The Red Scare in America:


       Name ____________________________________________

The Rosenberg’s
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Background 

Julius Rosenberg was born in New York to Jewish parents.             

While working on his degree in electrical engineering at the College of 

New York, he joined the newly formed Young Communist League (YCL). 

There he met his future wife, Ethel, who was also from a Jewish family.  After

attempts to become a singer or actress failed, she landed a job as a 

secretary for a shipping company. In an intrepid plunge — for a woman 

of those times — Ethel got involved in labor disputes and joined the YCL. 

After the two were married in 1939, Julius enlisted in the Army Signal Corps

and specialized in radar equipment repair.

The KGB (The Soviet Unions “Committee for State Security” – similar to the CIA in the United States)
In 1943, as World War II was being waged on numerous fronts, Semyon Semenov, a high-ranking officer of the KGB, recruited Julius Rosenberg, through his ties with the Communist Party USA, to provide classified information to the Soviets. Apparently, the Soviets needed the information because, as an ally with the U.S., they could fight the Germans on the Eastern Front with the advanced weaponry used by the U.S. in their battles.  While the Rosenbergs, especially Julius, were possibly duped into thinking they were helping to bolster an ally, they were nonetheless complicit in acts against the U.S. in a time of war.

Co-conspirators and the Manhattan Project
When Semenov was called back to Moscow in 1944, his duties were assumed by his protégé, Alexander Feklisov. Feklisov cultivated a warm relationship with Julius, and eventually persuaded him to bring in his brother-in-law, David Greenglass — a machinist on the Manhattan Project — to supply the pipeline with information; owing to the viewpoint that the U.S. should not possess the only atomic bomb. 

Following the war, the U.S. was ultra-sensitive about sharing information with the U.S.S.R., so it came as a great surprise that the Soviets had managed to produce their own nuclear warhead.   David Greenglass would soon confess to supplying documents to the KGB, then testify against his sister and Julius. 

The trial and verdict
The trial predictably attracted media attention of a similar magnitude as the recent Alger Hiss affair. Some observers argued that media bias had influenced the verdict and/or the sentence imposed on the Rosenbergs.

During the trial, which began on March 6, 1951, the prosecution’s star witness, David Greenglass, continued to point the finger at his sister and Julius as conspirators who passed along sensitive information to the Soviets during wartime. Ethel was described by her brother as a “probationer” or “agent,” according to information provided by a sophisticated code-breaking device, known as the Project VERONA. It was used by the U.S. intelligence corps to unravel foreign coded correspondence to and from Soviet operatives in the U.S., during and following the war.

She was found guilty of the charges, but many supporters felt that a capital charge of conspiracy was not only too harsh, but clearly was not supported by the evidence. They point to the fact that Ethel was never given a code name (Julius was “Antenna” or “Liberal”) making her role appear less significant than her husband’s.

As for Julius, he took the Fifth Amendment whenever questions about his connections to the Communist Party, or any of its members, were asked. That did not earn him any sympathy points with the jury.  Evidence showed that indeed, he met with Feklisov more than 50 times during a three-year period. 

The trial ended on March 28, with the guilty verdicts read the following day. A week later, Judge Kaufman imposed the death penalty on the Rosenbergs.  

The Execution
A series of appeals, including to the U.S. Supreme Court, ran out on July 19, 1953. The Rosenberg’s were put to death in the electric chair. Julius died on the first surge of juice. But the chair was not a one-size-fits-all contraption — it was not designed for a petite female.  The grisly results were that, because of incomplete connections, three attempts had to be made on Ethel before death was pronounced. 

Aftermath
The entire proceedings left many in tears, many more with a bad taste in their mouths, and a feeling that justice was far from served. An angry sentiment prevailed, and a grassroots crusade began, in part owing to the real fear of individual rights being usurped without the entire truth being heard by one’s peers.

In 1953 Julius and Ethel Rosenberg were the first civilians to be executed for espionage in the United States.  However, the Rosenberg case refused to go away. Their sons, orphaned at 10 and six at the time of the executions, co-wrote a book, We Are Your Sons: The Legacy of Ethel and Julius Rosenberg (1975), about their experiences as orphans. Not one family member was willing to take them in.

The defining stroke of ignominy came down in 2001, when David Greenglass admitted that he had perjured himself regarding the testimony about his sister — nearly 50 years after her death — to protect his wife and children from persecution and possible prosecution.  However, Verona Project codes released in 1995 implicated the Rosenberg involvement with espionage.  And in 2008 when Morton Sobell, who maintained his innocence through his 1951 trial and conviction of espionage with the Rosenbergs, told the New York Times that he had passed military secrets to the Soviet Union and so had Julius -- but not Ethel.
Adapted from:  http://www.u-s-history.com/pages/h3900.html

__________________________________________________________________________________________

Comprehension Check 

Answer the following questions to the best of your ability.  Make sure your answers are written in complete sentences.  
1.  Why was Julius Rosenberg sought out by the Soviets to help them?   

2.  How does it seem that the Rosenberg’s were initially tricked into working with the Soviest/KGB?  
3.  Who was David Greenglass?  How was he connected to this event?
4.  Why do you think not one family member was willing to take in the Rosenberg children?  
5.  After reading this article, do you think the punishment fit the crime for Julius and Ethel Rosenberg?                                     

     Explain why, or why not. 

Ethel and Julius Rosenberg following their conviction in 1953.








