by no secret oath. The tie that 
binds them across the frontiers of nations, across barriers of lan
guage and differences of class and education, in defiance of reli
gion, morality, truth, law, honor, the weaknesses of the body and 
the irresolutions of the mind, even UI).to death, is a simple con
viction: It is necessary to change the world. Their power, whose 
nature baffles the rest of the world, because in a large measure the 
rest of the world has lost that power, is the power to hold convic
tions and to act on them. It is the same power that moves moun
tains; it is also an unfailing power to move men. Communists are 
that part of mankind which has recovered the power to live or die 
-to bear witness-for its faith. And it is a simple, rational faith 
that inspires men to live or die for it. 

It is not new. It is, in fact, man's second oldest faith. Its promise 
was whispered in the first days of the Creation under the Tree of 
the Knowledge of Good and Evil: "Ye shall be as gods." It is the 
great alternative faith of mankind. Like all great faiths, its force 
derives from a simple vision. Other ages have had great visions. 
They have always been different versions of the same vision: the 
vision of God and man's relationship to God. The Communist vis
ion is the vision of Man without God. 

It is the vision of man's mind displacing God as the creative in
telligence of the world. It is the vision of man's liberated mind, by 
the sole force of its rational intelligence, redirecting man's destiny 
and reorganizing man's life and the world. It is the vision of man, 
once more the central figure of the Creation, not because God 
made man in His image, but because man's mind makes him the 
most intelligent of the animals. Copernicus and his successors dis
placed man as the central fact of the universe by proving that the 
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earth was not the central star of the universe. Communism re
stores man to his sovereignty by the simple method of denying 
God. 

The vision is a challenge and implies a threat. It challenges man 
to prove by his acts that he is the masterwork of the Creation
by making thought and act one. It challenges him to prove it by 
using the force of his rational mind to end the bloody meaningless
ness of man's history-by giving it purpose and a plan. It chal
lenges him to prove it by reducing the meaningless chaos of 
nature, by imposing on it his rational will to order, abundance, se
curity, peace. It is the vision of materialism. But it threatens, if 
man's mind is unequal to the problems of man's progress, that he 
will sink back into savagery (the A and the H bombs have raised 
the issue in explosive forms), until nature replaces him with a 
more intelligent form of life. 

It is an intensely practical vision. The tools to turn it into reality 
are at hand-science and technology, whose traditional method, the 
rigorous exclusion of all supernatural factors in solving problems, 
has contributed to the intellectual climate in which the vision flour
ishes, just as they have contributed to the crisis in which Commu
nism thrives. For the vision is shared by millions who are not 
Communists (they are part of Communism's secret strength). Its 
first commandment is found, not in the Communist Manifesto, but in 
the first sentence of the physics primer: "All of the progress of 
mankind to date results from the making of careful measurements." 
But Communism, for the first time in history, has made this vision 
the faith of a great modern political movement. 

Hence the Communist Party is quite justified in calling itself the 
most revolutionary party in history. It has posed in practical form 
the most revolutionary question in history: God or Man? It has 
taken the logical next step which three hundred years of rational
ism hesitated to take, and said what millions of modern minds 
think, but do not dare or care to say: If man's mind is the decisive 
force in the world, what need is there for God? Henceforth man's 
mind is man's fate. \ 

This vision is the Communist revolution, which, like all great 
revolutions, occurs in man's mind before it takes form in man's 
acts. Insurrection and conspiracy are merely methods of realizing 
the vision; they are merely part of the politics of Communism. 
Without its vision, they, like Communism, would have no meaning 
and could not rally a parcel of pickpockets. Communism does not 
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summon men· to crime or to utopia, as its easy critics like to think. 
On the plane of faith, it summons mankind to turn its vision into 
practic~l reali~. 0~ the plane of action, it summons men to strug
gle agamst ~e mertia of the past which, embodied in social, political 
and ~conomiC forms, Communism claims, is blocking the will of 
mankmd to make its next great forward stride. It summons men to 
overco~e the crisis, which, Communism claims, is in effect a crisis 
of. r~ndmg frustration, with the world, unable to stand still, but un
~il!I~g ~o go f~rward along the road that the logic of a technological 
CIVIhzatwn pomts out-Communism. 

!his is Communism's moral sanction, which is twofold. Its vision 
pomts the way to the future; its faith labors to tum the future into 
prese~t reality. It says to every man who joins it: the vision is a 
practical problem of history; the way to achieve it is a practical 
problem of politics, which is the present tense of history. Have you 
the moral strength to take u~on yourself the crimes of history so 
th~t man at last may close his chronicle of age-old, senseless suf
fermg, and replace it with purpose and a plan? The answer a man 
makes to this question is the difference between the Communist 
and those miscellaneous socialists, liberals, fellow travelers, un
cla~si~ed . ~~ogressives and men of good will, all of whom share 
a Similar VISIOn, but do not share the faith because they will not take 

, , upon themselves the penalties of the faith. The answer is the root 
of that sense of moral superiority which makes Communists 
thou~h caught in crime, berate their opponents with withering 
self-nghteousness. 

The. Communist vision has a mighty agitator and a mighty prop
agandist. .T~ey are the crisis. The agitator needs no soap box. 
It.speaks InSistently to the human mind at the point where desper
atiOn lu.rk~. The propagandist writes no Communist gibberish. It 
speaks msiste~tly to the human mind at the point where man's 
hope and mans energy fuse to fierceness. · 

The vision inspires. The crisis impels. The workingman is chiefly 
~o.ved by the crisis. The educated man is chiefly moved by the 
VlS10n. The ~.orkingman, living upon a mean margin of life, can 
~fford few VlSlons-even practical visions. An educated man, peer
~ng from the ~arvard :~rd, or any college campus, upon a world 
m chaos, .finds m the VISion the two certainties for which the mind 

·of man .tirelessly seeks: a reason to live and a reason to die. N 
0 

·othe.r faith of. our time presents them with the same practical in
tensity. That IS why Communism is the central experience of the 
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first half of the zoth century, and may be its fi~al experienc~ 
will be unless the free world, in the agony of Its struggle With 
Comm~nism, overcomes its crisis by discovering, in suffering and 
pain, a power of faith which will provide man's mind, at. the same 
intensity, with the same two certainties: a reason to hve and. a 
reason to die. If it fails, this will be the century of the great social 
wars. If it succeeds, this will be the century of the great wars of 

faith. 

You will ask: Why, then, do men cease to be Co~munists? <:>ne 
answer is: Very few do. Thirty years after the Rus~mn Revo~uh~n~ 
after the known atrocities, the purges, the revelatwns, the ]Oltill0 

zigzags of Communist politics, there is only a handful of ex
Communists in the whole world. By ex-Communists I do not mean 
those who break with Communism over differences of strategy and 
tactics (like Trotsky) or organization (like Tito) · Those . are 
merely quarrels over a road map by people all of whom are ill a 
hurry to get to the same place. 

Nor, by ex-Communists, do I mean those thousan.ds who con-
tinually drift into the Communist Party and out agaill .. The turn
over is vast. These are the spiritual vagrants of our time whose 
traditional faith has been leached out in the bland climate of ra
tionalism. They are looking for an intellectual night's lodging. They 
lack the character for Communist faith because they lack the char
acter for any faith. So they drop away, though Communism keeps 

its hold on them. 
By an ex-Communist, I mean a man who k~ew clearly why he 

became a Communist, who served Commumsm devotedly. ~nd 
knew why he served it, who broke with Communism unconditwn
ally and knew why he broke with it. Of these there are very ~e~ 
-an index to the power of the vision and the power of the cnsis. 

History very largely fixes the patterns of force that make ~en 
Communists. Hence one Communist conversion sounds much hke 
another-rather impersonal and repetitious, a~e~ome and ~esome, 
like long lines of similar people all stolidly wai:illg .to. get ill to see 
the same movie. A man's break with Commumsm IS mtensely per
sonal. Hence the account of no two breaks is likely to be the .same. 
The reasons that made one Communist break may seem Without 
force to another ex-Communist. 

It is a fact that a man can join the Communist Party, ~an be 
very active in it for years, without completely understa.ndmg the 
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nature of Communism or the political methods that follow inevita
bly from its vision. One day such incomplete Communists discover 
that the Communist Party is not what they thought it was. They 
break with it and turn on it with the rage of an honest dupe, a 
dupe who has given a part of his life to a swindle. Often they for
get that it takes two to make a swindle. 

Others remain Communists for years, warmed by the light of its 
vision, firmly closing their eyes to the crimes and horrors insepa
rable from its practical politics. One day they have to face the 
facts. They are appalled at what they have abetted. They spend 
the rest of their days trying to explain, usually without great suc
cess, the dark clue to their complicity. As their understanding of 
Communism was incomplete and led them to a dead end, their 
understanding of breaking with it is incomplete and leads them to 
a dead end. It leads to less than Communism, which was a vision 
and a faith. The world outside Communism; the world in crisis, 
lacks a vision and a faith. There is before these ex-Communists ab
solutely nothing. Behind them is a threat. For they have, in fact, 
broken not with the vision, but with the politics of the vision. In 
the name of reason and intelligence, the vision keeps them firmly 
in its grip-self-divided, paralyzed, powerless to act against it. 

Hence the most secret fold of their minds is haunted ·by a ter
~ifying th.ought: ~hat if we were wrong? What if our inconstancy 
IS our guilt? That IS the fate of those who break without knowing 
clearly that Communism is wrong because something else is right, 
because to the challenge: God or Man?, they continue to give the 
answer: Man. Their pathos is that not even the Communist ordeal 

·could teach them that man without God is just what Communism 
said he was: the most intelligent of the animals, that man without 
God is a beast, never more beastly than when he is most intelli
gent about his beastliness. "Er nennfs Vernunft," says the Devil in 
Goethe's Faust, "und braucht's allein, nur tierischer als jedes Tier 
zu sein" -Man calls it reason and uses it simply to be more beastly 
than any beast. Not grasping the source of the evil they sincerely 
hate, such ex-Communists in general make ineffectual witnesses 
against it. They are witnesses against something; they have ceased 
to be witnesses for anything. 

. Yet there is one experience which most sincere ex-Communists 
· .·· .•...•. · ·· whether or not they go only part way to the end of the ques-

'tion it poses. The daughter of a former German diplomat in Moscow 
'was trying to explain to me why her father, who, as an enlightened 
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modern man, had been extremely pro-Communist, had become an 
· 1 bl anti-Communist. It was hard for her because, as an rmp aca e . . "th t 
enlightened modern girl, she shared the Communist VISIOn .wi .ou 
being a Communist. But she loved her" father a~d the Irration
ality of his defection embarrassed her. . He was Immensely pro
Soviet," she said, "and then-you will laugh ~t me-but you must 

t 1 gh at my father-and then-one night-In Moscow-he heard no au . , 
screams. That's all. Simply one night he heard screams. . . 

A child of Reason and the 2oth century, she knew that there ~s 
a logic of the mind. She did not know that t~e .soul has ~ logiC 
that may be more compelling than the mmd s. She did not 
know at all that she had swept away the logic of the mind, the 
logic of history, the logic of politics, t~e myth of the zoth cen
tury, with five annihilating words: one mght he heard screams. 

What Communist has not heard those screams? They come from 
husbands torn forever from their wives in midnight arre~ts. They 

uffied from the execution cellars of the secret police, from come, m , . d 1 f 
the torture chambers of the Lubianka, from all the cita e s o ter-
ror now stretching from Berlin to Canton. They come from th~se 
freight cars loaded with men, ~omen and .children, the enem~es 
of the Communist State, locked m, packed .m, le~t on remote sid
ings to freeze to death at night in the Russian wmter .. They come 
from minds driven mad by the horrors of mass starvation ordered 
and enforced as a policy of the Communist State. They come from 
the starved skeletons, worked to death, or flogged to de~th (as 

1 to Others) in the freezing filth of sub-arctic labor m~~e . . 
S They come from children whose parents are suddenly, m-camp . ill 

explicably, taken away from them-parents they w never see 

again. ? E · 
What Communist has not heard those screams. ~ecution, s.ays 

the Communist code, is the highest measure of social protection. · 
What man can call himself a Communist who has n?t accep~~d th.e 
fact that Terror is an instrument of policy, right if the VIS~on IS 
~ight, justified by history, enjoined by the balance of forces m the 

· 1 wars of this century? Those screams have reached every 
SOCia h · d "11" 1 Communist's mind. Usually they stop there. W at JU ge WI mg Y 
dwells upon the man the laws compel him to condemn to death-
the laws of nations or the laws of history? . 

But one day the Communist really hears those s~rea:ns. He IS 
going about his routine party tasks. He is lifting a dnppmg reel ?f 
microfilm from a developing tank. He is justifying to a Commumst 

LETTER TO MY CHILDREN 

fraction in a trade union an extremely unwelcome directive of the 
Central Committee. He is receiving from a trusted superior an 
order to go to mother country and, in a designated hotel, at a des
ignated hour, meet a man whose name he will never know, but 
who will give him a package whose contents he will never learn. 
Suddenly, there closes around that Communist a separating silence, 
and in that silence he hears screams. He hears them for the first 
time. For they do not merely reach his mind. They pierce beyond. 
They pierce to his soul. He says to himself: "Those are not the 
screams of man in agony. Those are the screams of a soul 
in agony." He hears them for the first time because a soul in ex
tremity has communicated· with that which alone can hear it-an
other human soul. 

Why does the Communist ever hear them? Because in the end 
there persists in every man, however he may deny it, a scrap of 
soul. The Communist who suffers this singular experience then 
says to himself: "What is happening to me? I must be sick." If he 
does not instantly stifle that scrap of soul, he is lost. If he admits it 
for a moment, he has admitted that there is something greater than 
Reason, greater than the logic of mind, of politics, of history, of 
economics, which alone justifies the vision. If the party senses his 
weakness, and the party is peculiarly cunning a:t sensing such 
weakness, it will humiliate him, degrade him, condemn him, expel 
him. If it can, it will destroy him. And the party will be right. For 
he has betrayed that which alone justifies its faith-the vision of 
Almighty Man. He has brushed the only vision that has force 
against the vision of Almighty Mind. He stands before the fact of 
God. 

The Communist Party is familiar with this experience to which 
its members are sometimes liable in prison, in illness, in indecision. 
It is recognized frankly as a sickness. There are ways of treating it 
-'-if it is confessed. It is when it is not confessed that the party, 
sensing a subtle crisis, turns upon it savagely. What ex-Communist 
has not suffered this experience in one form or another,· to one de
gree or another? What he does about it depends on the individual 
man. That is why no ex-Communist dare answer for his sad fra
ternity the question: Whrdo men break with Communism? He 
can only answer the question: How did you break with Commu
nism? My answer is: Slowly, reluctantly, in agony. 
·· Yet my break began long before I heard those screams. Perhaps 
it does for everyone. I do not know how far back it began. Ava-

···I 
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lanches gather force and crash, unheard, in men as in the mountains. 
But I date my break from a very casual happening. I was sitting in 
our apartment on St. Paul Street in Baltimore. It was shortly be
fore we moved to Alger Hiss's apartment in Washington. My 
daughter was in her high chair. I was watching her eat. Sne was 
the most miraculous thing that had ever happened in my lif~. I 
liked to watch her even when she smeared porridge on her face or 
dropped it meditatively on the floor. My eye came to rest on the 
delicate convolutions of her ear-those intricate, perfect ears. The 
thought passed through my mind: "No, those ears were not created 
by any chance coming together of atoms in nature (the Commu
nist view). They could have been created only by immense 
design." The thought was involuntary and unwanted. I crowded it 
out of my mind. But I never wholly forgot it or the occasion. I had 
to crowd it out of my mind. If I had completed it, I should have had 
to say: Design presupposes God. I did not then know that, at that 
moment, the finger of God was first laid. upon my forehead. 

One thing most ex-Communists could agree upon: they broke 
because they wanted to be free. They do not all mean the same 
thing by "free." Freedom is a need of the soul, and nothing else. 
It is in striving toward God that the soul strives continually after 
a condition of freedom. God alone is the inciter and guarantor of 
freedom. He is the only guarantor. External freedom is only an 
aspect of interior freedom. Political freedom, as the Western world 
has known it, is only a political reading of the Bible. Religion and 
freedom are indivisible. Without freedom the soul dies. Without 
the soul there is no justification for freedom. Necessity is the only ul
timate justification known to the mind. Hence every sincere break 
with Communism is a religious experience, though the Communist 
fail to identify its true nature, though he fail to go to the end of the 
experience. His break is the political expression of the perpetual 
need of the soul whose first faint stirring he has felt within him, 
years, months or days before he breaks. A Communist breaks be
cause he must choose at last between irreconcilable opposites
God or Man, Soul or Mind, Freedom or Communism. 

Communism is what happens when, in the name of Mind, men 
free themselves from God. But its view of God, its knowledge of 
God, its experience of God, is what alone gives character to a so
ciety or a nation, and meaning to its destiny. Its culture, the voice 
of this character, is merely that view, knowledge, experience, of 
God, fixed by its most intense spirits in terms intelligible to the 
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mass of men. There has never been a society or a nation without 
God. But history is cluttered with the wreckage of nations that be
came indifferent to God, and died. 

.The crisis of Communism exists to the degree in which it has 
fa~led to free the peoples that it rules from God. Nobody knows 
th~s. better than the Communist Party of the Soviet Union. The 
C~ISls of the Western world exists to the degree in which it is in
different to God. It exists to the degree in which the Western world 
actuall~ shares Communism's materialist vision, is so dazzled by 
the logi.c of the materialist interpretation of history, politics and 
economics, that it fails to grasp that, for it, the only possible 
answer to the Communist challenge: Faith in God or Faith in 
Man? is the challenge: Faith in God. 

.Economics is n~t the central problem of this century. It is a rel
ative problem whwh can be solved in relative ways. Faith is the 
central problem of this age. The Western world does not know it 
b~t it already possesses the answer to this problem-but only pro~ 
vided that its faith in God and the freedom He enjoins is as great 
as Communism's faith in Man. 

My dear children, before I close this foreword, I want to recall to 
you briefly the life that we led in the ten years between the time 
v;hen I bro~e with Communism and the time when I began to tes- · 
tify-the thmgs we did, worked for, loved, believed in. For it was 
that happy life, which, on the human side, in part made it possible 
for me to do later on the things I had to do, or endure -Ute things 
that happened to me. 

Those were the days of the happy little worries which 
then see_med so big. We know now that they were the golden days. 
They will not come again. In those days, our greatest worry was 
how to meet the payments on the mortgage, how to get the 
ploughing done in time, how to get health accreditation for our 

· her.d, h~w to get the hay in before the rain. I sometimes took my va
c.atiOn m hay harvest so that I could help work the load. You two 
httle children used to trample the load, drive the hay truck in 
the fields when you could barely reach the foot pedals, or drive the 
tr.actor that pulled up the loaded harpoons to the mow. At eve
nmg, you would break off to help Mather milk while I went on 
h~ying. For we came of age on the farm when we decided not to 
hire barn help, but to run the herd ourselves as a family. 

Often the ovenlike heat in the comb of the barn and the sweet 
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smell of alfalfa made us sick. Sometimes we fell asleep at the sup
per table from fatigue. But the hard work was good for us; and 
you knew only the peace of a home governed ?Y a fat~er 
and mother. whose marriage the years (and an ear her suffermg 
which you could not remember) had deepened into the perfect 

love that enveloped you. 
Mother was a slight, overalled figure forever working for you in 

the house or beside you in the barns and gardens. Papa wa~ a 
squat, overalled figure, fat but forceful, who taug~t John, at nme, 
the man-size glory of driving the tractor; or sat beside Ellen, at the 
wheel of the truck, an embodiment of security and power, as we 
drove loads of cattle through the night. On summer Su~days, you 
sat between Papa and Mama in the Quaker meetmg ~ouse. 
Through the open doors, as you tried not to twist and turn m the 
long silence, you could see the far, blue Maryland. hills andhear 
the redbirds and ground robins in the graveyard behmd. 

Only Ellen had a vague, troubled recollection of another time 
and another image of Papa. Then (it was during the years 1938 
and 

1939
), if for any reason she pattered down t~e hall at night, 

she would find Papa, with the light on, writing, With a revolver on 
the table or a gun against the chair. She knew that there were 
people who wanted to kill Papa and who might try to kidnap ~er. 
But a wide sea of sunlight and of time lay between that puzzlmg 

recollection and the farm. 
The farm was your kingdom, and the world lay far beyond t~e 

protecting walls thrown tip by work and love. It IS true that com:c 
strips were not encouraged, comic books were banned, t~e radw 
could be turned on only by permission which was seldom giVen (or 
asked), and you saw few movies. But you grew in the presence of 
ternal wonders. There was the birth of lambs and calves. You re
~ember how once, when I was away and the veterinar.ia~ could 

ot come you saw Mother reach in and turn the calf ms1de the 
:ow so that it could be born. There was also the death of animals, 
sometimes violent, sometimes slow and painful-nothing is more 

~onstant on a farm than death. 
Sometimes, of a spring evening, Papa would hear that distant 

honking that always makes his scalp tingle, and we would all rush 
out to see the wild .geese, in lines of hundreds, steer up from the 
southwest, turn over the barn as over a landmark, and head into 
the north. Or on autumn nights of sudden cold that set the ewes 
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breeding in the orchard, Papa would call you out of the house to 
stand with him in the now celebrated pumpkin patch and watch 
the northern lights flicker in electric clouds on the horizon mount 
die down, fade and mount again till they filled the whole ~orthe~ 
sky with ghostly light in motion. 

!hus, as children, you experienced two of the most important 
things men ever know-the wonder of life and the wonder of the 
universe, the wonder of life within the wonder of the universe. 
More important, you knew them not from books, not from lec
tures, but si~ply from living among them. Most important, you 
knew them w1th reverence and awe---:-that reverence and awe that 
has died out of the modern world and been replaced by man's 
monkeylike amazement at the cleverness of his own inventive brain. 

I have watched greatness touch you in another way. I have seen 
you sit, uninvited and unforced, listening in complete silence to the 
third movement of the Ninth Symphony. I thought you understood, 
as much as children can, when I told you that that music was the 
~o~ent at which Beethoven finally passed beyond the suffering of 
his hfe on earth and reached for the hand of God, as God reaches 
for the hand of Adam in Michelangelo's vision of the Creation. 

And once, in place of a bedtime story, I was reading Shakespeare to 
John-at his own request, for I never forced such things on you. I 
came to that passage in which Macbeth, having murdered Duncan, 
realizes what he has do·ne to his own soul, and asks if all the water 
in the world can ever wash the blood from his hand, or will it 
not rather 

The multitudinous seas incarnadine? 

At that line, John's whole body twitched. I gave great silent thanks 
to God. For I knew that if, as children, you could thus feel in your 
souls the reverence and awe for life and the world, which is the 
ultimate meaning of Beethoven and Shakespeare, as man and 
woman you could never be satisfied with less. I felt a great faith 
that s~· .. · ner or later you would understand what I once told you, 
not b . ause I expected you to understand it then, but because I 
hoped hat you would remember it later: "True wisdom comes 
from the overcoming of suffering and sin. All true wisdom is there
fore touched with sadness." 

If all this sounds unduly solemn, you know that our lives were 
riot; that all of us suffer from an incurable itch to puncture false 
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solemnity. In our daily lives, we were fun-loving and gay. For 
those who have solemnity in their souls generally have enough 
of it there and do not need to force it into their faces. 

Then, ;n August 3, 1948, you learned for the first time th~t 
your father had once been a Communist, that he had worked m 
something called "the underground," that it was shameful, and th~t 
for some reason he was in Washington telling the world about 1t. 
While he was in the underground, he testified, he had worke~ with 
a number of other Communists. One of them was a man w1th the 
odd name of Alger Hiss. Later, Alger Hiss denied the allegation. 
Thus the Great Case began, and with it our lives were changed 

forever. 
Dear children, one autumn twilight, when you were much 

smaller, I slipped away from you in play and stood for a moment 
alone in the apple orchard near the barn. Then I heard your two 

"P 'p !" voices, piping together anxiously, calling to me: apa. apa. 
from the harvested cornfield. In the years when I was away five 
days a week in New York, working to pay for the farm, I used to 
think of you both before I fell asleep at night. An~ that is h~w 
you almost always came to me-voices of beloved children, callmg 
to me from the gathered fields at dusk. 

You called to me once again at night in the same orchard. That 
was a good many years later. A shadow deeper and more chilling 
than the autumn evening had closed upon us-I mean the 
Hiss Case. It was the first year of the Case. We had been doing 
the evening milking together. For us, one of the few happy re
sults of the Case was that at last I could be home with you most of 
the time (in life these good things usually come too li~le or too 
late). I was washing and disinfecting the cows, and puttmg on and 
taking off the milkers. You were stripping after me. 

In the quiet, there suddenly swept over m~ mind a clear realiza
tion of our true position-obscure, all but fnendless people (some 
of my great friends had already taken refuge in aloo~ness; the _oth
ers I had withdrawn from so as not to involve them m my affairs). 
Against me was an almost solid line-up of the :most po;-rerful 
groups and men in the country, the bitterly hostile reactiOn ~f 
much of the press, the smiling skepticism of much of the ~ubhc, 
the venomous calumnies of the Hiss forces, the all but umversal 
failure to understand the real meaning of the Case or my real pur
pose. A sense of the enormous futility of my effort, and my own 
inadequacy, drowned me. I felt a physical cold creep through me, 
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settle around my heart and freeze any pulse of hope. The sight of 
you children, guiltless and defenseless, was more than I could bear. 
I was alone against the world; my longing was to be left 
completely alone, or not to be at all. It was that death of the will 
which Communism, with great cunning, always tries to induce in 
its victims. 

I waited until the last cow was stripped and the last can lifted 
into the cooler. Then I stole into the upper barn and out into the 
apple orchard. It was a very dark night. The stars were large and 
cold. This cold was one with the coldness in myself. The lights of 
the bam, the . house and the neighbors' houses were warm in the 
windows and on the ground; they were not for me. Then I heard 
Ellen call me in the bam and John called: "Papa!" Stillcalling, El
len went down to the house to see if I were there. I heard John 
opening gates as he went to the calf bam, and he called me there. 
With all the longing of my love for you, I wanted to answer. But 
if I answered, I must come back to the living world. I could not do 
that. · 

John began to call me in the cow stable, in the milk house. He 
went into the dark side of the bam (I heard him slide the door 
back), into the upper bam, where at night he used to be afraid. 
He stepped outside in the dark, calling: "Papa! J(_apa!"-then, fran
tically, on the verge of tears: "Papal" I walked over to him. I felt 
that I was making the most terrible surrender I should have to 
make on earth. "Papa," he cried and threw his arms around me, 
"don't ever go away." "No," I said, "no, I won't ever go away." 
Both of us knew that the words "go away" stood for something 

.·. else, and that I had given him my promise not to kill myself. Later 
on, as you will see, I was tern~ in my wretchedness, to break 
tllat promise. 

My children, when you were little, we used sometimes to go for 
. walks in our pine woods. In the open fields, you would run along 

.·. by yourselves. But you used instinctively to give me your hands as 
· we entered those woods, where it was darker, lonelier, and in the 

stillness our voices sounded loud and frightening. In this book I am 
·,a~ain giving you my hands. I am leading you, not through cool 
.. pme woods, but up and up a narrow defile between bare and steep 

· , from which in shadow things uncoil and slither away. It will 
dark. But, in the end, if I have led you aright, you will make out 

crosses, from two of which hang thieves. I will have brought 
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you to Golgotha-the place of skulls. This is the meaning of the 
journey. Before you understand, I may not be there, my hands 
may have slipped from yours. It will not matter. For when you 
understand what you see, you will no longer be children. You 
will know' that life is pain, that each of us hangs always upon the 
cross of himself. And when you know that this is true of every 
man, woman and child on earth, you will be wise. 

Your Father FLIGHT 


