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This is Moshe Brodetsky, in Tarzana, California, on November 17, 2008. Originally this was 

supposed to be recorded nearly a month ago when I came to Washington for my son David's 

second yahrzeit. 

 

The initiative for this project, the History of the Washington Committee for Soviet Jewry, was 

triggered by the release of the movie, Refusenik, which omitted any mention of the Washington 

Committee for Soviet Jewry. I hadn't seen it but friends in Israel and the United States were 

appalled. That triggered this project. Also Lou Rosenblum from Cleveland had done something 

similar the year before on the Cleveland Committee.  

 

I have to start with a little pre-history. My first active involvement for Soviet Jewry was in 1953 

as Secretary of the IZFA, the Intercollegiate Zionist Federation of America. I was in night school 

in City College, finishing up on the G.I. Bill for a degree in Civil Engineering. We were called to 

a meeting sponsored by the Jewish agency representatives in New York on aliyah. The speakers 

listed all the countries for potential aliyah. When he finished, I asked him, “What about Russian 

Jewry. Are they forgotten?” I got sort of a shrug that [indicated] was not possible.  

 

In 1960, early ‘60s, maybe ‘62, ‘63, there was the book by Elie Wiesel, Jews of Silence. There 

was an article by Moshe Decter in the Midstream or Commentary on Soviet anti-Semitism. Jews 

were being executed for economic crimes. In 1962 or ’63 the Freiheit, the Yiddish Communist 

magazine, was celebrating its 50th year. I made Xerox copies of Moshe Decter's article and went 

to the celebration of the Jubilee of the Freiheit. There was one other elderly gentleman who 

joined me. My four-year-old son, David, was with me. He held a pack of the articles. The older 

man and I were handing them out to the people coming to the celebration of the Freiheit.  

 

There happened to be a reporter from The New York Times, and he witnessed one of the 

Communists grab the pile of papers from my little son, and toss them into the street. He wrote 

the next day, citing what happened. In 1964 Yaakov Birnbaum, Glenn Richter, and Marty 
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Zielinski sponsored a meeting of students at Columbia University, which was the beginning of 

the Student Struggle for Soviet Jewry. I can say I'm a co-founder with Marty. I remember going 

with Marty Zielinski to Rabbi Meir Kahane of the JDL [Jewish Defense League], of which 

Martin Zielinski was also a co-founder, to come get involved in the struggle for Soviet Jewry. At 

that time, Rabbi Meir Kahane said, no, he had other priorities.  

 

In 1964 or ’65, we decided to form an adult organization to support the struggle for Soviet 

Jewry. There was Mel Stein, who was Assistant D.A.; Jude Harris, who was with me in HUD's 

[Housing and Urban Development’s] legal division; Yitz Heimowitz; and Dave Krakow. We had 

a founding lunch at the synagogue. We spent six months; I'm not exaggerating, on what to call it 

- the Center for Soviet Jewry or the Center for Russian Jewry. It all revolved around the political 

connotation of “Soviet” or “Russian.” The powers that be felt that the Soviet name sounded too 

political, anti-Soviet. And they wanted a positive word.  

 

We started with a campaign to raise $20,000 for a full-page ad in the New York Times. This was 

in 1965. Walker, who had a speaker’s bureau, pledged half of that amount if we could raise the 

other half. I composed and sent out a letter to hundreds of people who were in my address book, 

so I'm sure I raised several thousand of the ten thousand.  

 

We sent the first mission to Russia in 1966. I was nixed for a visa, can't imagine why, but we 

sent two guys, one a district attorney from Westchester County, a friend of Mel Stein's, a non-

Jew; and David Habersham, a survivor and a yeshiva graduate versed in Jewish tradition. They 

came back. The D.A., I forget his name, said, “You cannot believe how I was received. Here I, a 

Gentile, a goy, was received like a messiah.”  

 

In the beginning of 1967, we were well-established on the road and opened an office, and then-

Congressman Gerald Ford took part in putting up the mezuzah. From the beginning there was the 

dissension between Mel Stein and Yaakov Birnbaum. Mel wanted to hire the former head of the 

State Agency for Housing and Urban Renewal and Yaakov Birnbaum wanted to keep it more or 

less in-house. Yaakov went out, I guess...I myself in the middle of '67 went through a divorce. 
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Just after the Six-Day War, I moved to Washington, DC and that's where the Washington 

Committee for Soviet Jewry started. 

 

Immediately, I came and went to every Jewish club and organization, and where I went I asked, 

“And what about Soviet Jews?” Mostly I got a blank stare or “We're just little cogs in the wheel. 

The national organizations are involved in that.” Practically every group I went to there were one 

or two people who said “You're right, we have to do something.”  

 

At the anniversary of the Fiftieth Revolution, the Soviet Revolution, I personally organized a 

demonstration on K and 16th Streets. There was a 500-foot rule in effect, no closer, to the Soviet 

Embassy. I had Bill Perl and his wife Laura. They were about to leave the next day for a trip to 

Europe. Also, the Halpert brothers, who had been in the Irgun, and then one fellow who worked 

in HUD with me. I think his name was Laflowitz. The five of us.  

 

I had meetings to help organize activities and instrumental was Bernie White, a lawyer who was 

with AIPAC and the community, a wonderful man. We had a few people and the first public 

meeting after Larry Lewin was the Chairman, you had Rabbi Joseph Brandriss, I forget the 

cantor's name. One thing sticks in my mind. Larry Lewin came up with the phrase that the “Jews 

are the litmus test for the Soviet Union.” It was picked up by a Congressman, I forget his name, 

Drinan, I think, a priest.   

 

Rabbi Jonathan Haberman from the Washington Hebrew Congregation gave a $1,000 donation 

to kick off the committee. I should mention Ernie Shalowitz from the ZOA [Zionist Organization 

of America] and Walter Golman from the Yiddishist group were involved from the beginning. 

Gershon Gross, from the Kibbutz Neve Ilan, was in the office of the Jewish Community Council 

and was present when Golman called up the director, Isaac Franck, and asked what the local 

council was doing for Soviet Jewry. Gershon Gross overheard the reaction of people in the 

office. That really turned Golman on. And those who know Golman know he is a doer, and he 

was the catalyst for gathering the nucleus, the embryo for the Washington Committee for Soviet 

Jewry.  
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We started brainstorming. The vigil started on Human Rights Day, and at a meeting of the 

Jewish Council (I forget who was there, Joe Hochstein, the Editor of The Jewish Week, David 

Amdur, maybe Buddy Sislen), Isaac Franck said that he had proposed to the national 

organization to demonstrate in front of the Soviet Embassy, and they emphasized that we adhere 

to the 500-foot rule limitation. Now Amdur said, “Let's go ahead and do it anyways.” So on 

Human Rights Day, that's December 10, 1970, in the middle of winter, we had our first vigil. 

Maybe we had a dozen people if that. John Steinbruck was one of them. It was raining. He had 

an umbrella. He saw me and he invited me to come under his umbrella. That started a long, long 

friendship. Now that vigil was not an official sponsored event of the community. We, the 

Washington Committee, took it up and organized a roster to make sure people were there every 

day. It was a silent vigil, just 15 minutes a day. John Steinbruck, the pastor of the Lutheran 

church nearby, Lenore Siegelman, Elmer Cerin, and others made sure that people were there on 

weekends. And over the years, we took every occasion to do something. We got schools, tourists, 

we even had one Soviet Jew (a well-know cellist) who got out to give a solo with his cello there.  

 

On Hanukah, we lit candles. When the Soviets came out with a new constitution, we had a 

burial. This was Ernie Shalowitz’s idea. We took a copy of the new constitution and buried it in 

the sidewalk across from the Soviet Embassy. The first Tisha B'Av, now that I think of it, it was 

1968. Rabbi Noah Golinkin, with his sons and a few other people, conducted a service. The 

people of the union building, Fitzmaurice was his name, let us use their facilities. Of course, we 

had a reading of the Torah.  

 

We had a daily fast for Goldstein. People took turns fasting a day. This is a chemist from Riga. I 

myself fasted not only for a day but for a whole week, that is, except for liquids. I remember my 

worst feeling was caffeine withdrawal. I broke my fast before Shabbat because you're not 

supposed to fast on Shabbat and also Betty and Joe Miller were having a bar mitzvah for their 

son Max. We had a blowing of the shofar. You name it.  

 

We had, I call it, camera war. The Soviets were taking pictures of us every day. We decided to 

counter attack and we came with cameras and took pictures of them. One day early on, we 

helped Harold Light from San Francisco, who had collected a petition of 10,000 basically non-



Brodetsky Oral History  Jewish Historical Society of Greater Washington 

Page 5  Voices of the Vigil 

Jews, Christians from California, on behalf of Soviet Jewry and helped him deliver it to the 

Soviet Embassy. I didn't know what we were carrying. We put it on the reception desk there. 

When the guy saw what it was, he automatically closed the door and didn't let us leave until we 

took it back.  

 

I inaugurated a daily prayer, Eloheinu B'nai Yisrael. This part of the service occurred on 

Mondays and Thursdays after the Torah reading, and was composed during the Crusades in 

Europe in memory and on behalf of Jews who are suffering. So, I made up just like a three-liner 

and, every vigil when the fifteen minutes were over, we recited it.  

 

May Day of 1969 or ‘70, we put in a small ad in The Washington Post: “May Day, May Day - 

Save Soviet Jewry.”  On Lenin's birthday, I made up a hand-written flyer, put in a picture of 

Lenin and an official quote from him, from a Soviet publication, attacking anti-Semitism. And I 

stood in front of the gate of the Soviet Embassy, not across the street, and handed it out to 

everyone going out and coming in. They immediately went to the police and the police had me 

cease and desist. Nat Lewin, a lawyer, right away instituted a 10-page injunction for the right to 

leaflet and won.  

 

One year the Soviets had a big event, black-tie, tuxedo. Dr. Perl succeeded in going in with his 

son dressed in a tuxedo and when he got to the stairway, I think he handcuffed himself to the 

railing and cried out, whatever. He ended up getting beaten up with broken ribs.  

 

At the beginning, there was no coverage of the vigil and The Washington Post is just around the 

corner. Ernie Shalowitz and I met with Steve Rosenberg from the Editorial Board and told him, 

“Look, we're right around the corner and you're ignoring us.” His defense was, “I've written 

several editorials on Soviet Jewry.” He had been stationed in Moscow with his wife there. But I 

think it helped to have him continue that line.  

 

We instituted a call-in marathon to block the embassy’s phones. This was Aaron Bronstein's 

idea. Then we also had ads in the college student papers to get students to call up the embassy. 

Again, none of this was sponsored by the Community Council. We even had a memorial for the 
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Yiddish poets - the 12 or 15 murdered by Stalin on the 12th of August, 1952. So we must have 

had one right in Lafayette Park, I don't know, 17 or 18 years later.  

 

I, as an individual, spoke for the Free Radio, Free Europe demonstration. They were making a 

demonstration on behalf of the Russian general who had spoken up for the oppressed Tartars, 

displaced by the Soviet regime. Nobody wanted to take part in it, but I came there as an 

individual and spoke.  

 

The Perl brothers, Rafi and Sol, galvanized the student body of University of Maryland with all 

sorts of demonstrations at concerts, ballets, symphonies, and the climax of that was a chain-in at 

the embassy. Eighteen Georgian families, that's Georgia -- the country, not the South, had 

written a petition to Golda Meir. This must have been probably '72, '73, or '74 appealing to help 

bring them to Israel. We took 18, well, we asked for 18 volunteers from the students, each one to 

represent one of the families, when Rafi Perl got the 18, actually he counted 17. He hadn't 

included himself. He asked for another volunteer. I volunteered. I was among the team that 

chained themselves to the Soviet Embassy.  

 

The Perls did a wonderful job logistically and with the media. My older sister in Haifa told me 

that a friend of hers, who had just come from Europe, brought a Herald-Tribune, and on the front 

page was a picture of me with my fist upheld and the remainder of a chain hanging from it.  

 

We organized sub-committees in places like Northern Virginia. We went all the way to 

Pittsburgh where the guy who owned a bowling alley asked us to help him form a Pittsburgh 

committee for Soviet Jewry. Hy Solomon and I drove from Washington to Pittsburgh, up and 

back – I can't remember how many hours it was. One thing I do remember is that we were 

singing all the way. We had a song marathon during which we challenged each other not to 

repeat any song.  

 

During the first year, the Washington Committee set up Rosh Hashanah greeting cards. Esther 

Liebman came up with the bumper sticker, the first one for Soviet Jewry. As soon as it was 

printed, we sent it to sister committees. We're talking about a grass-roots movement all across 
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the United States. We got a call the next week that one of the bumper stickers had helped return a 

stolen car to its owner. It seems the police stopped this car which was driven by Afro-Americans 

with the bumper sticker – Save Soviet Jewry.  

 

We made bracelets for the Prisoners of Conscience and stamps that you put on letters. We had 

“Freedom for Soviet Jews” banners in all of the shuls. I think there was even a church who took 

part. We set up the adopt-a-family for prisoners. There was a big debate in Jewish Community 

Council when we came up with a plan to send packages to prisoners and families. David Korn 

was one who originally opposed it, saying it would just end up in the hands of the prison guards 

and the KGB. We had an all-night phone-in to the warden of one of the prisons where we got 

word that things were pretty bad for the prisoners of Zion. Mort Yadin from China, who spoke 

Russian, called and made himself a representative of the Red Cross, and he demanded to know 

what was happening. We had a reporter from The Washington Post there with us that night.  

 

We operated with the theory (and this is the cornerstone of grassroots) that everything was on the 

table. The national organizations and the establishment worked through committees where if 

someone said no, the subject never even got discussed. In our case, in the summer of 1968, we 

were meeting every week. We had two wonderful, bright guys from Yeshiva University 

spending the summer in Washington, Mike Samet and Stu Berman. We'd open the meeting. 

Everybody came up with whatever idea he had, and opinions were expressed. Nothing was 

thrown out. Usually the guy who came up with the idea said he’d continue, took it on and 

welcomed help from anybody else.  

 

That's how the bumper sticker, for example, got off the ground. Stu Berman was into sports and 

he was running a sports program for the local TV, which was geared toward the black 

community of Washington. He told me, “Come, I'll give you a chance to talk.” So I came there, I 

don't remember if it was five minutes or ten minutes or fifteen minutes. I had a Bible with me. I 

quoted from the Bible. I made an appeal for Jews who were enslaved and persecuted in the 

Soviet Union, and my appeal was to our soul brothers.  
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The summer of 1975, at the home of Rabbi Richard Yellin (who left Washington then for 

Boston, I think), we had an all-night session. We came up with, I think, 25, 36, I don’t remember 

how many items, action items that we still had to do. Somebody has that list. We always thought 

of ways to continue the fight.  

 

In the Council, there was a debate and a vote on funding for freedom of choice. Basically, the 

Federations were being asked to allocate money to help Soviet Jews who wanted to come to 

America rather than to go to Israel. I was not present at the debate, at that vote. When I heard 

that it was unanimous, I guess, across the entire country, I called and said please register my vote 

against freedom of choice. Our struggle was to bring Soviet Jews home, and home is Israel.  

 

Rabbi Meir Kahane got involved in the Soviet Jewry movement early. He organized a freedom 

march from the Liberty Bell in Philadelphia to the Washington Monument. The Jewish 

Community Council refused to have anything to do with him, or to offer any hospitality. This 

caused a tremendous reaction. Then Joe and Sue Lerner were the key people to arrange for 

hospitality for the hundred or so marchers who were coming to Washington. Many slept on the 

floors of synagogues.  

 

At the same time the packages were being sent to Soviet families and this march, local chapters 

of ORT and Hadassah joined in our project. They got a disengagement order from their national 

organization and the president of the ORT chapter, I think, said “no way,” and they became an 

independent chapter from the national organization.  

 

The program I really admired which never got off the ground, but was so well-prepared and so 

full of much energy, was the People-to-People Radio Program. Ron Bloom, who worked with 

the VOA [Voice of America] put together an actual program, and made a tape and an outline for 

a repeated weekly or monthly edition. The idea was to have communities in the United States 

sponsor each program and have it broadcast from a boat on the Black Sea. They had a budget 

and everything, and we got potential sponsors and called a meeting. This goes back to the 

beginning in 1968 or later. We had a luncheon to kick it off. But it got nixed by the powers that 

be. That is the Israeli Embassy, which had its own program and the VOA.  
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Another thing we did was lobby on the Hill. We got refuseniks to go public. I was arranging 

media for one of the first refuseniks to come when I got a visit from the Israeli Embassy, a guy (I 

can't remember his name) and he more or less quoted Begin, that's the way he put it: “Stop, you 

are endangering 50 Russian Jews getting out every month.” This was in 1969, maybe. But, the 

grassroot movement helped, more than helped. We can take credit for the passing of the Jackson-

Vanik amendment. Ernie Shalowitz and I were in the gallery of Congress when it was passed, 

and we could see the faces of the representatives of the Soviet Embassy who were observing the 

vote.  

 

A year later, there was an assembly at Beth Sholom. Rabbi Mitch Wohlberg had invited Senator 

Scoop Jackson to speak, (who in essence appealed to us) and he told us that they were 

negotiating the actual number that would be allowed out by the Soviets, 80 to 100,000 and if that 

was the case, what the State Department does about building the U.S. Embassy in Jerusalem. But 

the greatest thing that was done, the credit goes to Meir Kahane, was the sit-in on 16th and K 

Streets, where 1400 people sat down and got arrested. Betty Miller was one of them. Hy 

Solomon was approached by a policeman who told him, “You get up or I will arrest you.” And 

Hy said, “I'm getting married tomorrow, I gotta go. I can't get arrested.” 

 

I'd like to conclude with the prayer that I inaugurated at the daily vigil. [Mr. Brodetsky recites 

the prayer in Hebrew and then in English].  

 

Our brothers, the entire family of Israel who are delivered into distress, captivity, whether 

they are at sea or dry land, may God have mercy on them and remove them from distress 

to relief, from darkness to light, from subjugation to redemption, now, speedily, soon and 

let us say, Amen. 

 

Today I was asked to speak at the new Jewish community high school before Veterans Day 

about the part I played in World War II. But I made a postscript to my talk and mentioned that 

I'm a veteran of three wars, World War II, War of Independence of Liberation of Jerusalem and 

the Struggle for Soviet Jewry, and my concluding remarks was reciting this prayer. Thank you. 


