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The Jfollowing is an excerpt from
Jonah  Raskin's soon to be
book Underground. Jonah is a longtime
activist (SDS, Yippie!) and the author of Out “
of the Whale, The Weather Eye, and The
Mythology of Imperialism. .y

Underground is the fiction/non-fiction
story of Jonah's recent experiences while
researching a biography of anarchist writer
“B. Traven" (author of Treasure of the
Sierra Madre). /1 was a difficult task because
B. Traven was a pen-name; little is known
about his background and even less is known
about his real identity. -

Joining Jonah in his search was an old
friend from the sixties, a fugitive he calls
“Kenny Love."’ Jonah describes Kenny as a
colorful counter-cultural revolutionary who
upstaged HUAC hearings then went on to
fame and arrest in Chicago, where he was
defended by Bill Kunstler. Later, he had to
leave his wife and child and go underground.

So when Kenny joins with Jonah in search
of B. Traven they find themselves in the
weird situation of being pursued while in
pursuit of someone. As they follow the foot-
steps of the shadowy, clandestine Traven,
they 're always sure to cover their tracks.
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Kenny Love/B. Traven. They are bound
together in a knot that’s too tight for me to
untie.

Where to begin? Should 1 start with
Kenny’s crack-up, or near-capture in San
Francisco, and my decision to leave the
States and the underground and come to
Mexico in search of Traven? Or perhaps |
should start with Traven’s crack-up in
Ocosingo fifty years ago. In 1926 Traven was
the only gringo in the village; in his loneliness
he began to hallucinate. He had been running
and living in fear of capture since 1919, the
year of the Munich revolution and massacre.
He thought that the German police disguised
as Chamula Indians, were hiding in the
jungle, ready to arrest him.

I could begin at half a dozen places. But no
matter where I start, the trail ends here in
Ocosingo, under the bougainvilla tree.

So I'll open with Annie Nordstrum, at the
precise point where I'm most afraid of arrest
and prison. Kenny’s poem to Annie is near
the beginning of his notebook. He gave it to

her on her 36th birthday. It’s called ““Annie’s
Lover"":
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Annie

You and the night cover me.

Annie

Under the sad stars

Evading FBI agents .
Under heartbeats )
Running from prison &)
Under the midnight sun :
Alias always on my tongue

Under the moon at dusk.

Your passion Annie et
Lights the fuse of time o
And subterranean love
Turns to ash 1
The lexicon of death.

I copied Kenny’s poem to Annie and gave
it to friends. Kenny's friends didn’t know her
name or her identity; they wouldn’t have
recognized her if they'd passed her on the
street. In the place of fact myths proliferated;
Annie became legendary. E

At first, she too had romantic Humphrey
Bogart/Lauren Bacall ideas about herself
and the underground. She cast herself asa
star in a spectacular movie about fugitives, a =
modern version of To Have and Have Not.
She expected people to defer to her because
she was underground. Kenny had that kind
of arrogance too. Gradually both of them
learned that the underground wasn't the last
frontier, that they weren't the historical and
cultural pioneers of the twentieth century.
Unless you're a genuinely humble fugitive,
people won’t help you, as Kenny and Annie
discovered. 1

When you're running from the police day
after day, when you're down to your last
dime, when there’s no Hollywood speedboat
or jet plane to take you to safety, when you
realize that you could go to prison because
your man is on the FBI's most wanted list,
the romance evaporates. :

Oh sure, clandestine life is a natural sub-
ject for myth. I'm as susceptible to the
romance as any fugitive, and I've got to =
guard against it for my own survival. The
underground has mystery, romance, extra-
ordinary drama, joy, and pain. It's &
dangerous life. But it's also ordinary, drab,
even boring. You have to take mundane pre-
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time no
like a cell and you’re your own
y and Annie must have played a
games of dominoes to kill time;
always won. :
¢ oAy ive life is so intensely dangerous yet
50 mtensety boring that it becomes hilariously
ny. You’ve got to have a sense of humor
en the FBI is chasing you. You live in a
zy Keystone Cops movie; you forget
out Bo;art and Bacall and become Laurel

: The romantic legends about Annie were an
ant in my eye. I knew Annie Nordstrum,
;.»umd yes, she was a beautiful woman. She was
"gdm patient; she knew when Kenny had
- swung too far off course and was headed for
#ﬂnilismn She would pull him back and set
ajhm on the road again. Annie rescued him;
*ﬁtat’s why he called her Angel. But Annie
also cracked under the pressure. Every
'@glhve does. Even the toughest of them,
#nchldmg Black Panthers and Weather-
fyeople.
- When the fear mounted, Annie was
"ﬁempted to leave Kenny and the under-
und. She shut herself in her room and
efused to talk to us. She didn’t sleep or eat.
- She developed a fever and wouldn’t take
~ medicine or see a doctor. It was unbearable
C for us. Of course, Kenny and I wanted Annie
- to remain underground with us, but we
couldn’t force her to stay.

Gradually her fever dropped; she emerged
from her bedroom and went about her busi-
ness as though nothing were wrong. But for

~ days afterward she felt guilty about having
~ wanted to surface.
- When Kenny met Annie she was unem-
o ployed and suffering from culture shock. She
~ had just returned to New York after ten years
~ in Europe and North Africa as a model and a
- photographer. She lived alone in a brown-
- stone in Brooklyn in the shadow of the Men’s
- House of Detention. We could see the
~convicts arrive and depart; we could see their
~ hands reach out from behind the bars to

% aftemoon a Black prisoner jumped
% fence and raced down Atlantic Avenue.
Ke and I watched from Annie’s second-
y wmw There was freedom in that
' s. The cops shot him in the leg,
: - blood spurted out, and he

g in the s‘ha%w of the prison made
vigilant. The bars and the cold walls
i ed him that though he wore no pnson
» ‘Aunlfotm,,he wasn’t free. The threat of prison
wis everywhere, even underground. I was in
- jail several times before I joined Kenny
h ’ﬂnderground but it wasn’t until I lived with
fugitive that I felt the nightmare power of
risons. As B. Traven says in his novel
ernment: ‘‘Everywhere the building of a
is the first step in the organization of a
lized state.””

- The prison on Atlantic Avenue brought a
e of civilization into our primitive
indestine life. Kenny was pragmatic about
location, ‘“‘Annie’s apartment is the
ect hiding place,”” he argued. ‘“No cop
Id think of looking for a fugitive so close
a jail."
nnie and Kenny first met because of a
There on the first floor of Annie’s
stone, was an L-shaped room, a studio
ment with a small stove, refrigerator,
sink. It went for $75 a month. The land-
tacked a ‘““For Rent, Tenant Wanted”’
m the front door and designated Annie
gent. If she rented the apartment she
d receive a commission. But Annie
’t want a downstairs neighbor. The L-
room was not by any means a
on, but she frightened secretaries,
students, and widowers with tales of
: reish landlord who snooped on tenants,
who provided no heat in winter and no hot
ter at any time of the year. Week after
the room remained vacant.
after week Kenny noticed the sign on
y to work. He was living in Manhattan
orking in a garage in Brooklyn. He
'ﬁe to commute across the bridge, but
s of security he separated job from

s Kenny never drove. He hated
a passion. Then as a fugitive he got
Wt acar and drove everywhere.

- himself auto mechanics and

deswmns Kenny felt that a

Without a car he’d be trapped. His car had to
be in good running condition. If it broke
down, his life would be in danger.

Cars were the way to escape, but they were
also a trap. Kenny obeyed all the automobile
regulations; he had a driver’s license, insur-
ance, and registration. All these forms meant
giving up valuable information that could be
used to capture him. Two fugitives were
caught in California because FBI agents

examined the photographs on thousands of
driver’s licenses. There was also the danger of

_an accident on the road and the inevitable
contact with policemen. A ticket for an
illegal U-turn could lead to tragedy. Several
times Kenny and I were stopped by state
troopers. Kenny was always terrified that the
cops would recognize him.

With his new self-taught skill he found
jobs as an auto mechanic in various garages.
Work enabled him to survive, not only
economically but psychologically was well.
Work absorbed his attention, moderated his
fears, and brought him into healthy contact
with ordinary people. Some of Kenny’s old
friends were shocked that he was working as
a grease monkey; they were the pure roman-
tics. They thought that a fugitive should do
more dignified work and not get his hands
dirty. But I’ll tell you, getting his hands dirty

would watch and wait. He often thought he

was being followed, and then nothing
happened, the imaginary agent turned out to

be a tourist who had lost his way, or a
traveling salesman with an attaché case
loaded with brushes.

Kenny entered Cohen’s and tried on
eyeglass frames. Looking in the mirror, he
saw the man peer through the window. He
recognized him; he was a member of the New
York ‘““Red Squad.’’ Kenny had seen him at
antiwar demonstrations, taking down names
for police files. Absent-mindedly Kenny
walked toward the door, a pair of eyeglass
frames sitting on his nose. ‘“‘Aren’t you going
to pay for them, young man?’’ the cashier
shouted. Kenny handed her the frames and
walked out the door.

The pavement felt like flypaper. He didn’t
know whether to sprint or crawl. He wanted
to disappear. Couldn’t he drop through a
manhole cover? Is the agent on Delancey
Street by accident, he wondered, or did
someone see me in the neighborhood and call
the police? Are they closing in on me? Is this

‘the end? When did he pick up my trail?

Maybe the cop goes to Ratner’s for mush-
room and barley soup and the fresh rolls.
Could be a coincidence. Too bad I can’t

helped Kenny escape from the past that
threatened to ensnare him.

Every morning on the way to the garage,
Kenny would lift his foot from the acceler-
ator pedal, slow down and look at the ‘‘For
Rent, Tenant Wanted”’ sign on the brown-
stone. It was always there. Its permanence
reassured him. There was an eternally empty
room, a sanctuary to go to should he need it.
Kenny was superstitious about the room. “‘If
the sign hasn’t been taken down I won’t be
caught today; I just know it,”” he told me.

One afternoon Kenny needed a room in a
hurry. He was living on the Lower East Side,
near the river. His neighbors were old Italians
and young Puerto Ricans. After work he
stopped at Ratner’s for a glass of tea and a
slice of cheesecake. Morris, the waiter, knew
him—not as a fugitive but as a steady custo-
mer. He liked Kenny because he understood
Yiddish. They kibitzed about the price of
coffee and cheesecake and the ethnic changes
in the neighborhood. Morris didn’t like the
new crowd; they were ‘‘noisy and un-
cultured,’” he complained.

At the check-out counter Kenny bought a
whole cheesecake. ‘“Enjoy,”’ Morris said.
Walking toward his apartment, Kenny sensed
that he was being followed. He stopped at the
newsstand, glanced at the headlines, and
bought a pack of gum. A man in a tweed
jacket and dark slacks was standing in the
shadows in the alley. Kenny couldn’t see his

face. Maybe he wasn’t a cop or an agent. He

question him just to make sure.

New York is deadly ground for fugitives.
Rap Brown, Angela Davis, and several
Weatherpeople were captured in Manhattan.
Kenny knew that the FBI combed every

‘neighbourhood in New York. They were

careful and patient. They didn’t make indis-
criminate arrests. They made sure they had
the right man or woman.

The agent following Kenny probably
wanted to be absolutely sure he had his eye
on a fugitive.

Kenny crossed the street, stood outside a
movie house, and looked at the stills for the
coming attraction. The agent crossed the
street. He took a walkie-talkie from his coat.
Kenny was a block from his apartment. His
car was a ten-minute walk away. He thought,
I’ll make a mad dash for home. I’ll wait
inside until it’s safe. It had taken him months
to find his apartment, and patient work to
arouse no one’s suspicion. And now this
dumb agent had ventured into his neighbor-
hood. I've got to split, leave the car, come
back for it later in the week, he thought.
Maybe the agents are already inside my
apartment, ready to bust me. Oh shit! The
apartment, the neighborhood, my clothes
and books are lost.

Kenny was chewing his gum so furiously
that he bit his tongue. Oh shit. Even if they
weren’t already in his apartment, he knew
from experience that the police would go
from door to door with his picture in hand,
asking questions. Someone would recognize

him. Maybe even Morris would cooperate
with the cops. Everyone and anyone could
betray him.

Kenny was a block from the Lexington
Avenue IRT. He looked at the trash can. He
didn’t want to junk the cheesecake, so he
clutched it under his arm, took a deep breath
and ran. He looked behind him; the cop was
running too. He was fat; his belly rose and
fell and his buttons popped. He screamed
into the walkie-talkie.

Kenny saw his parents’ home—the green
lawn, the fireplace, his mother’s ironing
board—and he thought, When you’re a fugi-
tive you can’t go home. When you go home
you're not a fugitive anymore. They’ve been
watching home ever since I went under-
ground. That damned neighbor Mr. Johnson
would like to bust my ass. Then Kenny
remembered the ‘‘For Rent, Tenant
Wanted’’ sign. He fingered his beautiful
token and dashed into the subway. It was
rush hour. The cop shouted, but his words
were drowned in the roar of the crowd.
Kenny peered over his shoulder; he saw the
cop draw his gun. Oh Jesus, he wasn’t going
to shoot here, was he? He could hit anyone.

The train screeched into the station.
Maybe the bullet was on its way. Kenny lifted
the cheesecake over his head. With his elbow
he knifed his way through the crowd: the
tokenless cop was stranded on the far side of
the turnstile. The train rumbled through the
tunnel. At the next station Kenny got out,
caught a crosstown bus and took the Broad-
way IRT to Brooklyn.

On Atlantic Avenue he paused outside the
prison and looked at the bars. When he
climbed the steps to the brownstone he was
breathless. He knocked on the door.

““I want the room,”’ he said.

Annie smiled. ‘“‘But you haven’t seen it
yet.”” Without being invited Kenny walked
into the hallway. He was dizzy; he thought he
was going to collapse. He was still holding
the cheesecake under his arm.

“I’m sure it’ll be perfect,”” he said. He
didn’t look into Annie’s face; he followed the
sound of her clogs along the floor. She un-
locked the door. The room was light and
clean, with a high ceiling. He saw his reflec-
tion in the polished floor. Annie leaned
against the wall. Kenny reached for his wallet
and asked, ‘“How much is it?”’

‘““Wait a minute; not so fast. When do you

need it?”” she asked. Here was a man who
needed a room desperately. She knew that
her stories about a vicious landlord wouldn’t
deter him.

“Yesterday,’”” Kenny said. He was wearing
a denim shirt and blue overalls. There was a
trace of oil under his fingernails and grease
stains on his shirt. His sneakers were frayed,
and he wore an imitation Borsalino hat with a
fisherman’s fly tucked into the brim.

‘““Been fishing?’’ Annie asked.

“I’m the fish,”” Kenny said. “‘I almost
ended up on the hook.”” He laughed and
handed Annie the Ratner’s cheesecake. ““It’s
slightly damaged,’’ he said. ‘‘But it’ll taste
fine.”” For the first time he looked at Annie.
She was tall, taller than he. Her lips were
thin. She had blue eyes and long hair.
Though it wasn’t cold, she wore a purple
scarf around her neck.

Most women would probably have called
the police. But Annie trusted him. Maybe it’
was because she had been living in Europe
and North Africa and was unaccustomed to
New York ways. She looked at his hands.
They were shaking slightly and they were
dirty, but there was a gentle quality to them.

Annie was a photographer. She had been
studying faces for a long time, and Kenny’s
face puzzled her. He was hiding something—
that she could see—and she wanted to find
out what it was. Her curiosity won her over.

““I hope you’ll like it here,’’ she said. She
stuffed Kenny’s money into her shoe. ‘‘It’s
quiet. You won’t be disturbed, and it’s about
time I found a tenant. When will you move
in?”

“I’m moved,’” he said. ‘I lost everything I
own.”’

‘““Robbery?”’ she asked.

““‘Grand larceny,’” he said, smiling again as
though he were happy to have been picked
clean. “I’ll have to buy a new everything.”

That week Kenny bought a piece of foam,
a sleeping bag, a straw mat, a towel, a bar of
soap, a toothbrush, toothpaste, and several
books. Annie was intrigued by the titles.
Perhaps they could tell her something about
the man. There was The Lion and the Fox,
Under the Volcano, A Ripple from the
Storm, The Fall of America, The Spy Who
Came in from the Cold, Dogs of War,
Homecoming, and Daughter of Man. Not a
clue.




