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We are all outlaws in the eyes of America We are obscene lawless hideous dangerous dirty violent and young

—Jefferson Airplane, “We Can Be Together,” 1969






A Note on Interviews and Sources

THIS BOOK GREW OUT OF YEARS OF PRIVATE CONVERSATIONS with my parents and their friends from the revolutionary undergrounds of the 1970s and 1980s, and with the government agents who tried to catch them. Those early conversations—at least, the ones I was able to record—became the spine of my ten-part narrative podcast series, Mother Country Radicals (2022).

That series focused, by necessity, on the most public part of my family’s story (1968–70), a period well suited to the format since it was exhaustively documented in audio communiqués and radio and TV news, and because it was the only part of the story most people were willing to talk about on tape.

But my parents grew increasingly shy of recording devices after they went underground. There’s no audio or video, or even reliable paper documentation, from my family’s decade-plus on the run—from the time of my birth or the earliest years of my childhood. We didn’t keep journals or photo albums in our family; we burned whatever letters we received. So, like many kids, I’ve had to piece together what I now understand about my origin story after the fact—from bits of half-overheard conversation, fragments of sense memory, and the way it was all passed down to me.

I wasn’t even certain at first if the few scenes I remember from those early years were reliable or if I was “remembering” stories I heard much later, secondhand. So I looked it up. It turns out most people can’t recall anything from before they were two—this is what psychologists call childhood amnesia. But memories from between two and four1 are common, and emotional or traumatic events can be especially sticky, so it makes sense that some of this would be vividly imprinted.

In any case, after the podcast came out, I started to learn a lot more about my family. Friends gifted me boxes of old letters and photographs. Strangers reached out, wanting to talk for the first time. And I finally got hold of a tranche of FBI files I’d been chasing for years—7,833 pages of newly declassified memos, surveillance reports, and secret wiretaps, detailing the Bureau’s obsessive hunt for my parents: interviews with their relatives and friends, crime scene photos, autopsy reports, and testimony from undercover informants and government spies.

These documents are themselves often unreliable, the product of FBI lawbreaking and politically motivated investigations. But in the years I’ve spent digging through the official archive, I’ve discovered some unexpected contradictions in my family’s private story. We couldn’t have been there rather than here, could we? The geography is impossible. The timeline is off. Something has been altered or obscured. Somebody is hiding something.

So, to research this book, to dig into my family history and my own past, I’ve had to rethink what I thought I knew. In countless new interviews and conversations, I’ve uncovered surprising revelations about my parents and the history of radical resistance in this country, which have changed the way I understand my family and legacy—and what my parents’ story might mean for all of us and our collective future.




Prologue



UNDERGROUND

(Harlem, 1980)


Look out, kid, they keep it all hid.

—Bob Dylan, “Subterranean Homesick Blues”
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1. My parents, my brother, and me (bottom row, center), in Harlem, after a long drive through the underground, c. 1980.




ONE COLD NIGHT IN DECEMBER, WHEN I WAS NOT YET four years old, my mother woke me while it was still dark, pressing her face against my cheek and whispering, “We have to leave. Right away.”

I rolled off my mattress, stumbled blindly across our tiny apartment to pee, pulled on my jeans and sneakers, and followed her down the five flights of stairs without a word, walking on tiptoes so I didn’t wake the neighbors.

We stopped in the foyer. Outside, my father was already working under the streetlights, breath steaming through his beard as he chipped ice off the windshield and loaded our bags and boxes into the hatchback of a rusted blue station wagon.

I glanced up at my mom again. Under the bare bulb she looked pale, though her skin was still much darker than mine. Her hair, which she’d kept short and dyed red as part of her disguise, was finally starting to grow out, straight and dark, nearly black, down to her shoulders.

She stood still in the doorway, cradling my baby brother in one arm and holding my hand with the other, but her eyes kept flickering to the intersection—following each car that passed, tracing the shadows of the men outside the bodega by the corner, keeping a close eye on anything that moved.

My father whistled twice, and my mom led me out through the glass door into the cold air of the street and into the back seat of our car, arranging the baby on her lap, turning to see that I was settled, and then cranking the heat up as high as it could go to coax us both back to sleep.

She nodded that we were ready. My father glanced back to see if anyone was following, winked at me in the rearview mirror, and swung our car onto Broadway, toward Interstate 80, heading west.

I was used to this routine. It wasn’t the first time we’d had to pack up all our things in the middle of the night and take off on another long cross-country drive. We ditched cars and apartments constantly, kept everything we owned in a few plastic milk crates by the door, and I carried my prized possessions in a backpack: a stack of comics, some crayons and paper, a couple of Star Wars action figures.

I liked to read comics while we drove—I couldn’t understand all the words yet, but I could at least look at the pictures—but that night, for some reason, my dad said it was too early to turn on the overhead lights; he couldn’t see through the glare on the windshield and had to watch for deer and hitchhikers by the side of the road. So the lights stayed off.

I lay back and looked out the window instead, the yellow lane markers swallowed up behind us, the tree line blurring over by the edge of the road, while my parents whispered to each other across the dark front seat of our car:

“Who should we call? Who’s going to meet us there?”

“They know where we’re headed now.”

“They don’t know where we are.”

The hum of the engine, the hiss of tires on asphalt, the warm air inside, and the constant sense of forward momentum made me feel like we were our own little world, sealed off from the outside—and if we just kept going, kept driving, no one would ever catch us.

It was the closest I ever came to feeling totally safe in my family.

But we had to stop eventually, for food and gas, to use the bathroom and to stretch our legs. So, the next morning, I found myself standing in a long line with my dad at a rest-stop Burger King, watching a group of kids my age roughhouse on the indoor playground of a Kids Club Fun Center, when a nice elderly couple started talking to me, just making conversation.

“Hey sweetheart,” the old man smiled down at me—I had shoulder-length blond hair at the time, and everyone always assumed I was a girl—“you all on a road trip?”

I nodded. I knew enough not to talk to strangers.

“Chicago?”

I nodded again.

“Visiting family? Or just on vacation?”

I looked up at my dad. He wasn’t paying attention now; he was busy ordering our food, and I felt like I had to say something, just to put an end to this awkward conversation.

“We’re going to Chicago,” I told them, “for my mom to turn herself in.”

I was half-distracted, watching the other kids in their gold paper crowns running around the Kid’s Club gym, hanging from the bright plastic monkey bars. But I noticed the woman was looking at me now more closely, a bit confused.

“How do you mean, hon?”

“We made a deal,” I tried again. “With the FBI. So I can go to school.”

This was something I’d been told in passing, or overheard, without ever fully understanding what it meant, but as soon as I said it I knew—from the way the couple glanced at each other, and then over at my father’s back—that I’d made a terrible mistake.

“Mister,” the man cleared his throat to get my dad’s attention. “Sorry. Your daughter here’s saying something about … The FBI is looking for you all?”

My dad turned, surprised, and glanced down at me, trying to catch up to what had happened while he was talking to the teenager at the cash register.

“Oh. He’s my son, actually.”

This was not an adequate explanation, and the woman was now looking back over her shoulder, as if searching for help. “I don’t know,” my father shrugged, forcing a chuckle. “Maybe something he saw on TV? Hey, Z, you need to use the bathroom before we go? Say bye.”

I waved. And before we even got our food, my dad picked me up and ran for our car.

My mom, nursing my brother in the passenger seat, looked up, instantly alert, as he pushed me into the back seat, slid behind the wheel, and peeled out onto the highway, his eyes locked on the rearview mirror.

“Hey. What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. Just thought someone might have recognized me back there.”

He was trying to protect me, I think; he knew I wouldn’t want to disappoint my mom, to admit I had broken the strict codes of secrecy in the underground. But she didn’t pursue it. She stayed calm and sharply focused, as usual.

“Slow down,” she ordered him, as she reached for the glovebox and pulled out our faded road atlas. “Get off at the next exit. We’ll switch to local roads.”

I remember watching her face in the rearview mirror as she scanned the maps and glanced up at the horizon. In our family, my father was usually the one driving, but there was never any doubt who was really setting our direction. I used to wonder what she was thinking about, whether she was also scared—though that seemed impossible. She was, and is, the most committed, fiercely determined person I’ve ever known—the animating force of our family, the fuel that kept us all moving forward.

I loved her. I admired her. I wanted to be like her.

As I got older, of course, that all got more complicated. You grow up and you start to see how much you don’t know about your own family. How much you assumed, or took for granted. You begin to see your parents’ flaws and contradictions. You understand that not everything they told you could be true.

[image: ]

TEN YEARS EARLIER, and seven years before my birth, a dynamite bomb exploded in a women’s restroom at New York Police Department headquarters in Manhattan, crushing the three-foot cinderblock walls on both sides, blowing a tunnel through an empty elevator shaft, shattering windows for blocks around, and hurling sinks, toilets, and chunks of concrete across the street.

“It’s unbelievable,”1 Mayor John Lindsay told reporters at the scene. “Unbelievable. It’s a very sad thing when people turn on the police who have been so responsible for preventing violence in this city.”

A few weeks later,2 in July, another explosion shattered the glass and marble lobby of the Bank of America building, the international nerve center of the bank’s trading and finance operations. And the same day, all the way across the country, a bigger bomb shook the U.S. Army base in the Presidio3 near the Golden Gate Bridge, damaging a Nike missile on display and punching a hole through the Armed Forces Police headquarters next door.

Then, in October, the pace picked up; over just a few days, a series of explosions wrecked a police monument in Chicago, the Marin County Hall of Justice, a Queens courthouse, and the Harvard Center for International Affairs. Later that month, my mother became only the fourth woman in history on the FBI’s Ten Most Wanted list.

It turned her overnight into a symbol—a heroic outlaw to some, an un-American terrorist to many more. That mugshot—with her straight dark hair, motorcycle jacket, and flat, defiant stare—would come to represent a nation, and generation, in crisis; a startling declaration that America’s own sons and daughters had turned violently against their country.

Over the next eleven years, my mother would lead her small band of friends and fellow travelers into a running war against the U.S. government, targeting some of the most well-known, heavily guarded facilities on the planet: FBI headquarters, the Capitol, the State Department, and the Pentagon. She would team up with California drug cartels and Black urban guerrilla groups to rob banks, break friends out of prison, and smuggle fugitives out of the country. She would grow up, have two children, and adopt a third, all while evading a nationwide FBI manhunt for over a decade. I was born during that decade, and spent the first years of my life underground.

[image: An FBI wanted poster names 'Bernardine Rae Dohrn' and lists charges, aliases, description details, three 1969 photos, caution text, signature, identification order and office contact instructions.]
My parents never lied to me about any of this—except maybe by omission. I knew, from my very earliest memories, that the FBI was hunting for us, but I never truly understood who—or what—“FBI” was. What had we done wrong? Why did they—or it?—want to catch us? And what would happen if they did?

I was too young to picture a government agency—a big concrete building full of hundreds of men poring over letters and photographs, wiretapping phones, breaking into apartments, all to catch our little family. Even if I’d been old enough to understand, it would have been impossible to believe. To me, the FBI was just a dark, abstract presence—a childhood bogeyman—pursuing us all the time like a shadow out of a nightmare.

Whenever my parents left me in the car to run errands, or in a booth at a diner while they went to use a payphone, I’d hold my breath, scanning the adult faces outside, watching the clock up on the wall, terrified—maybe most kids are?—that this time my mom might not come back to get me at all. Because I always knew, without even having to ask, that whatever was chasing our family was mostly after her. And my worst fear at the time wasn’t that we would all be caught but that “FBI” would find my mom when I wasn’t around, that they would take her away—and leave me behind.

[image: ]

BUT LIFE IN our family could be fun, too.

When I was just three years old, I learned to recognize plainclothes police officers and undercover agents in a crowd, to make our calls from payphones and speak in code, to walk a trajectory—the complicated mix of turns and switchbacks we used in a city to lose a tail—watching from a rooftop or a fire escape to make sure our aboveground friends weren’t being trailed as they walked their own trajectories: up the stairs onto the elevated tracks, wait two minutes, then double back again, through the park, across the basketball courts, around a corner. You won’t see us, but we’ll find you.

It was a bit like playing a game—a grown-up version of dress-up or make-believe—that only my family was good at, or knew all the rules.

And at every place we stopped for more than a week or two, my parents seemed to become different people. They found new jobs, dyed their hair strange colors, took on other names. Over the years, my mother went by4 Louise “Lou” Douglas, Rose Brown, Lorraine Anne Jellins, H. T. Smith, Sharon Louise Naylor, and Karen Lois DeBelius. My father, whom we all called Bill—part of his casual, anti-authority vibe—outside our family became Joe Brown, Tony Lee, Jules Michael Taylor, Hank Anderson, or Michael Joseph Rafferty, Jr. And like any kid, I wanted to be part of their grown-up world; I needed an alias. So even though no one knew my real name anyway, and I wouldn’t have a birth certificate until I was five, around strangers they started calling me Z.

It all seemed normal. In our circle, pretty much everyone we knew was a fugitive. And over the years, I met other kids whose parents were also on the run, like mine, and who had grown up in a familiar situation and with a similar perspective. It felt a bit like being in a club—full of kids who knew what it was like to grow up underground, living on the margins of society, under assumed names, with no school or regular place to call home, all to fight for ideals that were too abstract for us kids to begin to understand.

My parents tried to explain it so that it could make sense to a four-year-old child: we were part of a rebel alliance, like Luke Skywalker and Han Solo, fighting an evil empire. (Bill and I had watched the original Star Wars at a second-run drive-in movie theater in Nevada.) We were bandits and outlaws, stealing from the rich and giving to the poor, like Robin Hood. (We’d caught the animated Walt Disney classic on cable at a roadside motel.) So I knew, the way all kids “know,” that my parents were heroes. We were the good guys. And if we were also criminals and fugitives—if my mom and dad had done things in the past that were dangerous and illegal—I knew they had done them for the right reasons. To help people. To make the world a better place. And I trusted that they had stopped taking those terrifying risks after I was born.

Because they always told me—and I believed, as one of the first tenets of my childhood faith—that my brother and I were their first priority, the center of their hopes and dreams for the future. And I was sure they would always protect us, no matter what.




Road Map

(U.S. Interstate Highway System, 1979–81)


This is a beautiful country.

—John Brown’s last words before his execution
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2. “Rose” and “Z,” in disguise, on a family road trip, underground, c. 1979.


IN THE GLOVE COMPARTMENT OF EVERY CAR, TRUCK, OR van we drove through the underground in those early days, my mom kept a rolled-up, dog-eared copy of the Rand McNally Road Atlas from 1977, the year I was born. It was illustrated with hand-drawn bubble cartoons in the style of Sesame Street or Free To Be … You and Me—big-nosed tourists and their shaggy kids taking in the iconic sights of America: Abe Lincoln’s cabin, Disneyland, the Washington Monument, and the U.S. Capitol.

I loved that atlas; the smiling cartoon families made me feel as if there could be something normal, even fun, about our never-ending road trips across the country. And as I got older, in the mornings, with the sun finally coming in through the rear windows, I’d sit cross-legged in the back of our car, or truck, or van, Rand McNally Road Atlas spread out on my lap, and trace our family’s path along the spidery green veins of the U.S. Interstate Highway System.

We drove through the Badlands of South Dakota, past the Great Salt Lake and the blinding blankness of the Bonneville Salt Flats, up through the alien redwoods in the Avenue of the Giants and along the crumbling cliffside roads above the Klamath and Salmon rivers.

We’d turn back, usually, before the Canadian border and head south again, down Highway 1, across the desert to the Texas coast, east to Florida, and then all the way back north, to the now-familiar concrete high-rises and boarded-up brownstones of Harlem and the Upper West Side.

We spent time in communes in Oregon, at roadside motels and trailer parks in Virginia, with fugitive friends in flophouses in the slums of Detroit. But I noticed we never visited the tourist sites suggested by the Road Atlas. We never once stopped at Disneyland, or saw the Hoover Dam, or toured the Alamo. On the rare occasions we quit moving long enough to look around, it wasn’t to celebrate icons of American innocence, ingenuity, or independence, but to visit monuments to injustice—the sites of lynchings and massacres and violent uprisings—so my brother and I could internalize radical lessons in solidarity and resistance.

In Chicago, instead of visiting the Sears Tower or my father’s childhood home in the western suburbs, we went to the city’s South Side to meet up with my parents’ contacts from the Black Panther Party and to see the apartment where one of their friends had been murdered by police.

In New York City, instead of the Empire State Building or the Statue of Liberty, we visited memorials to the Harlem Rebellion and the Stonewall Uprising, and stopped by the West Village for a moment of silence outside the townhouse where three of my dad’s closest friends had died.

We went to Harper’s Ferry and John Brown’s farm near Lake Placid; to Southampton, Virginia, the site of Nat Turner’s slave rebellion; and to Florida’s Osceola National Forest, named for the war chief whose name I carry—my official birth certificate name, when I finally got one, was Zayd Osceola Ayers Dohrn—and who, my parents told me, had fought off white settlers and the U.S. Army during the Second Seminole War.

It turned out there was a whole buried landscape beneath the colorful cartoons and road maps in the Rand McNally Road Atlas, a vast archipelago of underground monuments to a different America—a country with a hidden, savage past and a violent present that could be dragged into a better future, apparently, only through constant acts of armed rebellion and suicidal self-sacrifice.

“These were freedom fighters,” my mom would whisper to me, holding my baby brother in one arm, her free hand on my shoulder, as we stood in front of an old farm, a Chicago row house, or an open flatwood of pines. “This is where they were murdered. You’re both named after freedom fighters too, remember? Zayd Osceola. Malik Cochise … You’re both freedom fighters, too.”

[image: ]
3. My mom and me, underground, c. 1979–80.

I was only three or four years old at the time. I didn’t feel much like a freedom fighter. And given the gruesome, tragic ends that met most of my parents’ heroes, I wasn’t at all sure I wanted to become one.

I still have a crayon drawing I made of my mom around that time—a portrait of our entire family, in fact, though her giant face dominates the frame like a blazing desert sun. My father and I are two skinny stick figures squeezed into the margins, while my baby brother Malik is just a tiny smudge of crayon lost in a corner.

She loomed large like that in my imagination. A figurehead and a North Star. And also a mystery.

My father, Bill, has always been more of an open book. He’s outgoing, talkative, and generous; he makes friends easily, and likes to chat and tell stories. People used to joke, in the underground, that you couldn’t tell him a secret—where you were meeting other fugitives, or what target you were going to bomb next—because Bill was likely to tell the next stranger he met along the road.

It wasn’t literally true. My father, like my mom, managed to evade a nationwide manhunt for over a decade, and he could keep a secret when he had to. But like most jokes, there’s some truth to it. Strangers could spend an hour with Bill and feel as if they had become lifelong friends.

My mother was different. She was hard to get close to, even for her partner and her kids. She wasn’t naturally warm or maternal. As I know now, motherhood was a role she had long resisted and found difficult to play. She was reserved and intense, focused and hard to read; she emanated a fierce determination and sense of purpose that could be daunting, intimidating, even scary at times.

But she sat up with me when I was sick, fetched cool washcloths for my forehead when I had a fever. She read me books every night before bed: Maurice Sendak, Margaret Wise Brown, and Dr. Seuss when I was a toddler; Mari Sandoz, Charles Dickens, and Alex Haley as I grew up. Later, when I went to college, she sent me works by Che Guevara and Assata Shakur, Sartre and de Beauvoir, Marx and Fanon—like my own private syllabus in revolutionary thought—so that she could reread the books alongside me and call my dorm on weekends to discuss what I thought.

She was also good in a crisis. When I was ten, I accidentally pulled down a folding ping-pong table on my face, pinning myself under the heavy metal frame and puncturing my left eye socket with a protruding screw. My mother heard me screaming and ran in to find me covered in blood, a wet strip of tissue hanging down my cheek like a deflated eyeball. She didn’t flinch or hesitate. She pulled the 200-pound table off me, pressed her palm to my bloodied eye as she drove to the hospital, and carried me into the ER herself, glancing around like a general surveying her troops—demanding the attention of doctors and administrators, hand-picking my surgical team, and somehow, against all rules and regulations, staying in the hospital for three days to oversee my treatment and recovery herself. The doctors grumbled about the broken rules, but the nurses whispered to us that her quick action had probably saved my eye.

She was like that—a fighter, a protector, and a natural-born leader, if those things can be born—with an icy calm and decisiveness that preempted any discussion or disagreement. The teachers at my school, the doctors in the hospital, the members of our family, even nature itself seemed to bend to her will.

One summer after I finished college, our family went back to one of the West Coast communes where we’d hid during our underground years. The August sun was intense, and my mom somehow got the idea that we should transplant a young willow tree closer to our cabin, to give us shade during the summer months. She mobilized a work crew—me and my younger brothers and my then girlfriend, now wife, Rachel—to dig up the sapling and transplant it to a better location, closer to the porch. It would be easy, she told us. The tree couldn’t have been more than my shoulder height, its trunk about the width of a wiffleball bat.

It was no use arguing; we all knew that once my mother decided on a course of action, she would be stubborn to the point of unreason, that defying her or debating her was impractical, if not insane.

So we all put on our work clothes and started to dig. But right away, we ran into trouble; no matter how far away from the trunk we planted our shovels, they thudded into a dense, impenetrable tangle of wood—a plaited network of roots radiating out in all directions, a few inches below the soil. I didn’t know it at the time, but willows are notorious for these tenacious root structures, which spread out horizontally in search of ground water and are a menace to gardeners, plumbing systems, and buried sewer lines everywhere. What this meant for our project was that the fragile-looking sapling was shaped like an upside-down umbrella, its canopy sunk deep underground, with only its slender handle visible. Uprooting it would have taken a backhoe and left behind a hole the size of a swimming pool. For our little work crew, the job was impossible.

We went back to the cabin to tell her so, even brought her out to the site to show her the problem. But my mother was unmoved. The difficulty, she told us, was irrelevant. The obstacles were beside the point. The thing had to happen. The only question was how we would get the job done.

We muttered mutinously under our breath. It was easy for her to give the orders, when we were the ones doing the digging. But none of us was willing to tell her no to her face. So she went back to the cabin, and we all went back to work.

Finally, after three days, sunburned and bug-bitten, our hands raw and bleeding from the shovel and the pick, we revolted. I searched through the tool shed, found an axe, and we all hacked at the base of the sapling until we could tear it away from its roots—now like a pathetic umbrella shredded in a thunderstorm—drag it across the clearing to its appointed hole, pack dirt around its base to stand it up straight, and troop back to the cabin to tell my mom the job was finally done.

The tree was dead. We all knew it, including her. It stood there all summer long, slowly listing to one side, shriveling up, its bark turning pale, until it seemed like a sad joke and a symbol—a monument to her obsession, our defiance, and the futility of ever meeting her expectations.

Then, the following spring, it bloomed. Stems and leaves shot out of the sapling’s sides and sprouted a mop at its crown. The tree grew, eventually over forty feet tall, its massive canopy overspreading our driveway and its vast network of roots expanding, invisibly, underground.

My mother got her shade. And over the years, that willow became a new inside joke for our family—and a different kind of symbol, a monument to my mother’s indomitable will—a vision so vivid and defiant that the tree itself, like the rest of us, seemed to have no choice but to bend, to grow the way she wanted, and to manifest the future she saw.

[image: ]

IT WAS A LOT to live up to. My parents always made it clear, even when my brother and I were still toddlers, that the only acceptable purpose in life, given our gender and skin color—privileges we had never earned, birthrights that had in fact been stolen from others—was to find a way to fight for a better world. They showed us, in books and stories and by direct example, that white people in particular had a moral responsibility to be militant comrades in the struggle for Black liberation.

That didn’t mean we had to feel guilty about ourselves. This wasn’t some liberal guilt trip; my parents would have been offended if anyone called them liberals. Injustice, they taught us, shouldn’t inspire guilt or self-loathing or paralysis, but radical rage. The system couldn’t be reformed from within; it was too rotten, too corrupt. It had to be torn out by its roots, reimagined, and fundamentally remade. Revolutionary change was the only way, and it would have to start with us.

But I never quite shared their sense of ideological conviction or black-and-white moral certainty. I never wanted to dedicate my life to a group or a political cause. And I never felt my parents’ ready impulse to take to the streets—to blow things up or burn them down, to try to change the world.

That may be because, even as a child, I saw the costs of their kind of violent resistance up close. I spent most of my early years on the run. My mother went to jail when I was five. The parents of some of my closest friends went to prison for decades or died in that struggle. And the children of my generation—my brothers and I, and our fellow Weather Kids and Panther Cubs—had to live the rest of our lives in the shadow of our parents’ revolution.

They left us a complicated legacy we could never quite live up to—most of us never wanted to. But as we grew up, as so often happens, history came back around again. Our own children, including my now-teenage daughters, find themselves facing a new era of American authoritarianism and racial reckoning, a new moment of widespread resistance and impetus for radical change. And it seems important, in such a moment, to grapple with my parents’ history: to trace the path of one family, and a whole generation, through a half-century of revolutionary struggle in America; to try to make sense of a past I inherited; and to rethink some of the lessons I learned as a kid.

Because this is a funny thing about inheritance. It starts as something you receive, maybe reluctantly, from the past. But it becomes something you have to decide how to pass on to the future. Each of us has to choose for ourselves the parts of our legacy we want to embrace and what we want to reject or try to transform.
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SO IN 2020, during the Covid pandemic, I started asking my parents questions about our family story. They were getting older. My mom had just turned eighty, my father seventy-eight, and I was worried about them—about their health and social isolation; worried that our shared history—my inheritance—might be lost before I ever got a chance to reckon with it.

That fall, I started biking over to my parents’ apartment a couple times a week to visit and chat. Their place in Hyde Park, on the South Side of Chicago, is just a twenty-minute ride from my place downtown.

These visits were partly a way to keep busy, to stretch my legs and get out of our house—and my own head—during a time when most of us were locked down and stuck online. That year, I saw practically nobody in person except for Rachel and our girls, so we, along with my parents, made up our own little Covid bubble, and we could see one another without distancing or masks.

My parents always seemed happy to see me when I arrived. Bill would put out water and snacks and my mother would ask about my family, and then we’d sit—sometimes the three of us together, sometimes one-on-one—in their living room overlooking Lake Michigan, the walls plastered with posters of Nat Turner and Che Guevara, Harriet Tubman, Osceola, and John Brown. I’d put my phone on the arm of their couch to record a voice memo—only rarely switching it off to discuss something difficult or potentially dangerous.

“So, what’s it like having me do this kind of research into your past?” I asked my mom early on, during one of our first one-on-one interviews.

“I … you know, it’s wonderful that you’re interested even …” She trailed off. “But it scares me.”

She had silver in her hair now and a network of fine wrinkles across her tanned skin, but her green eyes were still focused and intense as always, narrowed slightly, watching me.

“Scares you? Why?”

“It worries me.” She shrugged. “I don’t know. The lines I’ve tried to keep … I think—by you doing this project, you’ve made me think—about other secrets … Like what to keep as a secret and what not to keep?”

I told her this was precisely what I hoped to talk with her about—that there are parts of my childhood I still don’t fully understand, blank spots and contradictions that used to confuse or worry me, as a child, and even now, as an adult, make me curious—about her, and about us, as a family. Who we are, and what our story means for my kids.

“You were always a challenge.” She narrowed her eyes and smiled, teasing me.

“A challenge. Why?”

“I don’t know. Because you were curious? And you knew we had a history. And you seemed to want to know more. So, it was always a challenge … To talk to you about it. To be honest and not implicate anybody.”

I told her I wasn’t trying to implicate anyone. I was just interested in learning more, while I could.

“You know, it’s funny.” She shook her head. “You’ll see when you’re this old—I hope you get to be this old—I think about my parents more now than I have for years and years. I sometimes wake up in the middle of the night—and think about my father. He was a silent type. He didn’t talk. He was hard to get close to.” She looked out the window, apparently lost in thought.

“You’ve got some of that, too,” I reminded her. “Not exactly silent, but reserved? Where do you think that comes from? The reserve? That distance? From grandpa?”

“I don’t know. Genes?” She laughed and shrugged. “You know, my dad cut himself off from his family for so long. It was ironic when I kind of replicated that pattern. Went on the run. Although it’s a very American, immigrant pattern, isn’t it?”

“Is it? I don’t know. It feels like you kind of broke that pattern, honestly. Nobody else in our family ever became a revolutionary, or a federal fugitive.”

She smiled again, suddenly, looking straight at me.

“Your kids might,” she said. “You never know.”
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WHAT MAKES A revolutionary?

In pictures of my mom when she was a girl, in 1950, she looks like a symbol of America’s postwar confidence—a precocious, slightly mischievous eight-year-old born into a nation proud of its past and hopeful about its future. A suburban kid, raised to believe in the American Dream.

Ten years later, when she was eighteen, she could have starred in a PSA for a new era of American optimism: a bright, ambitious co-ed, the first person in her family ever to go to college, poised to “make it” in a man’s world, shatter the glass ceiling, and lead her country into a new decade of progress.

But by 1970, when she was twenty-eight years old, Bernardine was a Most Wanted fugitive. The target of an international manhunt. The face of a generation gone violently off its rails. The CIA said she was “the most rabid female radical in the country.” FBI director J. Edgar Hoover called her “the most dangerous woman in America.”

So what happened? What changed her? What convinces a girl, or a whole generation of young people, to reject the world their parents made for them? And if they reject it—if they choose to burn down their own inheritance—what do they pass on to us in its place?

As my mother herself put it, speaking to reporters in 1970, just a few weeks before she left her family, disappeared into the underground, and declared war on her country, “We live here in America! We’re born in this country, too. And the notion that we’re outlaws has got to be put together with the fact that America created us!”5




Part 1



THE MOST DANGEROUS WOMAN IN AMERICA


Men make their own history, but they do not make it as they please; they do not make it under self-selected circumstances, but under circumstances given and transmitted from the past. The tradition of all dead generations weighs like a nightmare on the brains of the living.

—Karl Marx, The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte



[image: Bernardine, as a young child, sits with hands folded, wearing a buttoned coat and hood.]
Future FBI Most Wanted Fugitive, c. 1944.




Bernard/ine

(Rogers Park, Chicago, 1944)

THE FIRST THING MY MOM REMEMBERS, FROM WHEN she was not yet three years old, is sitting in the back seat of a brand-new Ford Super Deluxe coupe, watching her father’s face in the rearview mirror and thinking how little she truly understood him.

It’s funny how much that sounds like my own childhood.

Maybe that moment still stands out to her today because the drive itself was so unusual. Her family couldn’t afford a car back then—they used public streetcars to get around their working-class neighborhood of Rogers Park, Chicago—but this was a special occasion. Her father, Bernard “Barney” Ohrnstein, an office clerk at the General Electric company, had borrowed this Ford from a friend to pick up his wife and new child—my mom’s baby sister, Jennifer—from a maternity ward on the city’s West Side. So, everything about this trip was unusual: the car’s fancy leather interior, sealed off from the noisy chaos outside—the clang of trolleys and shouts of newsboys—the uncanny idea of bringing home a new sister she’d never met before, and the rare honor of spending some quiet time alone with her dad.

Or maybe she still remembers it now because something felt off about her father that day.

Barney had never been a big talker. Not mean, the way my mother remembers him, just silent and intimidating. “He never raised a hand to us,” she told me simply. “He was scary mainly because he didn’t talk very much.” When he got home from work, Barney would usually sit alone in the living room, listening to a baseball game on the radio or reading a paperback from his Book of the Month club. On rare occasions, he might read to his daughter or let her read to him, and she looked forward to those moments—sitting on his lap, the smell of pipe tobacco. “It’s nice,” she remembers. “It’s pungent and a little bit moist, but to me, very comfortable.”

When the family gathered every night for dinner, it was her mom who had to carry most of the conversation. My grandma Dorothy was the warm, cheerful presence in the family—a Swedish homemaker (her maiden name was Soderberg) with freckles and strawberry blond hair, who could usually draw her husband out, at least for a little while.

But on that drive to the hospital in 1944, Dorothy wasn’t around; she was laboring in the maternity ward. My mother and grandfather were alone in the car, and Barney seemed even more remote and inaccessible than usual.

My mother didn’t know it at the time, but her father had secrets.

“He wasn’t someone you really got close to,” her sister Jennifer says. “He was very sealed off. Man of few words. Harsh, often. He compartmentalized his life. So things in the past were not to be discussed again, or shared. It was as if they had ended. And especially painful things.”

Barney grew up in Chicago, in a working-class Jewish neighborhood called East Garfield Park. His father, Jacob Ohrnstein, a Russian immigrant, ran a small plumbing and gas equipment shop on Halsted Street. Pipe-fitting was the profession he had inherited from his own father, and Barney was expected to take over the family business one day.

But the neighborhood had been hollowed out1 by the first wave of suburban flight following the Great Chicago Fire. Damaged buildings were bulldozed into empty lots or rebuilt into low-cost tenement housing, and by the time Barney finished elementary school the area had become a near slum—a chaotic Jazz Age mix of immigrants looking for a foothold and poor Black folks drawn north in the Great Migration.2 There was fierce competition for the resources available, and people tended to stick to their own tribes.

“My father was a racist,”3 my aunt Jennifer told me bluntly. “He figured out early that it was going to be a struggle to get the American Dream. And to rise, if he was Jewish. He lived in fear of others, as if he and his community had to fight for whatever they could get.”

Their family was very poor. Barney and his sisters all slept in one bed, and their mother, Esther, had to scrimp and improvise to keep her children fed. For the rest of his life, my grandpa Barney hated the taste of dairy, which reminded him of the cloudy, watered-down glass of milk he had to choke down every morning before school, the film-coated feeling on his tongue, and the jittery queasiness in his stomach after an entire day without solid food.

Jacob’s pipe-fitting business never seemed to make enough money to support his growing family. Maybe as a result—or maybe he’d just always been this way—my great-grandfather was a hard, bitter, brutal man. “He beat everybody in the family,”4 my mother told me. “Beat his wife, beat the kids.” When Barney was just fifteen years old, he ran away from home—just left one day and never came back. He set off alone into 1920s Chicago, a roaring, inhospitable jungle for a kid without a family.

But my grandfather, it turned out, was a self-starter. Like many children of immigrants before and after him, he hustled and worked hard. Without even a high school diploma, Barney found himself an entry-level office job at GE. And with a modest weekly paycheck secured, he set about building a new family, marrying a pretty Swedish girl with freckles and strawberry blond hair.

This was not my grandmother Dorothy. In fact, it would be years before Barney and Dorothy met and started our particular line of the family tree. The 1920s was a different era in my grandfather’s life—and the source of those secrets that would haunt his drive to the hospital with his daughter Bernardine almost twenty years later.

Still, the two time periods echo and mirror each other—as history often does. Both Barney’s first and second marriages were “mixed”5 (Jewish–Swedish), which was unusual, even scandalous, at the time. He and his first wife were also both poor, with no family or connections to speak of—so it must have been a love match, and she became pregnant soon after the wedding.
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Bernardine and Barney, c. 1944

My grandpa was a young man back then, proud of what he’d accomplished and optimistic about his future, chatting happily in the hospital waiting room with the other expectant dads, celebratory cigar tucked in his pocket, when the doctors came in to tell him that his wife and newborn baby had both died during childbirth.

And it took him years to start over. To bury his grief, in whatever way he could. To work his way through the Depression and find another Swedish girl he could marry—this one an orphan, parentless like him—named Dorothy. To father a child, finally, who lived—a girl he named Bernardine, after himself. “Bernard-ine”—you can almost feel his longing for a son.

No wonder my grandfather was quiet and thoughtful on that drive to the hospital in 1944, almost two decades after he lost his first family; Barney had kept this secret all that time. And he stayed quiet and reserved—even as Dorothy hemorrhaged after delivery and had to be wheeled into intensive care. Even as the doctors told him his new wife might not make it through, and his nightmare of two decades earlier seemed to be repeating itself.
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My mom was sent to stay with relatives after the birth of her baby sister Jennifer. Here she is holding her own baby on that trip. December 7, 1944. Clinton, Illinois.

All my mom remembers from the rest of that week is being sent to stay with relatives at a farm downstate—her first solo train trip—so that her father could be alone while he waited for more news. Barney was used to starting over. He had rebuilt his life, more than once, from scratch. Maybe he was wondering if he would have to do it all over again.




A Touch of the Exotic

(Whitefish Bay, Wisconsin, 1951–59)


It’s the well-behaved children who make the most formidable revolutionaries. They don’t say a word, they don’t hide under the table, they eat only one piece of chocolate at a time. But later on, they make society pay dearly.

—Jean-Paul Sartre, Dirty Hands
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The Ohrnsteins. Easter, 1955: Bernardine on the left, holding white kid gloves.

THE BABY WOULD SURVIVE—BERNARDINE’S LITTLE sister, my aunt Jennifer—and my grandmother Dorothy would recover, too, though she could never get pregnant again. She and Barney would never have a son.

In 1951, they moved their family to Whitefish Bay, Wisconsin, a middle-class suburb just north of Milwaukee. Barney had found a new, better-paying job, as credit manager of a Midwest appliance retail chain. The Ohrnsteins would have their own two-story home6 now, and their own Ford parked in the driveway.

“My parents were into a whole thing of having a house with a yard, having a dog and protecting us from the big bad city, Jennifer remembers. “My sister and I got our own bedrooms. We had a basement and backyard and lots of kids on the block. So it was really quite a wonderful thing.”

That first night in their new home, the girls were excited, running upstairs to explore their new bedrooms. But the gas hadn’t been turned on yet, and the house was cold. After it got dark, Barney set up a coil heater in the bathroom so the girls could get ready for bed while he and Dorothy finished unpacking the kitchen downstairs.

My mom was eight years old, my aunt Jennifer was six, and they were standing together at the sink brushing their teeth, Jennifer up on a stool, when Bernardine started to scream. Her baby sister was on fire.

“I started running around the second floor,” Jennifer remembers, “as these flames consumed my bathrobe and up into my hair and I thought I was dying. My father flew up the stairs and caught me and threw me down on the floor and beat the flames out with his bare hands. I remember screaming to him the whole time, ‘Don’t let me die! Don’t let me die!’”

Jennifer didn’t die, though she was scorched and terrified, and practically nothing was left of her robe. But the skin on Barney’s hands was almost completely gone. Saving his daughter had seared his palms down to the muscle.

He was bedridden for weeks, his hands bandaged lumps of blistered flesh. And for the rest of his life, my grandfather’s palms would be smoothed over with a layer of pink scar tissue—which seems appropriate, somehow, for him. Barney was shedding his old skin. Starting over. Once again, he was about to become something new.
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BARNEY’S GREAT DREAM was to become a lawyer. He even took correspondence courses, according to my mom, “literally from the back of a matchbook.” But he never enrolled in law school. He would later claim his mother died the day of the exam and he had to withdraw to deal with her affairs. His daughters secretly suspected he couldn’t pass the entrance test, or couldn’t afford it. Upward mobility at the appliance chain also remained stubbornly out of reach, and Barney would remain a low-level office worker for the rest of his career.

But despite those setbacks—or maybe because of them, since they focused his imagination on his glimmering, always-receding future—my grandfather never lost faith in America as the land of opportunity. He believed in the Horatio Alger myth of hard work and the self-made man. In 1952, he voted for Republican senator Joe McCarthy, who ran on the populist slogan “McCarthyism is Americanism with its sleeves rolled!” Whatever frustrations he had—whatever thwarted ambitions—Barney would channel them into his daughters, and especially his firstborn, Bernardine. He was determined that his namesake would carry on his American Dream.

Bernardine grew up to be quiet and reserved, a lot like her dad—driven, ambitious, and determined to succeed. In high school, she was an outstanding student (ranked 15th in a class of 2277) and what a college admissions counselor might call well-rounded. She was treasurer of the modern dance club,8 special page editor of the Tower Times, and a member of the Youth Council, pep club, Future Nurses, and the National Honor Society.
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My mother’s yearbook photo, 1958.

I asked my mother about what she was like in high school, and she said she mostly remembers feeling out of place—not an outcast, but definitely not popular either. She worked hard to fit in, dressing on trend in cashmere sweaters, round-collared Villager dickeys, and black Capezio flats, and tried to keep her head down, focusing on her schoolwork. Her classmates and teachers—mostly quoted a decade later, after she had become a notorious revolutionary—sound like people who can’t believe their nice, normal-looking neighbor turned out to be a serial killer.

“The most remarkable thing about Bernardine was how absolutely ordinary she was,”9 remembered one female classmate from Whitefish Bay High. “The whole family was very, very normal.”

“She was a good scholar, an active, attractive young lady,”10 recalled principal J. Harold Rose. “She was selected to represent the school at Badger Girls’ State [an American Legion-sponsored mock political convention]. Only outstanding young women are selected for the honor. This is the caliber of person we all thought she was. Everything I can say about the girl I knew is positive. I never thought of her doing what she is doing now.”

But even as people seem at pains to show how normal my mother was, you can catch glimpses of the future rebel peeking out from the mysterious ellipses in the published descriptions of her all-American façade. “I dug her a lot,”11 recalled one male acquaintance. “She was just a good girl and a pretty girl … Intelligent, aware, and sensitive … I always figured she could see through a lot of the phoniness about everything.” And a Milwaukee man who claimed to have dated Bernardine as a teenager (but wouldn’t give his name to reporters in 1971) recalled, suggestively, “She was on her way back in high school. She was trying to get ahead. She used to have parties at her home—drinking and smoking—not wild, but you understand …”

This would become a running theme in my mother’s life—the innuendo, and male fixation on her looks and sexuality—even though, to hear her tell it, Bernardine was still a virgin in high school, bookish, reserved, and painfully shy. It didn’t matter. Her emotional reserve, coupled with a then-masculine-coded ambition and rejection of social norms, was a blank screen that allowed people to project onto her their own preconceptions, and would soon transform Bernardine into a kind of Rorschach test for an entire country itself in the midst of a profound transition.

But all that comes later. In 1958, people just didn’t know what to make of her. Bernardine’s yearbook senior profile would simply describe her, with yet another mysterious, suggestive ellipsis, as having “a touch of the exotic …”
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BARNEY WAS PROUD of his daughter’s achievements—her extracurricular clubs and straight-A report cards. And he was determined to give his girls a shot at the opportunities he felt he had missed. So, he told the family, he was making a change.

“He announced one night at bedtime, when I was thirteen, that we were going to court the next day because we were changing our last name,” Jennifer told me. “I felt ashamed and embarrassed. I think it was probably much harder for my sister because she was already in high school. The following day, we just had to go into school and she had a different last name. It was one of those shocking moments of, ‘We’re hiding something—there’s something secret in this family that’s shameful.’ And it never sat right.”

Barney had his surname legally changed,12 dropping the “stein” and adding a D in a nod to his wife, Dorothy. Overnight, the Ohrnsteins became the Dohrns. Which, when you think about it, is the most American thing in the world: to change your name and break from your past, like Jay Gatsby or Marilyn Monroe, and create a new identity to match your bright, imagined future.

My grandpa Barney had worked his whole life to assimilate, to seem “more American,” with his blond wives, Milwaukee Braves baseball caps, and conservative, anti-Communist politics. He had tried to disguise his “touch of the exotic,” but now he was middle-aged, resigned to his position, thinking less about himself and more about his legacy—what he could pass on to his children and his children’s children. Maybe Barney had finally realized that the opportunity he’d chased his whole life had never really existed, at least not for outsiders like him. He wanted his daughters, and even his unborn grandchildren, to be unencumbered by his past.

“Students gossiped about the name change,”13 recalled a later newspaper profile of my mom, “but Bernardine explained simply that Dohrn was easier to spell and pronounce. Some of her former classmates said she was upset about it, but, if it did bother her, she didn’t allow it to hamper her school life.”

“The lesson she seemed to extract from the episode,”14 claimed far-right commentator David Horowitz, one of Bernardine’s fiercest later critics, “had nothing to do with anti-Semitism … but with the fact that you could become who you said you were.” And this rings true to me, somehow, in spite of its hostile source. Knowing my mother and what would happen next, I can see that she had learned something from Barney Ohrnstein about the malleability of identity: that in America you could choose the past you inherited and invent the person you wanted to be.

And by the time she left home, at seventeen, the first person in her family to go to college, Bernardine, like her father a few decades earlier, was ready to become something new.




The Ugly Duckling

(Sun City, Florida, 1980)


I was surprised, as always, by how easy the act of leaving was, and how good it felt. The world was suddenly rich with possibility … Nothing behind me, everything ahead of me, as is ever so on the road.

—Jack Kerouac, On the Road
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Dorothy and Barney Dohrn, outside their home in Sun City, Florida.

THE FIRST TIME I MET MY GRANDPARENTS, BARNEY AND Dorothy, was just outside their retirement community in Sun City, Florida, around 1980. My parents were still underground, and they drove me and my brother all the way down from New York City for the visit. We met up in a campground and sat together at a paint-flaked picnic table, surrounded by the noise of other families, the drone of traffic in the distance, and the buzzing of mosquitos and flies.

My grandma cried a lot during that visit. She was happy to see us, to meet her young grandchildren for the first time; she spoiled me with lemon candies and deep-fried Swedish rosettes she’d brought in a wicker basket, but she was terrified we might be arrested or killed. Her eyes darted around the campground, looking for FBI agents hidden behind the palm trees, and her fingers shook as she pressed her daughter’s hands.

My grandparents had fumblingly followed my mother’s instructions to walk a trajectory before we met, to lose any police tails, to stay off their home phone, which was definitely bugged. But they were profoundly out of their depth; they knew nothing about being fugitives or evading an FBI manhunt, and they were visibly scared to be even tangentially involved.

Mostly, they just seemed bewildered by their daughter’s transformation, and by the new person she had become. Dorothy and Barneyhad always valued comfort, fitting in, family, and community; they couldn’t understand why their child had become so violently opposed to their way of life, to the values they’d taught her, and to the country they both loved.

My grandparents had moved to Florida the day Barney turned sixty-five and retired. They lived in a small, two-bedroom brick bungalow with a well-tended front lawn and orange and lemon trees out back. They ate tuna casserole and Jell-O salad on faux wood TV trays while watching Wheel of Fortune and The Price Is Right. The Dohrns weren’t wealthy—their lifestyle was modest, their weekly budget carefully kept—but in retirement they could at least pretend (with the help of their weekly Social Security checks) to be comfortably middle-class. Dorothy spent her afternoons at bridge club. Barney, with his well-trimmed white mustache, pink slacks, and patent leather shoes, kept busy in retirement, helping to start Sun City’s first public library, organizing its first volunteer ambulance service, and relaxed by playing golf and lawn-bowling on weekends. The Dohrns had finally achieved their own modest, delayed version of the American Dream, living off the safety net of the Great Society (despite regularly voting against it), surrounded by well-tended golf courses, picturesque palm trees, and other retirees who looked very much like them.

For me, watching them interact with my parents at the picnic table, it was simply impossible to imagine my mother emerging from their world. She was just so profoundly unlike them—not only in her politics, but in her most basic essence. She seemed to have created herself, rather than being molded, as we all are, by a mix of her genetics and formative years.

Barney and Dorothy both looked the part of white suburban retirees, dressed in colorful prints and polyester pastels, as if they were constantly on their way to a golf outing. Their daughter, on the other hand, had grown up dark-eyed and fierce, in boots and blue jeans with no makeup, her skin bronzed and weathered after our long trips through the California desert and along the Texas coast. It was as if she’d been switched at birth, born a member of a different species. And it reminded me of a kids’ book I loved, The Ugly Duckling—only instead of a swan, Bernardine was a bird of prey, a hawk or eagle, hatched into the wrong nest and ludicrously expected to follow the other fluffy white chicks in a line, even though her radical nature (radical, from the Latin radix, meaning “root”) had always been sharp, solitary, and fierce.

As I grew up—as it became clear to me that most of us, as we mature into adulthood, become more and more like our parents—it seemed all the more striking that my mother had become so completely other. I used to daydream about whether, and how, I might do the same thing—define my own identity, separate and distinct from my strange upbringing. And I often wondered, on that first trip to Florida and many times since, how my mother had managed to move so far away from her original context, to reject her own past and chart such a remarkably different future.

The answer, I now understand, is that, like most of us, she had inherited much from her parents. But she was also a unique mix of nature and nurture—a complex individual, with her own inimitable patterns of thought, coming of age against the backdrop of a particular family and culture, and also irreversibly shaped by the context of her times.

And in 1959, the year Bernardine finally left home, those times were about to change. Radically.




Freedom Summer

(Ohio/Chicago, 1960–64)


I don’t know if I’m unhappy because I’m not free, or if I’m not free because I’m unhappy.

—Patricia (Jean Seberg), in Jean-Luc Godard’s film Breathless, 1960
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Bernardine getting ready for college, c. 1959–60.

IF MY MOTHER HOPED GOING AWAY TO COLLEGE WOULD BE an adventure—a chance to escape her sheltered, suburban childhood—her first choice of school was a misstep. The University of Miami at Ohio turned out to be even more stifling and provincial than Whitefish Bay. Male students had no curfew and were allowed to live off campus, but college “girls”15 were still required to live in residence halls strictly supervised by a Head Resident, and expected to be home by 10 p.m. or risk disciplinary action.

Bernardine hated the place right away. The campus culture seemed to her silly and old-fashioned, stuck in an early-1950s all-American soda fountain aesthetic she was, at eighteen, already trying desperately to shed. Still, she says, she was eager to fit in, to find some sense of belonging and community in this new, unfamiliar place. A week after she arrived, when the university’s Greek organizations held their annual rush week, she decided to join up, making the rounds with her freshman roommate to socials, interviews, and high-stakes meet-and-greets with Miami of Ohio’s eighteen sororities.

She was rejected by every single one. The sisters had done their research—calling around to contacts back in Milwaukee to ask about the new pledge’s background. And they let Bernardine know, to her face, she was being shunned because she was Jewish.

“I was just blindsided,” my mother told me. “It was 1959. And it’s southern Ohio, which I didn’t realize is really the South. It’s this far from Kentucky.” She held up her fingers to show me how far. “And literally people asked me, like, ‘Do you have a tail?’”

Back in Whitefish Bay, Bernardine had always felt accepted, even if she was considered a bit mysterious and aloof. She never worried that her family’s background would make her an outcast. Her mother wasn’t Jewish, which meant, according to Jewish law, that Bernardine wasn’t either. But here in rural Ohio, even her “touch of the exotic” apparently marked her definitively as an outsider. And being shunned like this was a new and humiliating experience for her.

So she kept her rejection secret. She couldn’t bear to tell her friends back home—let alone her proud parents—that kids in America’s heartland could see right through Barney Ohrnstein’s blond wife, suburban home, and clumsy name change. “I couldn’t tell my parents,” she says now. “What did they know about any of this? And how can I tell them that being Jewish has hurt me?”

But she sleepwalked through the rest of her school year, despising the corn-fed WASPiness of her classmates and the claustrophobic Ohio campus. “I was so lost,” she told me. “I just felt alone. I didn’t have enough strength to be angry. So I was sad instead. And the place you’d go, in Oxford, Ohio, if you wanted to be alone, was the cemetery.”

She laughed as she said this, acknowledging the angsty adolescent cliché. “Most people avoided it,” she went on. “I thought it was beautiful. Just a quiet place where there wasn’t a crowd. You know, I was trying to see myself as this dramatic alone person.”

Bernardine made no real friends in college. She stayed an outcast. And when, at the beginning of her sophomore year, she caught rheumatic fever and was forced to take a medical leave, it felt almost like deliverance. A second chance. She had an excuse to start over again.
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A YEAR LATER, back in Wisconsin, under doctor’s orders to convalesce at home, Bernardine still felt paralyzed, unsure what to do next. Whitefish Bay seemed even smaller and more stifling than she remembered, with Dorothy tending to her like a child, bringing her cookies and milk in bed, Barney barricaded in the living room, hiding his worry and disappointment behind a Book of the Month paperback and his typical stony silence.

My mother still wanted an adventure. She wanted to grow up and do something exciting with her life. She just wasn’t sure what, or where, or even how to begin. She remembers going out that summer with a guy from Milwaukee, on a set-up like something out of The Graduate. “We went on a date,” she told me. “Both of us were miserable. It was fixed up by our parents. But he’s the one who said, ‘For a smart girl, you’re really stupid. You should go somewhere where you can get a good education.’ And I did think about hitting him—but I said, ‘Like where?’ And he said, ‘I don’t know, go to the University of Chicago.’”

She laughed again as she said this—my mom thinks it’s funny that this life-changing idea was suggested by some random guy on a bad blind date. But as a nineteen-year-old kid, she was apparently desperate for a new idea. A vibe shift. She made her mother drive her down to Chicago to visit the Hyde Park16 campus. And in the fall of 1961, Bernardine officially transferred to the University of Chicago—her first time back in the big city since she was four.

It was another strange choice for a soon-to-be revolutionary.

Then, as now, UChicago had a reputation as a place for smart kids who are socially awkward and constitutionally conservative—the place where “fun comes to die.” The university billed itself—and still does—as a bulwark against fashionable ideas and political correctness, proudly committed to the values of a traditional classical education. Its best-known professors at the time were right-wing economists and political scientists like Milton Friedman, Aaron Director, and Leo Strauss—interestingly, themselves often Jewish intellectuals who had soured on their own youthful radicalism.

But this was 1961, and change was already in the air. The UChicago campus—an ivory tower enclave set in one of the most segregated cities, and most integrated neighborhoods, in the nation—was on the verge of a full-blown racial reckoning.
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BERNIE SANDERS, NOW the socialist senator from Vermont and former presidential candidate, had recently arrived as a transfer student, like my mom. One day, on the hunt for cheap off-campus housing, Bernie and some of his friends stumbled across a badly kept secret: Brokers of university-owned apartments were refusing to rent to Black students.17 Though this was a surprise to Brooklyn-bred Bernie, it wasn’t really new; the university’s efforts to exclude Black people from its Hyde Park campus went back decades.

Black residents had initially been kept out of Hyde Park by unwritten racial quotas and redlining, but in 1948 the U.S. Supreme Court (in Shelley v. Kraemer) ruled those racial covenants unconstitutional. Black people started to move in, and white residents began to flee. By the end of the decade, Hyde Park had become almost 40 percent Black—one of the most racially mixed neighborhoods in the country—and the university, worried about falling property prices and parents’ perception of rising crime near campus, was desperate to stop the trend.

Over the following decade, school administrators championed a series of “urban renewal”18 and “slum clearance” projects19 that demolished dozens of city blocks and displaced thousands of Black residents—all supposedly for new student dorms, though the dorms were never built and the land was eventually used for the university’s athletic fields.

Outraged by what he learned of this history, Bernie Sanders20 soon became a leading activist and rabble-rouser at UChicago; as chairman of the Congress of Racial Equality’s social action committee, he led a series of protests in 1961 and 1962 against housing discrimination by the university and racial segregation in the city at large.

My mom wasn’t part of the protests—she didn’t know Bernie at the time, and didn’t yet consider herself political. But people, like nations, are often shaped imperceptibly by currents in the culture long before any outward change in action. And those early-Sixties student protests would set the tone for a new decade, for my mother, and for many college kids like her—a call to venture beyond their own cultural red lines and discover the larger world outside their ivy-covered walls.

Bernardine started going to jazz and blues clubs in Chicago every weekend, attended poetry readings, rock concerts, and every folk music “happening”21 she could find. She became a regular at the student-run Doc Films movie club,22 just in time to catch the rebellious spirit of the French New Wave—Agnès Varda and Breathless and The 400 Blows.

By her junior year, the university’s Hyde Park campus had started to feel much too small for the big, exciting life she now wanted to lead. It wasn’t quite Miami of Ohio, but women were still a tiny minority at UChicago; Resident Assistants patrolled the dorms at night, and co-eds entertaining young men had to leave their doors open and keep one foot on the floor at all times. (Apparently this was considered enough to prevent the worst kinds of bad behavior.)

Bernardine decided to move into an off-campus apartment—to shed the stifling supervision of the dorms and be closer to the city she now loved. Her parents panicked. From what little they gathered in her weekly postcards and Sunday morning phone calls, their daughter’s life seemed to be spinning out of control—a single girl living alone in the big city without a chaperone? Barney drove down from Wisconsin, determined to bring her home.

When my mom talks about this today, she still sounds like that rebellious nineteen-year-old in 1962. “I moved into an apartment, and they totally opposed it!” she told me. “They said, ‘You can’t do this.’ But I already did it! And I’m doing it! And blah blah blah.”

She and Barney went back and forth on this for a while, until it started to feel like the whole argument was actually about something else. “It was about sex, obviously, underneath everything,” my mom told me. “Nobody was talking about sex, but it was obviously all about sex. What else could it be about?”

These were, in fact, the earliest days of America’s sexual revolution. The first mass-market birth control pill, Enovid,23 had just recently been approved by the FDA and was starting to make its way into pharmacies across the country. And even though Bernardine was still completely naive about sex—she says she barely understood the “dangers” her father was warning her about—the culture was shifting rapidly around her, and she, like millions of other college kids, was determined to keep up.

Barney drove back to Whitefish Bay alone to break the news to Dorothy; his intervention hadn’t worked. My mom moved into her off-campus place with a female roommate, Rosa Levine, but without a chaperone. And that spring, in 1963, she met her first real boyfriend—Robert Okin, who was then studying at UChicago to be a psychiatrist.

“He was such a brilliant and lovely and totally fucked-up guy,” she told me. “He had a powerful, demanding father. The whole time we were together, he was in analysis. And it’s hard to be with somebody who’s in analysis when you’re not! So I tried. I got assigned to somebody. He [the analyst] was only four years older than me. Never said a word. I never said a word. We had many, many sessions of total silence. I was supposed to break, and it was all supposed to work. But it never worked. I never broke.”

This is very typical of my mother; she’s skeptical of psychological insights and explanations and doesn’t like people trying to get inside her head—including me. Still, she found Bob Okin fascinating—he was smart, sophisticated, and proudly Jewish, very different from the boys she had known back home. “He was always kind to me,” she says simply. “Sweet. He was a great first boyfriend for me.”

She and Bob dated all year. The next summer, in 1964, he took her on a cross-country road trip on his Vespa to meet his family in New York. They slept in fields along the way, buying their food at local markets and picnicking in the grass, which sounds both romantic and silly to me, like most early college relationships. But for Bernardine, this was all brand-new: first cross-country road trip, first sex, first love—a whole new world opening up in front of her, full of adventure and surprise.

Bob’s home in Rye, New York, turned out to be a mansion. His father, Milton Okin, a Jewish Communist and biochemist, had invented a diet supplement made from the tropical acerola fruit, patented the name Weight Watchers, and struck it rich. The Okins played tennis. They had servants. They talked about books and politics and plays over dinner. For my mother, this was a world she had only read about and imagined—like something out of an Edith Wharton novel, overwhelmingly decadent and seductive and strange.

She stayed with Bob’s family about a week and then took a train down to Baltimore to visit her Chicago roommate, Rosa Levine.
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WANTED BY FBI
BERNARDINE RAE DOHRN ...
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L2410

‘OTHER NAMES KNOWN BY: Marion DelGado, Bernadine Dobr, Bernadine Roe Ohvastein, H. T. Saith L1 R 010
Photographs taken 1969
DESCRIPTION
AGE: 28, bom January 12, 1942, Chicago, llinois
HEIGHT: 575" EYES: bown
WEIGHT: 125 pounds COMPLEXION: lightolive
BUILD: mediua RACE: white
HAIR: dark brown NATIONALITY: Asericar

OCCUPATION: secretary
SOCIAL SECURITY NUMBER USED: 395.38-5006

'DOHRN REPORTEDLY MAY RESIST ARREST, HAS BEEN ASSOCIA
WITH PERSONS WHO_ ADVOCATE USE OF EXPLOSIVES AND
HAVE ACQUIRED FIREARMS. CONSIDER DANGEROUS.

th

3l wartant was issued on March 17, 1970, at Chicago, Ilinols, charging Dohvm with unlawul nterstate 1ight to avoid prosecation for mob action (Tite 18, U.
tion 10731 A Federal warant mas issued on April 2. 197, at Chicago, llnas, chrging Dohin with ioltionof Federal Aniot Laws and conspeacy (Tl 18, U
F YOU HAVE INFORMATION CONCERNING THIS PERSON, PLEASE CONTACT YOUR LOCAL FBI OFFICE. Meoaren
TELEPHONE NUMBERS AND ADDRESSES OF ALL B OFFICES LISTED ON BACK. s
tlication Order 4368 au of Investigation
Washingion, 0. C. 20539






OEBPS/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avenir-heavy.otf


