
this, and it is easy to believe it.
I am far from suspecting you of political na-

ivete, However, since I consider your visit very
important, but fear that it may be manipulated
by our leadership as proof of your respect for
their policies, I feel a need once again to under-
score the sad discrepancy between the face that
our leaders show to their Western guests and the
face that they show at home. In case my words
are superfluous, so much the better.

Compared with the policies of the Soviet,
Hungarian, or even Polish government, the
policies of the Czech leadership are unusually
conservative. It is true that our leaders are talk-
ing about "rebuilding" and "democratization,"
but this rhetoric merely clothes the old totali-
tarian way of ruling in a more modem, fashion-
able garment. Although in other countries of
the Soviet bloc it is possible to discern a will to
change at least some things, in Czechoslovakia
the moral, social, economic, and environmen-
tal crises are only deepening. Life in our country
is empty, unfree, and oppressive. The everyday
components of the crises are subtle, but the cu-
mulative effect is a thorough humiliation of
man. Our rulers resolutely refuse any dialogue
with society and desperately believe that they
can postpone the final catastrophe toward
which these crises inevitably lead.

I am sure that you have at your disposal evi-
dence of the situation that I am describing here.
I firmly believe that as the leader of a country
with a long democratic tradition, a country that
is a symbol of a truly free spirit, you will not be
silent about all that is happening in today's
Czechoslovakia and that you will not show sup-
port for the "justification" and the "meaningful-
ness" of rhe policies of today's Czechoslovakian
leadership.

Sincerely yours,
Vaclav Havel

[Memoir]

GRANDPA ISAAK

From Ours: A Russian Family Album, by Sergei
Dovlatov, published by Weidenfeld & Nicolson.
Dovlatov lives in New Yark City. Translated from
the Russian by Anne Frydman.

My great-grandfather Moses was a peasant
from the village of Sukhovo. To be a Jew and a
peasant was a rather rare mixture, I would note,
but such things did occur in the Far East.

His son Isaak moved to the city, which is to
say he restored the more usual state of affairs.
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At first he lived in Harbin, which is where my
father was born. Then he settled on one of the
central streets of Vladivostok.

At first my grandfather repaired watches and
any kind of household appliance. Then he
worked at printing. He was something like a lay-
out man. Then in two years' time he bought his
own delicatessen on the city's main boulevard,
the Svetlanka.

A wine store under the sign NECTAR, BALSAM
opened next door, owned by a certain Zarnar-
aev. My grandfather often dropped by to pay
him a friendly call. The two would have a drink
together and converse on philosophical themes.
Then they would go over to Grandfather's store
to have a bite of something tasty. Then they .
would go back to Zarnaraev's ...

i'You're a man with soul," Zamaraev would
say, "even if you are a Jew."

"I'm only a Jew on my father's side," Grandfa-
ther would say. "On my mother's side I'm a
Dutchman." .

"Well, what do you know!" Zamaraev said
approvingly.

In a year's time they had drunk up everything
in the wine store and eaten out the delicatessen.

An aged Zamaraev left to go live with his sons
in Ekaterinograd. As for my grandfather, he
went off to war. The Japanese campaign had
begun.

During one troop inspection he was noticed
by the Czar himself. Grandpa was almost seven
feet in height. He could put an entire apple in
his mouth. His mustache drooped down to his
rifle sling.

The Czar came up close to Grandpa. Then,
with a smile, he poked him in the chest wirh his
finger.

Grandpa was immediately transferred to the
Guards. He must have been the only Semite
there. He was assigned to an artillery battery. If
a horse gave out from exhaustion, Grandpa
would drag the cannon through the swamp.

Once the battery took part in a battle.
Grandpa was in the front line of the attack. An
armed detachment was supposed to cover the
frontline soldiers. However, most of the guns
were silent. My grandfather's back, it turned
out, had blocked their view of the enemy.

Grandpa returned home from the front with a
.375-caliber rifle and a few medals. It seems he
even got a Georgevsky Cross.

He lived it up for a week. Then he took a job
as the maitre d'hotel in the Edem eating estab-
lishment. Once it happened that he quarreled
with an incompetent waiter. He began to roar.
Banged his fist on a table. The fist ended up in a
desk drawer.

My grandpa did not like disorder. For that
reason, he held a negative view of the Revolu-

I



tion. More than that, he even slowed its prog-
ress a little. It happened like this.

At the outbreak of the Revolution, masses of
people from the outskirts of town began rushing
toward the center of the city. Grandpa thought
it was a pogrom against the Jews. He got out his
rifle and went up to the roof. When the crowds
were near he began firing into the air. He was
the only inhabitant of Vladivostok to oppose
the Revolution. Nevertheless, the Revolution
won out. The great mass of people made it to
the center of town by the alleyways.

After the Revolution, Grandpa calmed
down. He became a modest craftsman once
again. There were still times, though, when he
drew attention to himsel£ In one such instance,
he damaged the reputation of an American firm
called Merkher, Merkher and Co.

This American firm was importing collapsible
beds into the Far East by way of Japan, though
they were only called "collapsible beds" consid-
erably later. At the time they were a sensational
novelty, sold under the name of "The Magic
Bed." The beds looked about the same as they
do now; colorful sailcloth, mattress, springs,
aluminum frame ...

My progressive grandfather made his way to
the trade center. A bed had been set up on a
special raised plarform.

"The American firm now demonstrates this
novelty for you!" the salesman cried. "The
bachelor's dream! Indispensable for travel!
Comfort and luxury! Does anyone wish to try
it?"

"I wish," my grandfather said. He pulled off
his boots without unlacing them and lay down.

There was a loud crack, and the springs sang
out. Grandpa found himself on the floor.

With an unperturbed smile, the salesman
opened another floor sample. The same sounds
were heard. Grandpa cursed under his breath
and rubbed his back.

The salesman opened a third collapsible bed.
This time the springs held. The aluminum

legs, however, gave way in silence. Grandpa
made a soft landing.

Soon the hall was littered with the wreckage
of wonder beds. Tatters of colorful canvas
drooped on the floor, twisted frames gleamed
dimly.

After some haggling, Grandpa bought a sand-
wich and went home.

The reputation of the American firm was
severely damaged. Merkher, Merkher and Co.
began trading in crystal chandeliers.

Grandpa Isaak ate a great deal. He sliced
thick loaves of bread not crosswise but length-
wise. When he and Grandma Raya were invited
out to dinner, Grandma was always blushing on
account of him. Before leaving, Grandpa was

fed a full meal. This did not help. He ate slabs
of bread folded in hal£ He drank vodka out of
glasses for cream soda. When the hostess was
clearing the table for dessert, he would ask that
the aspics stay. Arriving back home, he would
sit down for supper with a sigh of relief ...

Grandpa had three sons. The youngest, Leo-
pold, went off to China when he was just a
young man. From there he went to Belgium.

The two elder sons, Mikhail and Donat, were
inclined toward the arts. They left provincial
Vladivostok behind them and settled in Lenin-
grad. Grandpa and Grandma soon followed.

The sons married. Against the backdrop of
their father, the sons seemed puny and helpless.
Both daughters-in-law were rather taken with
Grandpa.

He got himself a job working as something
like a manager for a housing office. Evenings he
repaired watches and hot plates. As before, he

[Scratch and Sniff Ad]

OBSESSION

This advertisement for the Hydra 70, a weapon system
manufactured by BEl Defense Systems, appeared earlier
this year in Armed Forces Journal and Army Aviation.
In the actual ad, the "scrauii and sniff" area released the
odor of cordite, the scent left in the air after a rocket
explosion.
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. From PlayingFastand LooseWith Time andSpace,a collection of cartoons by P.S. Mueller, published
by Meadowbrook Press.

was extremely strong.
It happened once in Shcherbakov Lane that a

truck driver insulted him, probably calling him
something like "kike face." Grandpa grabbed
the side of the moving truck and stopped it. He
pushed aside the driver who had jumped out of
the cab. Then he lifted the truck by its bumper
and turned it on its side crosswise, in the middle
of the road.

The headlights of the truck rested against a
bathhouse. The back end lay in the flower beds
of Shcherbakov Square.

Once he realized what had happened, the
driver began to weep. He alternately cried and
threatened.

"I'll jack it back up!" he said.
"Go ahead and try ," Grandpa told him.
The truck blocked the lane for two days.

Then a derrick was called to take it away.
"Why didn't you just punch him in the jaw?"

my father asked.
Grandpa thought about this and said, "I was

afraid I'd get carried away."
As I've already said, his youngest son, Leo-

pold, had settled in Belgium. Once a man he
knew there visited the USSR and came to see
the family. He was called Monya. Monya
brought Grandpa a tuxedo and a huge inflatable
giraffe. The giraffe, it turned out, was really a
hat rack.

Monya railed against capitalism, was enthusi-
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astic about socialist industry, then went home.
Soon afterwards, Grandpa was arrested and
charged with being a Belgian spy. He was given
ten years without correspondence privileges.
What this really meant was that he was shot.
Anyway, he would never have survived ten
years in prison camp. Hunger is hard for a
healthy man to endure, arbitrary rule and bru-
tality even more so ...

More than twenty years later, my father, after
a long effort, had Grandpa's name rehabilitated
"for lack of corpus delicti."

For me the question is, just what was going on
back then? For the sake of what, exactly, was
that delightfully senseless and amusing life cut
off?

I often think of my grandfather, though I
never knew him. For instance, if one of my
friends says with surprise, "How can you drink
rum out of a teacup?" I immediately think of
Grandpa.

Or my wife might say to me, "Tonight we're
going to the Dombrovskys for supper. We
should get you something to eat beforehand."
Again, he comes to mind.

He also came to my mind when I was in a
prison cell ...

I have a few photographs of Grandpa. When
my grandchildren leaf through the family al-
bum, it will be easy for them to mistake us for
one another.


