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BODY: 
   Earlier this month, Tony Kahn  sat next to sound engineer Kevin McLaughlin at Sound Track, a recording studio just off Boston's Arlington Street. The sound of a manual typewriter danced through the speakers as Kahn  and McLaughlin digitally pieced together Kahn's "Blacklisted, " a radio story about his blacklisted  screenwriter father, the late Gordon Kahn. 

On Monday night, WBUR-FM (90.9) airs the first hour of the three-hour special from 8 to 9, with the two subsequent episodes airing on Tuesday and Wednesday at the same time.  The entire program repeats on WGBH-FM (89.7) on Sept. 3 from 1 to 4 p.m. 

The facts of the story are fairly simple. In 1947, screenwriter Gordon Kahn  fled to Mexico to avoid testifying before the House Un-American Activities Committee, which was "investigating" communists in the movie industry. Kahn,  according to J. Edgar Hoover, was "one of the three most dangerous communists in Hollywood." Nine months later, Kahn's  family - his wife Barbara and their two sons, Tony and his older brother Jim - joined him in Cuernavaca. Eventually, Kahn's  money - much of it stolen by a corrupt business partner - ran out and he decided to return to the United States, where he set up his household in Manchester, N.H., and began writing magazine articles under the pseudonym Hugh G. Foster. In 1962, after a life spent on the run, Gordon Kahn  died of a heart attack, leaving his then 17-year-old son with a set of strange, disparate memories. Now, 33 years later, Tony Kahn  presents a work of nonfiction art detailing the personal consequences of his father's political actions.

This isn't the first time that TV-radio journalist Kahn  has tackled the story of his father's blacklisting. A few years ago, he wrote, produced and directed "The Day the Cold War Came Home" - a television special that aired on both WCVB-TV and the Arts and Entertainment network in 1987 - which touched upon some of the same issues. But the story is both broader and deeper on the radio.

Why produce "Blacklisted"  for radio when it might be done for a much larger audience on television?

"One of the great things about radio is that we could get the cast we did on a limited budget," said Kahn.  "In the television program, I barely scratched the surface. I also think television tends to isolate us. Radio is more like a campfire where everyone is listening to a story, not staring at a screen. This also would have cost more than $ 30 million in the movies or television." Kahn  persuaded Ron Leibman and Stockard Channing to play his father and mother, Barbara Kahn,  and convinced Carroll O'Connor to portray J. Edgar Hoover. The other cast members include Eli Wallach, Julie Harris, Spalding Gray, Martin Mull, blacklisted  veteran John Randolph and Josh Mostel, playing his father, the blacklisted  actor Zero Mostel. National Public Radio reporters Daniel Schorr, Susan Stamberg and Scott Simon also lend their voices.

While "Blacklisted"  does give historians a revealing glimpse into the horror and fear of the period, it's even more remarkable as the story of a son's unrelenting search for his father, and his ability to turn that search into art.

"I didn't really know what I would discover about my father," said Kahn.  "I was only 17 when he died and he was a very private man. He didn't believe in wearing his heart on his sleeve. It was therapeutic for me to finally meet my father man to man. For a while I was afraid of what I might find out. Did he have a lover? Was he a spy? How had he been shaken by the experience? I had no idea. I did find out that he was a decent, honest man. It's unfortunate that I never got to tell him how much I appreciate his struggle. I wanted to bring his political, ideological, historical struggle right back down to a personal level."

While Kahn  accomplishes his objective, he never idealizes his father. The Gordon Kahn  who emerges from the radio is a strong, intelligent figure but not a saint. He seems detached and reserved, and his son does nothing to soften that image.

"There was a strain sometimes between what I wanted to happen and what actually happened," said Kahn.  "I was afraid that I might find out that he might have committed individual acts of cowardice. Fortunately, I didn't. But I did discover something wonderful about my father. He was a decent, honest man."

Not only does Kahn  do a splendid job of revealing his father's struggle against a government committee and the Hollywood studios, but he also reveals a lot about himself.

While his father understood the issues involved, his youngest son was often caught in situations he didn't understand. When Tony Kahn  was 4 years old he was attacked by his 7-year-old neighbor, who screamed that his victim was a communist. Later, Kahn  began to understand that the isolation forced on him by his peers was based on fear. But, at the time, it was difficult for a child.

"I didn't understand why my father disappeared when he went to Mexico," said Kahn,  a few weeks later over coffee at the Cafe Pamplona in Cambridge. "I didn't understand a lot about what was going on. It was very mysterious. That's one of the reasons I wanted to do this program. I wanted to solve the mystery."

Did he?

"Yes, to a certain degree I did," said Kahn.  "And I'm glad. I'm happy that it turned out the way it did. I'm proud of my father, and I think he'd be proud of me."
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HEADLINE:  Children of the blacklisted; 
Many are still haunted by a paranoid time, and the trials their parents had to face 

BYLINE:  By William A. Davis, Globe Staff 

BODY: 
    The Cold War is over but the chilly memory remains. And, for some, so does the pain of perhaps its darkest time: the early 1950s, when headline-grabbers such as US Sen. Joseph McCarthy convinced many Americans that a communist conspiracy riddled the nation's institutions, threatened its way of life.

For the children of those caught up in it, the paranoia of the period left ugly psychic scars that have yet to fade.

Tony Kahn,  an independent television producer from Arlington, says he has an aversion to all institutional attachments. "And I'm pathological about keeping confidences - because I know what the consequences of betraying a confidence are." Kahn's  screenwriter father was blacklisted  as a supposed subversive and spent most of the rest of his life in exile and poverty.  

Michael Barnet, a journalist from Somerville, says he makes a point of questioning authority. His father, Melvin Barnet, was fired from a job with The New York Times when he refused to hand over names of suspected communists to the government.

For Springfield lawyer Robert Meeropol, the memory of a lonely and fearful childhood still haunts and influences him. "After our parents were arrested, no one would take us in," he recalls, "and from 1950 until 1954 we lived a long nightmare until we were adopted."

Meeropol is one of the two sons of Ethel and Julius Rosenberg, who were convicted of spying for the Russians and executed in 1953. Meeropol gave up his law practice not long ago to devote all his time to the newly created Rosenberg Fund for Children, designed to provide for the educational, psychological and emotional needs of children whose "parents have suffered because of their progressive activities." Meeropol plans to raise $ 1 million by the end of 1994, which he hopes will aid the children of antiwar protesters, union activists and black and Native American activists, among others. The fund will contribute toward such things as school tuitions, music lessons and summer camp.

"There are probably hundreds of prospective beneficiaries," he says.

The hysterical atmosphere of Hollywood at the height of the Red Scare is depicted in chilling detail in the recent movie "Guilty by Suspicion." To save their own well-paying jobs, longtime friends informed on one another while those whose careers were shattered fled the country, suffered breakdowns, took to drink or committed suicide.

The film's most powerful scene hinges on a true and terrible Cold War moment. As the protagonist, a blacklisted  director played by Robert De Niro, watches a news segment about the imminent execution of the Rosenbergs, the television set shows actual footage of the two Rosenberg boys - then 10 and 6 - being led into prison to say goodbye to their parents. Horrified, the director's own young son runs from the room fearful that his father will be killed "because that's what they do to Communists."

Kahn  says he related completely to the boy on screen as he in turn empathized with the fear and pain of other children. "That was me," he says. "When I heard about the execution of the Rosenbergs, I thought 'they' were going to come and kill my mother and father."

Neither Robert Meeropol nor Michael Meeropol, now a professor of economics at Western New England College in Springfield, has seen "Guilty by Suspicion," but friends have told them about it, often expressing concern that their childhood trauma is once more in the public eye. The Meeropols, who took the family name of Abel and Anne Meeropol, the couple who adopted them, are philosophical about their past. "What happened to our parents is history," says Michael Meeropol, "and we're like Holocaust survivors - it doesn't go away."

 When the Rosenbergs died in 1953, Tony Kahn's  family was living in exile in Mexico. Tony's father, Gordon Kahn,  a successful Hollywood script writer, had fled from Beverly Hills to Cuernavaca to avoid appearing before a congressional committee probing Communist influence in the movie industry. Tony Kahn  says his father left the country rather than be put in the position of having to either name friends with possible leftist sympathies or refuse to answer committee questions and be jailed for contempt of Congress.

His father never regretted his decision, Kahn  says.  "He was a man of principle."

While he never actually knew if his father was a Communist or not, the younger Kahn  suspects he might once have been a party member during his youth in New York. "Whenever I asked him, all he would say was 'So, who wants to know?' "

Perhaps the most terrible aspect of being a child of the blacklist, Kahn  said, was the sense of being friendless and disdained, of having no one supportive or trustworthy to turn to.

"I used to have a recurring nightmare in which I was running down a hallway and came to a door and behind it was a handsome man who would be my friend," he recalls, "but when he saw me his eyes would go dead; and I knew he wasn't my friend and I'd keep running from door to door."

Penniless after five years in Mexico, his family moved to Manchester, N.H., to live with his mother's family, Kahn  says. "We were broke and it was the only place we could go." 

The influential local newspaper, the Manchester Union-Leader, was owned and edited by archconservative William Loeb, an enthusiastic supporter of McCarthy. Gordon Kahn  was investigated by the state attorney general's office shortly after his arrival, but no charges were brought. His wife, however, was fired from her job as a Manchester public schoolteacher, but eventually found another teaching job in a nearby small town.

An accomplished writer, Kahn  senior was able to carve out a career for himself - although not a very lucrative one - as a freelance journalist. He wrote most frequently for Holiday magazine, his son recalls, using the nom de plume Hugh G. Foster. However, the years of exile, constant financial pressure and fear of discovery wore his father out, Kahn  says.

"He had so many medicine bottles I don't know how he kept them all straight."

Gordon Kahn  died of a heart attack in December 1962 while pushing his stalled car during a blizzard. He was 60.

After his father's death, Kahn  says, the family found a piece of paper in his desk on which he had written, "I stand before the tribunal of my mind." Those are the words carved on his tombstone.

Tony Kahn  has made a television documentary, "When the Cold War Came Home," about his father's life and is working on a book about the family's experiences. "I'm very much afraid of ideological positions," he says, "and as a writer, I just try to tell stories, so I suppose what happened has been good to me in that way."

A magna cum laude graduate of Harvard, Melvin Barnet was a copy editor in the financial department of The New York Times when he was subpoenaed in 1955 by the Senate Internal Security Sub-Committee headed by US Sen. James Eastland, who rivaled McCarthy in his well-publicized zeal to find subversives. He was fired from his job with the Times when he refused to give the names of suspected Communists.

His son, Michael, a reporter with the Wellesley Tab weekly newspaper, says the repercussions of these events still live with him.

"I always question authority, which I guess is healthy," he says, "but because of what happened to my father I know that even the United States government is capable of being a persecutor." 

 Melvin Barnet freely admitted that he had once been a party member but said he resigned in 1942. However, he took the Fifth Amendment when questioned about the Communist Party membership of other journalists. Barnet had broken no law and had not violated any rule of his newspaper. But the Times, which editorially denounced congressional witch-hunting, fired him on the ground that his conduct had caused the paper to "lose confidence."

The Newspaper Guild, the journalists' union, did not object to the firing or offer to defend Barnet.

Fear of the supposed communist conspiracy had pretty well vanished by the time the younger Barnet was born in 1967, but his family still felt the economic consequences of the blacklist. His father never found another newspaper position, nor did he work for a publication that paid as well as The New York Times.

"My father eventually found a job with a medical journal, but he was never again able to do the kind of independent journalism he loved," says Barnet. "My mother always had to have a job and my father felt he was doing inferior work; things were difficult for a while."

When his father proposed to his mother, Barnet says, he showed her all the old newspaper clippings on his case. "He felt she should know what baggage he carried, and his honesty won her heart."

Now 77, the elder Barnet is retired and living in Brooklyn, N.Y. "He was always an idealist and isn't bitter, but he doesn't have an ideology and has lost faith in all systems," Michael Barnet says. "But for me he has been the most admirable kind of role model: a man who stuck by his principles and refused to inform on people, even though it cost him his job."
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