







Remembering the Darkness


Remembering the Darkness

Women in Soviet Prisons

Edited and Translated by Veronica Shapovalov

[image: image]


ROWMAN & LITTLEFIELD PUBLISHERS, INC.

Published in the United States of America
by Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc.

4720 Boston Way, Lanham, Maryland 20706

www.rowmanlittlefield.com

12 Hid’s Copse Road
Cumnor Hill, Oxford OX2 9JJ, England

Copyright © 2001 by Rowman & Littlefield Publishers

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior permission of the publisher.

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Information Available

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Remembering the darkness: women in Soviet prisons / edited and translated by Veronica Shapovalov.

   p.  cm.

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN: 978-0-7425-1146-0

1. Women political prisoners—Soviet Union—Biography. 2. Women political prisoners—Soviet Union. 3. Concentration camps—Soviet Union. 4. Penal colonies—Soviet Union. I. Title: Women in Soviet prisons. II. Shapovalov, Veronica.

   HV9712.5 .R4 2001

   365'.45'082092247—dc21

   [B]

2001020453

Printed in the United States of America

[image: image] The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.


This book would not be possible without the invaluable assistance of Irina Flige and Veniamin Iofe from the St. Petersburg Memorial who provided me with access to memoirs and much more.


[image: image]

Contents

Preface

Acknowledgments

Introduction

Part I: Nonconformity, Resistance, and Protest

Chapter 1 Evgeniia Isaakovna Iaroslavskaia-Markon

My Autobiography

Chapter 2 Anna Petrovna Skripnikova

“Why Weren’t You Crying?”

Chapter 3 Varvara Ivanovna Brusilova

Memoirs of Brusilova, by E. Selezneva

Chapter 4 Iuliia Nikolaevna Danzas

From the Protocol of Interrogation

Chapter 5 Ekaterina Nikolaevna Mikhailova

“You Would Make a Good Joan of Arc”

Chapter 6 Aida Issakharovna Basevich

How I Became an Anarchist

Chapter 7 Roza Zelmanovna Vetukhnovskaia

The Prison Transport in Wartime

Chapter 8 Liudmila Vasilevna Klimanova

My Meetings with Anna Petrovna Skripnikova

Chapter 9 Irina Zalmanovna Tsurkova

Perspective

Part II: Camp As a Way of Life

Chapter 10 Iadviga-Irena Iosifovna Verzhenskaia

Episodes from My Life

Chapter 11 Kseniia Dmitrievna Medvedskaia

Life Is Everywhere

Chapter 12 Liudmila Ivanovna Granovskaia

From Aelita’s Notes

Chapter 13 Olga Viktorovna Iafa-Sinakevich

Epiphany in the Taiga

Chapter 14 Vera Fedorovna Shtein

From Letters

Chapter 15 Mariia Vasilevna Kovach-Astafeva

Letters

Part III: Sisters, Moms, and Broads

Chapter 16 Anna Petrovna Zborovskaia

From Letters

Chapter 17 Olga Viktorovna Iafa-Sinakevich

Satyr and Nymphs

Chapter 18 Elena Semenovna Glinka

The Hold

Chapter 19 Irina Pavlovna Vasileva

“I Never Saw Him Again”

Chapter 20 Valentina Grigorievna Ievleva-Pavlenko

Unedited Life

Selected Bibliography

Index

About the Editor


[image: image]

Preface

All of the memoirs and letters presented in this collection came from the archives of Memorial (St. Petersburg)—an organization formed in 1991 to conduct research on the history of political repression in the Soviet Union. None were written with the intent of publication, and their authors are not professional writers. Most of the manuscripts were edited in Russian prior to translation so as to avoid repetitions, inconsistencies, and digressions irrelevant to the main narrative. It was my goal in editing to carry through the intention of each narrative by preserving as much as possible the authors’ unique voices, perceptions, attitudes, and motivations, while eliminating infelicities of style and grammar common to impromptu speech and writing. In longer manuscripts, I occasionally made the difficult choice of deleting sections that did not have direct bearing on the main themes of the collection: resistance to the totalitarian system, everyday life in women’s barracks, and problems unique to women.

The biographical notes about the authors vary in length but generally offer all the information available. These notes identify persons and places, specific events, and numerical data relevant to each respective text. Their intent is to provide a point of reference for the reader and a context for assessing the uniqueness or commonality of these women’s experiences.

The Library of Congress transliteration system was used, but diacriticals were omitted. The images on pages 277, 293, and 302 are from my family. All of the others are from Memorial.
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Introduction

For more than seventy years, labor camps and prisons were an integral part of Soviet reality, an inescapable fact of life not only for inmates and their families, but also for average citizens who did not experience such imprisonment firsthand. The extensive system of prisons and camps that stretched from west to east and north to south—aptly dubbed the Gulag Archipelago by Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn1—became an infamous symbol of the Soviet totalitarian policy of terror known in Russian as political repression (represiia). Special camps and prison barracks for women were part of the Glavnoe up-ravlenie lagerei (gulag) system.

The documents excerpted and reproduced in this collection point to areas of Soviet history and culture that have received little investigation. These women’s narrations are about friendship, work, hope, inspiration, loss, and terror. Why did the women write about their experiences? Why did they talk about them? Before their release from camp or prison, convicts were made to sign a document (podpiska o nerazglashenii) stating that they would never “disclose any information about places of confinement,” and any violation of this rule was punishable by deprivation of freedom for three years. Yet, many were compelled to write. Keeping a personal journal was an ingrained habit of many educated women in Russia. These journals were not intended for publication, but sometimes they turned into a coherent life story. In fear of repression, some women wrote their memoirs under pen names. After the end of the Soviet regime, the publication and public discussion of previously unknown documents about political repression prompted people to tell their stories. They wrote to Memorial—an organization formed in 1991 to conduct research on political repression in the Soviet Union. Many, who for some reason did not want to write about their experiences, readily spoke with Memorial interviewers.

Women wrote their life stories even in camps—a few of these documents were “preserved” by the camp administration as part these women’s personal case files. The totalitarian state had tried to do everything to strip the prisoners of their identities—morally and literally: In hard-labor camps, women had to wear patches of cloth, like badges, with numbers on their chest, back, and kerchiefs. In prisons, guards often called inmates only by the first letter of the last names (“Who’s ‘M’? Step out!”). For those women prisoners whose crimes were strictly imaginary and made real by articles of the Soviet criminal code, the investigators and interrogators created a “criminal biography” and tried to make their victims believe in it. Writing was one of the ways to preserve self-identity and dignity.

Personal accounts are historical testimonies. That does not mean that their factual accuracy is beyond doubt; they contain discrepancies in details such as dates, locations, and numbers. Moreover, personal accounts are subjective, biased, and distorted by self-censorship and by individual and collective perceptions of the past and present. However, these very idiosyncrasies can be most revealing to readers who are interested in the point of view and scope of vision of the individual memoirists, as well as in the human meaning of their experience of the gulag.

The apparatus of repression did not appear immediately after the 1917 October Revolution; rather, it took the Soviet government almost ten years to develop and perfect it. The first step was taken on December 7, 1917, when the All-Russian Extraordinary Committee for Combating Counterrevolution and Sabotage (Chrezvychainaia komissiia po borbe s kontrrevoliutsiei i sab-otazhem [Cheka]) was formed. The Cheka, as the Bolsheviks’ “retributive arm,” assumed broad extrajudicial powers to detect and suppress counterrevolutionary social elements. In February 1919, the Cheka was given a mandate to arrest, investigate, and sentence all “suspicious persons.” The victims had no right to trial or to appeal. In July 1918, the Cheka established the first Russian concentration camps, which were intended for enemies and potential enemies of the state (common criminals remained under the separate jurisdiction of the People’s Commissariat of Justice [Narodnyi komissariat iustitsii]). However, during the turmoil of the first few years of revolution and civil war, there were no standard, exact legal definitions of political, criminal, and civil offenses. In many cases, local authorities arbitrarily decided the nature of a crime: The same offense that was considered political in one region, was deemed criminal or civil in another.2

Amid the chaos of the first postrevolutionary years, the first concentration camp for women was opened in May 1919 in Petrograd (St. Petersburg). It was housed in the former Chesma House of Invalids. By January 1920, more than sixty-five hundred women had gone through this camp. According to official data, 60 percent of these women were prostitutes.3 When the militia conducted raids on prostitutes, it randomly arrested groups of women and sent them all to the camps—to the women’s labor colony for “inveterate prostitutes” in Razliv, about fifteen miles from Petrograd, which was opened at the end of 1919, or to concentration camp number 2, located in the former Kresty Prison in Petrograd. In the judicial chaos of the time, nobody cared whether those arrested were really guilty of a crime or had accidentally been caught in the police dragnet. According to N. B. Lebina and M. V. Shkarovskii, “In Petrograd, in 1919, city officials prohibited [the public from] spending the night at city railway stations, sending all offenders to concentration camps for six months. Among those arrested were many women, who were assumed to be prostitutes.”4

Women were also among those arrested for political and counterrevolutionary activities—that is, for belonging to a political party or political group, or for being a “bourgeois” or an aristocrat. The latter two were commonly labeled class enemies of the workers and peasants. And women were among the hostages taken by the Cheka, to terrorize all hostile or potentially resistant social groups.

During the first years following the revolution, the Soviet state recognized three main categories of criminals—common criminals, political criminals, and counterrevolutionaries. Political criminals (politzakliuchennye) were those who belonged to various political parties considered revolutionary under the tsar (e.g., Social Revolutionaries, anarchists, members of the Bund, and so on). In prerevolutionary Russia, prisoners interned under the political prison regimen (politrezhim) had many privileges over common criminals: they were allowed to visit each other in their cells during the day; they received financial assistance from the Political Prisoners’ Aid Society (1875–1922); they lived in less crowded cells; and so on. As a rule, relations between political prisoners and common criminals during this time were not hostile. Moreover, political prisoners often helped common criminals write letters and petitions, tried to educate them, and helped them financially.5 In the years following the revolution, political prisoners still retained many of their privileges. Generally, they were confined separately from common criminals; they elected a spokesperson (starosta), who represented them in all dealings with the administration; they had unlimited correspondence; they could subscribe to all Soviet publications (as well as those from abroad, except political ones); they could walk as much as they desired during daylight hours; and so on. Political prisoners received financial aid from the Political Prisoners’ Aid Society and the Political Red Cross (founded in 1917 and closed in 1937).6 In the early 1920s, the Soviet prison administration gradually began to curtail the privileges of political prisoners, and by 1930 the privileges were abolished altogether.

Members of political parties that were legal in prerevolutionary Russia (e.g., Constitutional Democrats and Octobrists), as well as soldiers and officers of the White Army, landowners, clergy, and prosperous peasants (kulaks) were called counterrevolutionaries and grouped with common criminals.7 For members of leftist political parties such as the Social Revolutionaries, the prerevolutionary code of honor and the tradition of not cooperating with prison authorities were governing principles of behavior in prison. Counterrevolutionaries and common criminals did not share this tradition. That is why many of them often agreed to serve as wardens and guards. This provided them with the extra food necessary for survival. From the first years of Soviet power, political prisoners were pitted against counterrevolutionaries and common criminals. Prison and camp administrators never attempted to prevent hostility and violence directed against political criminals. In later years, the administration tended to rely especially heavily on common criminals, and all privileged positions and jobs in camps and prisons (e.g., work in the kitchen or as a brigade leader) were assigned to them.8 Common criminals were never labeled “class enemies” or “enemies of the people.” Even repeat offenders were more highly regarded than class enemies. A propaganda article in the prison newspaper K trudovomu obshchezhitiiu (To Life in the Labor Commune) reported: “The class enemy is trying to disrupt the fulfillment of the plan. The brigade of kulaks in an attempt to demonstrate either that the plan’s figures were unrealistic or to prove the difficulty of its fulfillment, fulfilled only 75% of the plan. . . . Opposing the class enemies, the shock brigade of repeat offenders overfulfilled the plan by 165% in July, 148% in August, and 167% in September.”9

In 1926, the terminology changed when a new criminal code of the Russian Soviet Federal Socialist Republic (RSFSR; Rossiiskaia Sovetskaia Federativnaia Respublika), defined counterrevolutionary crimes as crimes against the state. Prisoners sentenced under the new Article 58 (state crimes) were popularly referred to as political prisoners. Interestingly, Soviet officials could claim that there were no political prisoners in the Soviet Union because the official Soviet definition of a political prisoner limited the meaning to revolutionary activities in capitalist countries.10

In 1922, the Cheka was replaced by the Main Political Department of the People’s Commissariat of Internal Affairs (Glavnoe politichecskoe upravlenie narodnogo komissariata vnutrennikh del [GPU–NKVD]), and by the beginning of 1923, all places of confinement in the Russian federation were under the jurisdiction of the NKVD. “The activity of this system was based on interdepartmental memos, instructions, and documents; it was off-limits to the state legislature and hidden from public view,” notes Russian historian Galina Mikhailovna Ivanova in her book Labor Camp Socialism.11

The situation in camps and prisons changed radically in April 1929, when, at the Sixteenth Party Congress, Joseph Stalin (who had been the general secretary of the Community Party since 1922) finally took full control of the party. The Congress adopted the first five-year plan that launched programs of rapid industrial development and agricultural collectivization. As a result of collectivization, hundreds of thousands of peasant families were arrested and exiled. In July 1929, the number of prisoners in camps under the Unified State Political Administration (Obedinennoe glavnoe politicheskoe upravlenie [OGPU]) was 28,848; by January 1, 1930, there were 95,064. By July 1, 1930, the number of prisoners had increased by sixty thousand.12

The five-year plan called for a 25 percent increase in industrial output. The construction of enormous industrial facilities such as Magnitogorsk, a vast steel-producing plant in the Ural Mountains, and Dneprostroi, a dam on the Dnepr River, required an extraordinary large workforce. In July 1929, the Soviet of the people’s commissars adopted the decree “On the Use of Common Criminals as a Workforce,” which prescribed the organization of large, new corrective labor camps and the enlargement of existing camps in remote, underpopulated areas of the country. These camps were supposed to become centers for the colonization of such regions.13 As a direct result of this decree, in 1929 the OGPU organized the Administration of Special Purpose Northern Camps. The main purposes of this camp complex were to locate and develop natural resources in the basins of the Ukhta and Pechora Rivers, and oil in the Ust-Izhemsk region, and to fell timber in Arkhangelsk Oblast and Komi ASSR. In October 1929, there were 9,250 prisoners in this system; by January 1, 1930, there were 20,276; and by January 1, 1931, 49,716 prisoners.14

In 1931, the Main Administration of Camps (the gulag) was formed to govern the rapidly growing camp network. From then on, the Soviet administration looked upon the camps as a source of free labor: The camps were providing a workforce for major construction and industrial projects all around the country. Huge camp complexes were constructed not only in the north and Siberia (e.g., White Sea–Baltic Sea and Lake Baikal–Amur River), but also close to large industrial cities (e.g., Svirlag, a camp complex two hundred kilometers from Leningrad; the Temnikov camps, four hundred kilometers from Moscow; and Dmitlag, whose inmates worked in the construction of the Volga–Don Canal and the Frunze Airfield in Moscow). Women worked alongside men at gulag construction sites, agricultural complexes, railroad projects, and timber felling camps.

How was slave labor justified by Soviet ideology? During the first years following the revolution, the Bolsheviks formulated one of the main ideas of Soviet penal institutions: reforming criminals through constructive work. With the influx of new prisoners, the idea of reeducation was not abandoned altogether, but at this point the degree of reeducation was measured by workers’ output—that is, whether they fulfilled the plan or norm set for their collective. At the beginning of the 1930s, a campaign was launched to increase productivity in the camps by forming “shock worker” brigades. Stalin’s phrase “Labor in the USSR has become a matter of honor, glory, valor, and heroism” became an oft-repeated slogan in the camps (along with “Let’s overfulfill the norm by 150 percent!” and “All efforts, all attention to the struggle for fulfilling the plan!”). The politics of productivity were reinforced by the organization of competition among labor brigades, various “labor initiatives,” collective stints on Soviet holidays, and the like. Ironically, the world of the gulag, usually invisible to ordinary Soviet people, was represented at the All-Union Agricultural Exhibit in Moscow, where a special pavilion was devoted to the gulag achievements in construction.15

In accordance with the idea of reeducation, Culture and Education Units (renamed Culture and Education Departments in 1934) were organized in the camps. Their primary mission was to indoctrinate prisoners in Soviet ideology and motivate them to fulfill or exceed labor norms. The activities of these units were monitored by the camp political department, which in its turn was subordinate to the Gulag Political Administration. These units often operated amateur musical and theatrical groups. Prisoners who were interested in the arts (as well as professional artists who were among the inmates) participated in performances and concerts. “Most of the theaters and stages are located in former prison churches that were remodeled for this purpose by the inmates themselves. All props, costumes, and sets for performances are also made by inmates themselves,” wrote M. Grinevskii in 1934 in the book From Prisons to Educational Establishments.16

For many prisoners, participation in amateur theatrical performances or concerts established a link with the world of freedom they had lost. This was especially true of professional actors, theater directors, artists, singers, and dancers. Although the repertoire was strictly monitored by the administration, amateur theaters were allowed to stage classical Russian and European plays such as The Marriage of Figaro by Pierre-Augustin Caron de Beaumarchais, Nikolai Gogol’s The Marriage, Aleksandr Ostrovskii’s Thunderstorm, and so on.17 Camp administrators attended the performances and always occupied the best seats—the front row.

Besides housing amateur theatrical, choral, and dance productions, Culture and Education Units produced wall newspapers—that is, honor boards or score boards honoring those prisoners who set production records and shaming those who lagged behind. The titles of some of the camps’ newspapers were strongly evocative of reeducation—Perekovka (Reforging), Cherez trud k svobode (Through Labor to Freedom), Probuzhdenie za reshetkoi (Awakening behind the Bars), and Pervye shagi (First Steps).18 Indoctrination was furthered via the camp radio: Loudspeakers were installed in the camps and broadcasted propaganda all day long. All of the activities of Culture and Education Units were carried out only during the prisoners’ free time.19

Women were an integral part of the picture of the gulag. The Soviet apparatus of repression never targeted women specifically.20 Rather, women were among the enemies of the state, common criminals, and class enemies. There were no female defendants in any of the notorious show-trials of the late 1930s.21 Those who were prominent and active in the political and social life of the country, in academic and creative work, and in religious communities were the first to be arrested. Most political prisoners of the mid-1920s were young people who had formed independent political views based on their life experience and on their study of social and political literature. When—for various reasons—they came into confrontation with the Soviet regime, they were indignant and appalled by its violence, inequality, and injustice. Collectivization drastically changed the contingent of prisoners in camps: Thousands of peasants, half-literate and illiterate, who had never been interested in politics before, began to be charged with counterrevolutionary activities and sent to camps.22 Every new political campaign that exposed “enemies of the state” brought more women into the camps and prisons.

Religious prisoners were among the inhabitants of the gulag from the time of its foundation to the end of the Soviet regime. Suffering for the faith was one of the more common forms of rebellion against the state. Solzhenitsyn notes that “women were the most stubborn believers of all, and for many years to come, would be called ‘nuns’ in transit prisons and camps.”23 Many women were arrested and sent to camps during the antireligious campaign24 of 1921–1922, when the faithful resisted the confiscation of consecrated church property. In the camps, “nuns” always stayed together, and many evidenced exemplary moral strength and physical endurance.

During the famine of 1932–1933, hundreds of peasant women ended up in the camps because they had picked spikes of grain in the fields after the harvest. They were sentenced to ten years in accordance with the law of August 1932, “On the Protection of State Enterprises, Collective Farms, and Cooperatives.” In 1937, with the beginning of state terrorism on a massive scale, the camps became overfilled with the new prisoners. As a result of the struggle for power in the upper echelons of the state, thousands of loyal Communists landed in the prisons and camps. Significantly, both heads of the OGPU—Genrikh Grigorevich Iagoda and Nikolai Ivanovich Ezhov—fell as victims of their own terror.25 However, the majority of victims of what came to be called the Great Terror (or the Purges) were not party members and had no connections with any actual enemies of the state. In the summer of 1937, the central NKVD began to issue quotas for arrests and executions to the local NKVD administrations. “It was an important trait of the political system that any citizen in any position and walk of life had no guarantee other than luck or his own näiveté against ‘the knock on the door.’ Everyone was thus potentially a candidate to become a camp inmate, even if the majority, of course, did not get a sinister call,”26 observes Moshe Lewin. At this point, the idea of reeducation of prisoners was abandoned altogether, and the punitive function of the camps came to the fore: Only prisoners who had been spared from execution ended up in the camps.

In 1937, a new category of criminal status was formulated by the Soviet state. According to an NKVD order of August 15, the wives of traitors to the Motherland were to be repressed—that is, interned in camps for terms of between five and eight years. By a decision of the Politburo of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of July 5, 1937, special camps for family members of enemies of the people were established. Hereafter, the formula “wife of a traitor to the Motherland” was applied regardless of a woman’s social position or occupation.27 Since these women were sent to the camps without any personal guilt, the majority regarded themselves as innocent victims. Being loyal Soviet citizens, they lived by the same moral code as those who had put them in jail. All believed their arrest to have been an honest mistake.

In the special camps for family members of traitors to the Motherland, relations between prisoners were to a great degree regulated by their—or their husbands’—former positions in the hierarchy of the Soviet administration. Unlike political prisoners of the 1920s, these women did all they could to win back the trust of the Soviet state. With rare exception, they obeyed the camp rules without question and tried to prove that they were worthy members of Soviet society.

Most family members of traitors to the Motherland were sentenced by the NKVD special boards (Osoboe soveshchanie), which by the mid-1930s had gained great judicial power. Created in the late 1920s, the special boards imposed sentences in absentia and without trial. The special boards were independent of any outside supervision, as well as immune from review by judicial or prosecutorial authorities. They were empowered to impose punitive exile, banishment, and confinement in labor camps for a period of up to five years, and after 1937, up to ten years. In 1937, special two- and three-member boards, which were empowered to pass sentences up to and including death by firing squad, were created. Special boards were abolished only after Stalin’s death in 1953.

Until 1948, special women’s camps coexisted alongside integrated camps in which men and women were confined on the same territory but in separate barracks. Contact between men and women was not generally prohibited. The practice of keeping men and women in the same camp went back to the idea of reeducation: “Although convicted men and women live in separate buildings and blocks, they work at the same enterprises, and attend movies, theater performances, libraries, and reading rooms together. They work together and on an equal basis in prisoners’ social organizations. This system gives perfect pedagogical results and staves off unhealthy ‘prison relations’ between prisoners of opposite sex, leaving no room for the emergence of homosexual love, which thrives among the morally and physically crippled inmates of a capitalist prison.”28 Regardless of regulations, the camp regimen and contact between prisoners were largely in the hands of local camp administration. Before 1937, there were some cases of couples with children being allowed to live together. Homosexual relations also existed despite the personal costs exacted by hostile inmates. And, of course, extramarital relations between male and female inmates were not uncommon.

Pregnant women were usually assigned light work for eight weeks prior to and four weeks after giving birth. The newborn children were allocated a child’s food ration and the mothers were given a “mother’s ration,” meaning additional food. Nursing mothers as well as women in the later stages of pregnancy were called “moms” (mamki). Special barracks were allocated for these nursing mothers and the children: Working mothers were brought to barracks under guard to nurse their children, and sometimes they were allowed to stay with their children at night. Some nursing mothers were lucky enough to be assigned as nannies to the children’s barracks, known as the children’s area (detgorodok). In 1934, the period during which children born during incarceration could remain with their mothers was limited to four years. However, beginning in 1936–1937, in accordance with an NKVD secret instruction, children who reached the age of twelve months were sent away to state orphanages. No information on the particular orphanage was included in the mother’s case file, thereby making it impossible for mothers to find their children upon release from the camps. In cases where both parents were arrested as “enemies of the people,” their children were sent to special NKVD orphanages, where they were given new last names.29

Although the number of executions declined after 1938, the number of camp inmates grew steadily. The most common sentence meted out was ten years in a corrective labor camp. By the beginning of the war—June 21, 1941—the number of inmates in the camps was 2.3 million.30

On June 23, 1941, the NKVD published secret instructions on the indefinite continued detention of certain categories of political prisoners after expiration of their sentences. These individuals only began to be released six years later, in 1947. Meanwhile, hundreds more had been newly arrested for having commented positively on German military equipment and technology, on suspicion of espionage, or for disseminating false rumors (e.g., mentioning that the German army had captured a Soviet city before the Soviet news agency had an official announcement of the fact). Many former prisoners who were on the NKVD books were rearrested on charges of counterrevolutionary activities. All were sentenced by special boards to as many as ten years in the camps.

In western areas of the Soviet Union, the German invasion gave rise to another problem about what should be done with the prisons and camps located on the front line. In response, thousands of prisoners were executed, and others were evacuated to the eastern regions of the country. Amid the chaos of the first few weeks of the war, when Soviet authorities were unable even to evacuate the administrative and party apparatus, let alone important industrial enterprises, prisoners had the lowest priority. They were given no means of transportation and had to walk hundreds of kilometers. The prisoners of the Belokrovichi camp covered twelve hundred kilometers—from Belokrovichi to Kursk—in twenty-five days. In Kursk, the prisoners were put on a train and went farther east to Cheliabinsk.31 Not many survived the evacuation.

Although the general population of the camps decreased during the first two years of the war (1941–1943), the proportion of women increased from 7 percent of the total camp population to 26 percent.32 This change can be partially explained by the fact that many male convicts (with the exception of political prisoners) were transferred into the armed forces (including so-called punitive battalions [shtrafnoi batalion]). A number of strict labor laws passed in 1940 and 1941—concerning absenteeism and tardiness (it became a criminal offense punishable by up to five years in the camps to arrive at work twenty-one-minutes late) and on the legal responsibility of minors33—brought many working women (among them teenagers) to the camps. The confusion inherent to wartime and evacuation, and the privation and hardships of everyday life presented multiple causes for women with children to be late or to miss work altogether. Often, working teenagers were evacuated with the enterprises where they worked and were thus separated from their families; those who could not stand the hardships of everyday life and ran away to their families were usually arrested and sent to the camps. Those prisoners who came to a camp without a strong sense of moral values easily adopted a cult of violence promoted by both common criminals and the administration. Even those who were not criminals on the outside succumbed to the criminal ethic summed up in the popular saying, “You die today, I’ll die tomorrow.”34

Two important decisions in the administration of the gulag happened in 1943: The subdivision of the NKVD into three offices—the NKVD, the People’s Commissariat of State Security (Narodnyi komissariata gosudarstvennoi bezopasnosti [NKGB]),35 and military counterintelligence—and the establishment of the penal servitude (katorga) system. Although the NKVD had always distributed prisoners among various camps according to their crimes, there was no formal rule allowing the strict separation of any particular group of prisoners. In April 1943, a decree of the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) established penal servitude (hard-labor) camps. In 1948, all penal servitude prisoners were transferred to the newly formed special camps (osoblag) and to special prisons (osobaia tiurma) that had the same regimen as these camps. Penal servitude was established as the appropriate punishment for men and women convicted of betraying the Motherland. This crime was broadly defined. Often, people who willfully remained in occupied territory and continued work at their civilian jobs (e.g., a teacher at school, an electrician, and so on) or those whom the Soviet authorities forgot to evacuate in the turmoil of the first few months of the war were sentenced as traitors to the Motherland. With the establishment of special camps and prisons in 1948, all those who were sentenced for espionage or terrorism, as well as members of political parties and fractions, and members of anti-Soviet groups and organizations—that is, political prisoners—were sent to these camps with terms of between fifteen and twenty years. All prisoners in hard-labor camps were employed only in the most physically demanding jobs.36

Hard-labor prisoners were taken to work in chains and under increased guard. They received medical attention only in cases of extreme need. Whereas prisoners in forced-labor camps were allowed to walk about freely on the camp territory, hard-labor prisoners were confined in locked barracks. Pregnant women in hard-labor camps were forced to undergo compulsory abortions. In 1948, there were six hard-labor camps in the gulag system; hard-labor camp sections were located in the territories of forced-labor camps but isolated from them. Any contact between hard-labor and forced-labor prisoners was strictly prohibited.

The camp population changed dramatically in the late 1940s as hundreds of thousands of western Ukrainians, Lithuanians, Latvians, and Estonians who had participated (or purportedly participated) in the resistance movement against the Soviet occupation of their homeland ended up in Soviet camps. Among them were many women who were the wives or next-door neighbors of resistance fighters and had failed to denounce them to Soviet authorities, or who belonged to the cultural or economic elite of the newly annexed Soviet regions. The majority of these prisoners were sentenced to twenty-five years in the camps. These women were united by language, culture, and hostility toward the Soviet authorities. In the camps, they kept themselves apart from other prisoners, forming close-knit communities.

During and after the war, anyone who had any contact with foreigners (including British and American armed forces—the Western Allies) during World War II could be accused of espionage or suspicion of espionage and sentenced to ten to fifteen years in the camps. The 1947 law of prohibiting marriages between Soviet people and foreigners brought a new influx of prisoners (among them many women) to the gulag. However, the law of June 4, 1947, on theft of state and communal property was responsible for the largest increase in the total camp population. In a country devastated by war, ravaged by hunger, and lacking basic consumer goods, theft of state or public property was punished by a minimum of five years in the camps. Many peasant women were affected by this law: Being the sole breadwinners in their families, they were arrested and sentenced to the camps for stealing as little as two pounds of wheat stalks or five pounds of beets.37 The camp population grew steadily until 1953, when it peaked at 2.5 million.

After the war, camps continued to supply unlimited free labor to the state. The camp inmates worked at reconstruction projects as well as new construction sites. Between 1949 and 1950, convicts worked on the construction of the Volga–Don Canal, the Kuibyshev Hydroelectric Station, major oil refineries in Bashkiria and the Irkutsk region, and many other sites. Forced labor was also widely used in railroad construction. However, the gulag was plagued by the same old problems—poor organization of labor, and abysmal living and working conditions in the camps—that made prisoners either unfit to work or incapable of fulfilling the norms.

Stalin’s death in March 1953 brought some relief to camp inmates. On March 27, 1953, a broad amnesty was granted to prisoners who were serving sentences of five years or less, pregnant women and women with small children, minors, and elderly men and women. Prisoners with sentences of more than five years were granted commutations to half of the original terms. The amnesty however excluded political prisoners (i.e., those who were sentenced for counterrevolutionary activities). The rapid political changes in the country and the convicts’ discontentment with the amnesty’s exclusion of political prisoners sparked camp strikes and uprisings,38 the most well known of which occurred in Norilsk, in the far north; in Pechora; and in the special camp in Kingir, in Kazakhstan. Women were active participants in these uprisings. In the Pechora camp, where the inmates had gathered in one huge crowd, the women stood on the perimeter, in the hope that their presence would keep the soldiers from firing on the inmates. But the soldiers armed themselves with sandblasting machines and began using sand under high pressure on the women. In Kingir, the walls separating the men’s and women’s camps were torn down, and for forty-two days the camp was governed by a strike committee—fourteen representatives from the men’s camp and one from the women’s.39 The uprising was eventually suppressed by tanks, and two hundred women were killed and many others wounded. Women who had become pregnant during the days of freedom were sent to the women’s camp in Taishet. However, the very fact that representatives from Moscow came to the camps to negotiate an end to the strike was remarkable. A wave of unrest and protests ran through many camps. As a result of the general upheaval, the special camps were abolished in the summer of 1954. At the same time, a reexamination of criminal cases connected with accusations of counterrevolutionary acts began. The amnesties of 1955 brought freedom to those who had been sentenced to up to ten years in the camps for high treason, espionage, or incitement to overthrow the Soviet government, or for failure to report such crimes. Those sentenced for identical crimes to terms exceeding ten years had their sentences halved. Thus began the process that later came to be referred to as the rehabilitation of victims of the Stalinist terror. The survivors were set free, and reprisals against their families were abandoned. Communists and members of their families were the first to be rehabilitated.

As a result of the reorganization, many camps were closed and by the end of 1959, only twenty-five camps were operating in the country. Corrective labor camps were renamed corrective labor institutions (ispravitelno-trudovye uchrezhdeniia). However, the process of de-Stalinization, which was officially announced at the Twentieth Communist Party Congress (1956), put an end neither to the forced-labor system, nor to the persecution of those who did not espouse official Soviet views. The Soviet invasion of Hungary in November 1956 and the brutal suppression of the revolution there in the winter of 1957 led to the spontaneous formation of many Soviet youth groups, whose activities included the writing and reading of political essays, and the distribution of leaflets protesting the Soviet invasion of Hungary. Members of these groups were arrested, tried, and sentenced to various terms of corrective labor or exiled. The antireligious campaign of 1959–1960 brought a great number of women—primarily Russian Orthodox, Catholics, Jehovah’s Witnesses, and Pentecostals—to “corrective labor institutions.” The movement of political protest—which in late 1960 would become known as political dissent—had its roots in the political groups of the 1960s, such as the All-Russian Christian Social Union of People’s Liberation and the Leningrad group Kolokol (Bell).

The 1970s and early 1980s—a period of increasing popular opposition to the Soviet regime—witnessed a shift in power, brought about by the Soviet endorsement of the Helsinki international convention on human rights. Thanks in part to the Helsinki process, dissidents began to receive greater international support and access to Western mass media, thereby giving them a greater sense of control over their own fates. Fearing negative international publicity, the KGB refrained from arresting women for state crimes. In October 1979, an amnesty was granted to pregnant women and mothers with children up to seven years old.

With the collapse of the Soviet system and partial opening of the state archives,40 many official documents became accessible to scholars. However, these documents alone do not explain all of the political, ideological, social, and cultural processes that took place in Russia. Information of a personal nature, such as memoirs, journals, letters, and interviews, is also a necessary component of any thorough analysis or understanding of the social consciousness of the time. These memoirs are the testimonies of heretofore unknown representatives of millions of women whose voices must be heard before we can comprehend the complex symphony that was Soviet society.
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Nonconformity, Resistance, and Protest

Opposition and resistance to the Soviet totalitarian regime began with the first years of Soviet power and ended only with the dismantling of the Soviet state. The memoirs presented in this section reflect various kinds of resistance to Soviet ideology. These are the memoirs of members of political parties and groups, women active in religious movements, as well as independent protesters. The selections in this section are arranged in chronological/thematical order, enabling the reader to see more easily the changes in both the prison and camp regimen and the relationship between the prisoners and the government.

Many of the memoirists had been brought up on the liberal, democratic traditions and ideology of Russian intellectuals and continued the tradition of serving the Russian people in their own way. Among the generation of women who grew up during World War I and the revolutions of 1917, Evgeniia Isaakovna Iaroslavskaia-Markon occupies a unique position. Born to a wealthy family of Jewish intellectuals, in her childhood she idealized poverty, and later she cultivated the totally romanticized image of a heroic, noble social outcast. From her childhood, she sought freedom and equality for everybody without exception. She was a rebel purely for the sake of rebellion, and in the 1920s she deliberately set out to put into practice Nikolai Nekrasov’s injunction to “walk among the humiliated and insulted.” An extreme idealist, Iaroslavskaia-Markon challenged every social convention: She lived in the streets with the homeless, and stole for the sake of principle. She challenged all authorities—on the “outside” and in the camp. Her bold, active protest made her a legend in camp lore.

Whereas Iaroslavskaia-Markon rejected as too moderate most of the liberal ideas and stereotypes of the previous generation, Anna Petrovna Skripnikova’s life exemplifies the continuation of the nineteenth-century tradition of serving the people. A graduate of the Moscow Higher Courses for Women, she never hesitated to defend democratic principles as she understood them. As early as 1918, she realized that motherhood created additional vulnerability in the Soviet state and promised herself not to have children under socialism. Most of the women described in her autobiographical novel Solovki actively resisted the machine of the state by behaving courageously under extreme circumstances.

In camp lore, a special place belonged to inmates with famous names and prominent titles, such as members of the Russian imperial family, military leaders, and state officials. The name of Varvara Ivanovna Brusilova comes up in many accounts of the Solovetskii camps. First and foremost, Brusilova was remembered because of her name—she was the daughter-in-law of the most successful Russian commander of World War I—General Aleksei Brusilov. In the camp, Brusilova stubbornly refused to give up her aristocratic manners as well as her moral stance. She demanded living conditions commensurate with the standard for treatment of political prisoners. Her protests, hunger strikes, and strength of will won her respect and admiration even from common criminals.

In The Gulag Archipelago (1973), Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn noted that Catholics of the Eastern Rite “were arrested and destroyed in passing.” Iuliia Nikolaevna Danzas, a philosopher and theologian, spent nine years in the prisons and camps. A leader of the community of Eastern Catholics in Petrograd, Danzas did not separate religion and politics. The protocol of her interrogation gives a clear picture of religious life in Petrograd: educational work among the faithful, organizing help to imprisoned Catholics, and “women’s revolts” in 1920.

Ekaterina Nikolaevna Mikhailova was one of several children brought up in the Moscow community of Eastern Catholics. The head of the community, Anna Abrikosova, a woman of remarkable erudition and strength of will, managed to organize the sisters in such a way that even after her arrest they continued their work. Mikhailova grew up among women who were actively involved in religious activity prohibited by the state. In her memoirs, she describes growing up outside the mainstream of Soviet society, in a world where arrests, imprisonments, and exiles were commonplace. She maintained her moral integrity not only throughout her incarceration, but also through all her life “outside,” bearing the stigma of a former prisoner.

Aida Issakharovna Basevich’s education at the Vyborg Commercial School in Petrograd along with her family upbringing led her directly into political activism. She became involved in the student movement of the 1920s and in helping her arrested friends. Basevich was interested in anarchism before her first arrest in 1925, but her imprisonment and exile with anarchists played the most important role in her political formation.

Roza Zelmanovna Vetukhnovskaia joined the Youth Organization of Social Democrats in Kiev in 1924. A possible reason for her adoption of Marxist ideas was the availability and popularity of Karl Marx’s, Georgy Plekhanov’s, Karl Kautskii’s, and Friedrich Engels’s works, which offered some explanation to what was going on in the country. Vetukhnovskaia’s reading group barely had time to study The Communist Manifesto and start Das Kapital, when they were arrested by the NKVD.

Marxist theory became the basis of the group Kolokol (Bell) formed in Leningrad in 1963. Looking back to those years, Liudmila Vasilevna Klimanova admits that although her group did not accept the realities of Soviet society, it failed to formulate constructive alternative principles. This is one of the reasons why Klimanova was interested in meeting Anna Petrovna Skripnikova, who had defied the Soviet regime and showed that an alternative—actual change in people’s lives—was possible. The friendship between Skripnikova and Klimanova points to a meaningful succession of generations of women opposing the totalitarian state.

By the mid-1970s, Skripnikova’s work of aiding political prisoners was being carried on by the Fund to Aid Political Prisoners of the Soviet Union, in which Irina Zalmanovna Tsurkova actively participated. Tsurkova’s memoir demonstrates the change of mood and shift in power brought by the Soviet endorsement of the international convention of human rights. Tsurkova demythologizes the all-powerful prison machine: the investigators here are flawed and limited, and even the most evil prison guards are helpless; common criminals are not necessarily hostile to political prisoners; and the KGB agents in court were overpowered by Tsurkova’s friends who barreled their way into the courtroom.

At the time of their arrest, the authors of the memoirs presented in this section had a definite system of spiritual and moral values. In their memoirs, they give their personal accounts of events, often remarking on the character of relations between the individual and the state, and on the transformation of their worldview as well as their social and political positions through imprisonment and exile.


CHAPTER ONE
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Evgeniia Isaakovna Iaroslavskaia-Markon 1902–1931

Evgeniia Isaakovna Iaroslavskaia-Markon was born to a wealthy Jewish family in St. Petersburg. Her father, a well-known scholar of Judaism, Councilor at Court Isaak Dov-Ben (Iulievich) Markon1 was a prominent figure in the St. Petersburg Jewish community as an elder of the synagogue, the editor of the journal Ha-Kedem (The East), and an active member of the Society of Lovers of the Ancient Hebrew Language. He was so respected in the community and famous for his knowledge that the Council of St. Petersburg Jewish community sent him to interview Rabbi David-Tevel Katzenellenbogen for the position of chief rabbi of St. Petersburg Synagogue. Iaroslavskaia-Markon’s mother, a daughter of the Talmudist Vyrin, came from a family of railroad tycoons and bankers—the Poliakovs. The Markons lived in a large apartment at 50 Ofitserskaia Street, in St. Petersburg. The headquarters of the Society of Lovers of the Ancient Hebrew Language and editorial offices of Ha-Kedem were located in the same building.
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Evgeniia Isaakovna Iaroslavskaia-Markon

Iaroslavskaia-Markon attended a private gymnasium. Jewish parents often placed their children in private educational establishments that had liberal regulations (e.g., in private educational establishments, Jewish students were allowed not to attend classes on Saturday, which was the Sabbath). She graduated from the department of philosophy at Petrograd State University in 1922. In 1923, she married poet Aleksandr Borisovich Iaroslavskii,2 and in 1926, traveled with him to Germany and France. In Berlin, she worked as a journalist for the newspaper Rul (The Helm),3 and, together with Iaroslavskii, gave public lectures about life in Soviet Russia. Soon after their return to Russia in 1928, Iaroslavskii was arrested. Iaroslavskaia-Markon lived in Moscow and Leningrad, deriving a subsistence from selling newspapers and flowers, and from stealing. She was arrested several times for theft and was finally sentenced to three years’ exile in Siberia. She escaped from exile and went to Kem, where she plotted her husband’s escape. She was arrested in Kem on July 17, 1930. Under Article 17. 82 of the RSFSR Criminal Code (complicity to crime), she was sentenced to three years at forced-labor camps and was interned in the Solovetskii camps.4 After the execution of her husband on December 10, 1930, Iaroslavskaia-Markon staged protests and threw a stone at Dmitrii Vasilievich Uspenskii, the camp commander.5 For punishment, she was sent to an isolation camp on Zaiachi Ostrova.6 A three-member board of plenipotentiary representatives of the GPU subsequently sentenced her to execution by firing squad. Iaroslavskaia-Markon was executed on June 16, 1931, in the Solovetskii camps. Her autobiography was written in the punishment cell on Zaiachi Ostrova, a subsector of the Solovetskii camps, in February 1931, and was kept in her case file.

My Autobiography

Readers of this autobiography might well be surprised and embarrassed by my frankness. I am convinced that frankness always profits a person, because no matter how dark one’s deeds and thoughts, they are significantly lighter than what people think. In my childhood, I always thought how good it would be if all we human beings were transparent, as though we were made of glass. Through the glass case one would be able to see all our thoughts, wishes, and true motives. Everyone would be seen by others just as they perceive themselves. And all of us, really, are far from thinking badly of ourselves.

One more thing: I am not writing this autobiography for you, my investigators. (If I thought no one else would read it, I would never have taken up my pen!) I simply wanted to leave a record of my life on paper, and I cannot get paper anywhere else but in the Information and Investigation Department. (Paper has disappeared from our Union. So much for “the revival of the production stabilization of the economy.”) I am writing this for myself, and I have no interest in distorting reality; besides, I have nothing to lose by telling the unadorned truth.

I was born on May 14, 1902, in Zamoskvoreche, on Bolshaia Polianka Street. Three forces converged in my growing up: Number one was the influence of my father, a philologist and historian of Hebrew, and a man more west European than Russian in his mind-set. Both in life and in science he loved all that was precise, detailed, and down to earth. His gaze was fixed on the Middle Ages, but not on the mystic Middle Ages of the philosopher. His interest was in social and everyday life. Thus, my father’s favorite lecture topic was medieval Jewish travelers. His specialty was the late Middle Ages, with a dash of the Renaissance and Reformation thrown in for good measure. From my father came my love for this era and for science in general—not a dry striving toward knowledge and the application of this knowledge to life, but the love of science as something colorful, imaginative, and as familiar and comfortable as an old friend or relation. From my father I also inherited an ironic and humorous cast of mind. Thus, while studying philosophy, I avoided the fog of metaphysics and chose precise and exact areas—logic and the theory of knowledge. I inherited my father’s powers of observation and his curiosity about every aspect of human psyche and every way of life. (Later in life, this interest led me to social experimentation and to the urge to study and master the everyday life of petty criminals. But of course, I also had other reasons for doing so.)

The second force was the influence of my mother’s brothers and sisters. Mother came from a family of the revolutionary intelligentsia—the activists and political workers of 1905. They were not socially prominent, but they were honest to a fault: They were devoted to their principles to the point of stupidity, and to their ideas to the point of myopia. Under their influence I became painfully embarrassed at the quiet wealth of my parents’ house. I was ashamed that I was not experiencing any hunger and deprivation. I was particularly embarrassed that I was growing up as my mother’s darling, shielded from all difficulties, overprotected. And I was inexcusably overprotected—I was not allowed to go outside alone until I was fourteen. My German governess even walked me to gymnasium. I used to dream about how good it would be to live in a musty basement, to be the daughter of a laundress, to wear a kerchief instead of a hat (since the hat was the mark of Cain, betraying one’s bourgeois origins), to run barefoot, and to have worked in a factory since my early teens! I had no doubt that when I grew up I would become an underground revolutionary, since it had been decided long ago. However, I had another secret dream that was even sweeter: One day I would abandon all intellectual pursuits, even education, give up studying, give up my family, and start working at the factory as a simple worker. I would not marry an intellectual or a revolutionary activist but a simple worker. And indeed, I would have run away, but I took pity on my father and mother, since I was the only child in the family.

The third force that guided my upbringing was the influence of my German governess, who had been educating me since I was three. Her conscientious straightforwardness became the foundation of my frankness (although many perceived the latter only as naive chatter, and maybe they were right!). This little old German woman was able to cultivate in me a love of nature, a heartfelt tenderness toward antiquity, and even (strange for a Moscow native like me!) a patriotic passion for everything German, especially for literature and language. The German landscapes used to fill my heart with tenderness. Even the Hohenzollern monarchs did not disgust me as much as did the Romanovs. My lifelong inability to dress tastefully and exquisitely stemmed from the fact that I was brought up by an old maid. Even during my “tender girlish” years, everything I used to wear was unusually sturdy, often made out of my mother’s dresses, a little bit clumsy, uncouth, and old-fashioned in conception. Clothing was always my lowest priority. Literature, art, and good food interested me immensely more than the most aesthetic rags.

Between the ages of six and twelve, I formulated my basic life principles, two of which I still live by: The first one was vegetarianism. The second was absolute egotism (“Even when sacrificing oneself, a human being does it for the sake of himself, in order to escape suffering and to experience even for a moment the bliss of conscientious heroism”). (Much later, in about ten or twelve years, I found my ideas in Stirner’s works.) The third principle was the idea of everybody’s sinlessness, irresponsibility, and innocence. The character of each person was created by a chain of causation, dependent on the totality of the world and independent of anyone individually. The so-called scum was not to blame if his heredity, milieu, and occasional primal events—such a shove that his mother received during her pregnancy, or a fleeting impression from a conversation between total strangers overheard in his early childhood—determined the fundaments of his personality. This person could be compared to a printed page: The page that came off the printer with defects was not to blame for those defects. This blemished page could be taken out or even destroyed, but could it be found guilty? I still have this spark of general forgiveness inside, even now. Hating the political system, for example, your “Soviet” system, I don’t transfer that hatred to people. If I saw a drowning Chekist, without any hesitation I would stretch out a helping hand to save his life. However, I would not hesitate to shoot the same Chekist when he is on duty. I would shoot him like a dog (or like a Chekist, which is the same thing!). A dirty rag is not guilty for having been used to clean the bathroom; but when the dirty rag has been placed in everybody’s view, it should be thrown into the garbage!

The year I turned twelve was a lost year. This was the only year when I was not my usual self. All my life—before and after—I was truthful. My mother had had complete faith in my word of honor since I was three years old. But suddenly, at twelve, I became very deceitful and hypocritical. In addition, I became very shallow minded: The ideas that previously had been the center of my life interested me only if I could impress someone with them. In fact, I had stopped thinking about ideas and had been thinking only about boys.

A year later, when I was thirteen, I fell in love—completely and with impassioned sincerity—with the idea of revolution. This crush on revolution resembled a romantic infatuation: When someone mentioned revolution in conversation, I would blush and feel embarrassed, just as my girlfriends did when someone mentioned their chosen cavalier. And a weak choir singing a revolutionary Dubinushka out of tune would make me tremble with rapture. It had the same effect on me that a voluptuous fox-trot had on a bourgeois woman! At the age of thirteen, I started reading Plekhanov, although he sometimes bored me. But I forced myself to read—without this reading, one could not be a well-read propagandist!

I did well in gymnasium, although I was lazy. I excelled in geography, natural sciences, German, Russian literature, and history. My weakest subject was spelling—and up to now I have not learned to spell correctly, without mistakes. I spell badly in all the languages I know—Russian, German, French, and Hebrew. I also was famous in the gymnasium for my bad behavior. I behaved badly in a way unusual for a schoolgirl. I was not mischievous like other children (I had no time for mischief; I thought only about revolution!). In class I was absentminded. I would seemingly be engaged in solving an algebraic problem, while in fact my mind was preoccupied with the working masses. I inevitably blundered, putting a minus sign where a plus sign should be, and then the whole problem did not add up! But I was not mischievous. I also was far from promiscuous. (In girls’ gymnasiums, promiscuity was often referred to as “bad behavior.”) I was quite different: I made it my duty to be as impertinent as possible with the gymnasium administration, not to obey anyone, and to stand up loyally for every girl at school. I saw the situation in political terms: The teachers and the administration represented power, whereas the schoolgirls stood for the suppressed masses. I could not have been more naive! Especially considering that the gymnasium was private and expensive, the majority of the schoolgirls were from bourgeois families, while the teachers and the principal herself were representatives of the working intelligentsia. Anyway, my games led to my expulsion from the gymnasium. It was November 1917, and the Soviets were in power by then. I was expelled for “rowdiness,” which manifested itself in absolutely absurd and ridiculous forms.

My expulsion from the gymnasium, though, worked to my advantage. I was expelled from the sixth grade in November. From November till May I applied myself to studying, and with some effort, I passed the exams for both the sixth and the seventh grades. In the fall, when I was only sixteen, I entered the Third State University (formerly known as the Bestuzhev Courses).7 I forgot to mention that during these years we were not living in Moscow but in Leningrad where my parents had settled after my birth. However, we did travel to Moscow every year to visit my mother’s relatives.

Now I will describe what I did during the revolution. As I already mentioned, until I was fourteen, I was not allowed to go outside without an escort—my German governess or someone else. But in February 1917, when everybody was in confusion, I would simply run off. The first time, I roamed the streets yelling “Executioners!” to the accompaniment of blank rounds fired by the police at the corner of Nevskii and Sadovaia. I returned home so quickly that nobody had time to notice my disappearance. The next day I slipped out early in the morning. Near Litovskii Castle,8 where all political prisoners had been released the day before, two women, probably the wives of common criminals, were pottering around like two hens. A note flew from the upper window of the prison and landed on the ground. It said the following: “All the guards have run away. This is our second day without food! Help us, free us!” And a very touching addition from Nekrasov’s poem, “Go with the humiliated one / Go with the insulted one—follow their steps; / Where you hear grief, where it is hard to breathe, / Be the first one there.”9 I immediately ran for help to the district committee. There they told me that the political prisoners already had been released and “we cannot release common criminals.” Then I rushed to the military barracks, calling on the soldiers for help. Soon the soldiers’ bullets broke through the gates to Litovskii Castle. We in the crowd poured inside, and in small rivulets rushed to the cells. I remember that I was the first to enter the darkened punishment cell. As soon as I stepped in, a tall, broad-shouldered prisoner with a large, fair beard and very light blue eyes threw his arms around my neck. I remember that I thought, “This man is probably a murderer—a small-time thief, crook, or petty criminal could not possibly have such a saintly, open gaze.” The prisoner was trembling on my chest, sobbing with joy, and timidly moaning, “Let me come to my senses, let me come to my senses, my dear ones!” The reaction of another, a petty thief, was quite different, “Oh, shit! I just about did my time! I would have gotten my clothes back! Now I have to leave in prisoner’s rags!” However, he took compensation by gathering blankets from the nearby beds. He tied them in four huge bundles, and I helped him by carrying two of them out. He was grateful, and as a farewell, he kissed my hand with the courtliness of a salesman from the largest department store Gostinnyi Dvor. In the meantime, at home they had noticed my absence. However, when I came back, after “ah’s” and “oh’s” they suddenly accepted my independence. After that, I took to leaving the house for days at a time, and nobody even asked where I was going and what for. That spring, while visiting my grandmother in Moscow, I joined the Unified Social Democratic Party. I did technical work there: took shifts at the district committee, carried social democratic newspapers to the factories, and sold these newspapers in Khamovniki. “Now it is fashionable for young ladies to sell newspapers!” maliciously commented low-class women. “Petty gentlemen” stared balefully at the headlines of my newspapers. Workers used to buy newspapers joyfully and sympathetically. Some Armenian told me, “I would not have bought this newspaper since I cannot read a word of Russian, if it were not for you and your beautiful black eyes!” In the fall, when I moved from Moscow back to Leningrad, I automatically left the party.

I liked the October revolution even more than the February one. It looked like the February revolution was saying at each step, “Wait a minute, I am an honest girl!” while the October revolution exposed herself immediately: “Look, everyone, that’s everything I have! And you have the same, so don’t you put on airs! Give it to me, and no arguments!” (Note for a stupid employee of the Investigatory Department: This is a literary metaphor.—E. Iaroslavskaia.)

Around this time, I began to starve: As a matter of principle, I was living only on food rations alone, although one could get everything on the black market. The majority of the population was buying food on the black market. To live on “one-eighth” (i.e., fifty grams of bread per day) was no joke. Moreover, I was seriously studying for the gymnasium exams and had joined the drama studio of Proletcult.10

Hunger turned me yellow, bony, and old-looking, like a martyr in an ancient icon. I realized that hunger mortifies the spirit much more successfully than chains mortify the flesh. In the struggle between spirit and flesh, the victory is mutual. The spirit can only forbid the flesh: “Don’t you dare! You won’t get more food than I allow you!” The flesh obeys, fasts, but it takes its revenge: “But you, spirit, won’t be able to think about anything but the flesh, you won’t even be able to think. From now on, all your thoughts will be for me alone!” It happened to me. I was honestly starving on food rations, but my thoughts were already neither about the revolution nor the proletariat but about bread—hot, heavy, and tasty. I could not stop thinking about tender and crumbly potatoes and cooked millet. From constant hunger I developed a stomach ailment, but I did not give in, because some were starving with no other choice! In the meanwhile, the ideas that had brought me to my voluntary starvation became more and more disgusting to me. I could not help thinking: If it is so difficult for me to starve “with high ideas for a snack,” what must starvation be for an ordinary, narrow-minded person, for whom hunger is not decorated with any lofty ideas, who got into this revolutionary crap by the will of fate! At this point, I gave up. Not without some shame and pangs of conscience, especially at the beginning, I no longer ate only the official norm but as much as my parents, who were trying to feed their emaciated daughter, could give me. I also left the Proletcult studio because it was proletarian culture. . . . I told the stage director, “I am leaving the studio!” “Why?” “Because I am disillusioned with all these—with Communism!” “Well, at least you are frank!” The stage director shrugged his shoulders.

In the fall, I enrolled in the Bestuzhev Courses. Thanks to the new regime, my father, who had been a research librarian before the revolution (being Jewish, he could not get a professorship in tsarist Russia) became a department chair at the Bestuzhev Courses, which by that time had been renamed the Third State University. We used to walk together to the university—I was going to listen to the lectures, he was going to deliver the lectures. We became very close, almost like peers, like brother and sister. We shared mutual interests. I studied medieval history and German literature, and like my father I lived in the past rather than the present. We shared the same territory, the two eras: the later Middle Ages and the epoch of German Romanticism in the nineteenth century. Heine and Hoffmann were quite contemporary to me, they were my coevals. However, the chronology of history was inimical to me, as was the linguistics in philology. At that time, I was studying for exams in philosophical subjects—logic and psychology. Since my childhood, I had been inclined toward philosophical problems; however, right after the gymnasium, I was too scared to enter the department of philosophy. I considered philosophy foggy and mystical, indefinite and vague. I associated it with “intuitive,” “theosophical,” and other trends—for example, those flourishing in Volfila11 —that had always been alien to me. I like clarity in everything—“yes” is yes, “no” is no, “I don’t know” is I don’t know. This was exactly what I joyfully discovered in the textbooks I used to prepare for my exams. It was a clear, strictly logical system: We don’t know! We will never know! We cannot possibly know! The Kantianism propounded by the unshakably and precisely logical Vvedenskii12 was clearer and more consistent than Kant’s own works. I transferred to the department of philosophy and became a reverent student of Aleksandr Ivanovich Vvedenskii. It was easy to excel in philosophy, since the key was understanding rather than memorization. I graduated in 1922, from Petrograd University (the Third University had become a part of Petrograd University).

At this period of my life I was also very interested in cooking. After my recent fasts, the very process of cooking seemed unusually attractive; the sight of numerous, sparkling foods was more tempting than the sight of precious stones. In addition, the cookstove was the only place in the unheated apartment where one could keep quite warm. When I was not cooking, I wrote poetry in which I called on the cowardly Philistines to shake off at last “the yoke of their base and evil executioners” (I meant the Bolsheviks, of course). My poems were very weak and poorly formulated, but in content they were quite contemporary; in fact, they are so even today!

Around this time, the Kronstadt13 events occurred. I followed them from a distance, like a cat watching a canary. My hands and my soul itched with the desire to take an active part in the Kronstadt uprising. This was no trivial White Guard conspiracy! This was a real revolution unlike the Bolsheviks, which had been dulled by their excessive power. The Baltic sailors, the very same people who made the October revolution possible, started the Kronstadt revolution. Unfortunately, at that time, I did not have any acquaintances in serious anarchist and Social Revolutionary circles, so I had to limit myself to anti-Bolshevik propagandizing among the students, before the elections to the council. I remember how at one student demonstration I stammered from the podium, trying to convince my audience of the tentative nature of any movement confined to the student body. I said, “You have only two choices—either you can work quietly in your cultural-educational organizations, or if you feel that you have strength for real struggle, then go to the very thick of things, campaign not only among students but also among the general masses!” At this point I felt my acquaintance, a student Menshevik, energetically pulling on my sleeve. (At that time, I still lacked skill in public speaking. I learned how to do it later, from Aleksandr Iaroslavskii.)

Of course, even then I understood that the revolution was in Kronstadt, and the counterrevolution was in Smolny (and not vice versa). The very notion of the revolution petrified in its victory was as ridiculous as the notion of motionless movement. If it had ceased, then it was not a revolution! The revolution by its very definition was “the movement aimed at overthrowing the existing regime.” Whatever the existing regime, even the most progressive one, it could not be the revolutionary regime, because it strove to preserve itself, not to depose itself. Because of that, every political party (including the All-Union Communist Party of Bolsheviks in Russia) that supports the victorious regime is not a revolutionary party, but a conservative one. Communism today is revolutionary everywhere in the world except in the USSR. For example, even a Black Hundred14 conspiracy in Soviet Russia would have been indisputably revolutionary, since its goal was to overthrow the existing regime. The Kronstadt uprising was not only revolutionary; in its ideology, it was also more radical, more consistent, and more honest than Soviet power. That was why the Soviets were so scared and suppressed the rebellion in such a bloody way! By so doing, Soviet power became not only conservative but also counterrevolutionary.

No state in the world can remain revolutionary, by the very definition of a state. Every revolution is right because it always strives to restore justice to the downtrodden. However, justice will never be restored; the pendulum will simply swing the other way. The world is dialectical: The negative and the positive are just two parts of one system of being. In the same way, the revolution and the state are two halves of one system of being. Both are right, both are unavoidable, both are necessary. There will always be people working for the state—gendarmes, GPU operatives, policemen, prosecutors, people’s commissars, and so on. Their very professions prevent them from becoming people of revolution. (They can become people of revolution only by changing their professions.) They will always be supported by this or that class. But who are people of revolution? The answer is clear: Only the class that never can come to power. This class is a lumpen proletariat, participating in all of the revolutionary activities and uprisings, and immediately left behind as soon as the movement they supported wins. The criminal world provides the main cadres of the revolution. In addition, one might mention the literary and artistic bohemia, always rowdy and mischievous, and the professionals of the revolution—underground terrorists and expropriators. The two most uncompromising groups of the underground are the anarchists and maximalists. The state is supported by this or that class, just as a revolution of this or that era is supported by a certain class. But a revolutionary class can turn into a state one (e.g., the French bourgeoisie) and vice versa. However, the primary class of revolution—thieves and petty criminals—cannot turn into a state class. Likewise, no state’s predominant class (e.g., bureaucrats, the military) can become revolutionary, although it can start serving a different regime. (Here I mean military specialists and commanders, not temporarily drafted soldiers.) To sum up: State and revolution are two sides of the same scale, each constantly trying to outweigh the other, each absolutely senseless without the other.

To return to my autobiography: I graduated from the university in 1922. I finished my program very quickly because I was already tired of studying and studying. I was twenty and I honestly and truly wanted to get married. I wanted to love someone, to love completely and entirely, to caress him, to cook for him. At this time, a very prominent Leningrad (then, Petrograd) profiteer was interested in me. I liked his courage, daring, and bravery. How did this man manage to evade the Cheka? The fact that he was a profiteer did not put me off; quite the contrary. He was risking his neck, and any minute he could be arrested and sentenced to be shot, so he had as much right to his takings as does a thief or a robber. The profiteer of war communism was quite different from Rothschild’s petty descendants, who lived in enclaves and whose every need was provided for. I would have fallen in love with this profiteer; but one day, at a poetry reading of the biocosmists,15 I was introduced to Aleksandr Iaroslavskii. He had traveled from Moscow to Leningrad to give poetry readings and lectures, which enjoyed great success although they raised a hint of scandal. The Committee of Biocosmic Poetry was a literary organization headed by Iaroslavskii.

When I saw Iaroslavskii for the first time, he reminded me of a kitten—big (in size) and little (in age). Deep in my soul I wanted to smooth his unusually fluffy, very very soft curls the color of chestnut bronze. I wanted to see again his mocking and sad brown eyes. I was falling in love gradually, loved him more and more with every meeting; but we really began to love each other after our marriage. Our love grew stronger with every year, every day of our life together. It was possible not to love Aleksandr Iaroslavskii—not everyone could appreciate him—but it was impossible to fall out of love with him. Genius at times, raw talent, universal wisdom, the complete absence of inner hypocrisy, and magnificent scorn for so-called public opinion—these were the main features of his soul. The cosmos, the elemental, and the cyclical, or rhythmic, were his passion. He was always attuned to his creative fantasy, his mind a receiver for the radio waves of the universe. He used to wince with irritation at every alien sound; he did not like to be distracted from his mood, which made him appear stuck up, capricious, and difficult to get along with. But if he seemed unfriendly to occasional visitors, he was sensitive to other people and helped everyone who was in need. Indeed, he greeted people according to their clothing: The poorer a person’s dress, the more cordial Iaroslavskii would be. The more neatly and richly one was dressed, the more antagonistic Iaroslavskii would be.

Our love for each other was like that of two children at play, of mother and son, of father and daughter; it was also the great friendship of two comrades-in-arms. We never had secrets from each other; we trusted each other with our inmost thoughts—sometimes petty, sometimes shameful. We lectured together on literary and antireligious topics. Our antireligious disputes with priests were not entirely frank: We were truly earnest in debunking all our opponents’ arguments proving the existence of God and idealism; however, we remained prudently silent about the impossibility of proving the existence of materialism (although materialism is irrefutable). How I loved this wandering, creative, and loving life of ours, described by Iaroslavskii in his two novels The Wandering Lecturer and The Seven Days of Love’s Creation.

We had lecture tours all over the Union—in the Murmansk region, Tashkent, the Urals, the Trans-Volga region. Trains, ships, sleigh-roads—oh!—I could write and write about it!

And sleepless nights of creation, when he would dictate his works to me—nights that were as beautiful as they are incomprehensible to those who have never experienced them. He created absolutely irrationally, depending solely on his mood. He liked best of all to write at night, when the stove in our room was lit. He used to turn toward the stove, cover his eyes with his hands, and dictate, dictate as if listening to someone’s voice—was it the voice of the elements? Or some inner rhythm? I already mentioned how he loved quietness, silence. This was the theme of his poem Pause, which was hugely successful abroad, being translated into German and English. One had to live through this to fully comprehend the rapture of our mutual creative process. Strictly speaking, he was the one who was really creating, and my role was merely technical—I was only typing. But he introduced me to his creative process. However, despite our friendship and the eight loving years we spent together, only now do I fully appreciate this creative person, only now has my love for him reached its zenith, now that . . .

In March 1923, three months after I moved in with Iaroslavskii, I had an accident. I fell under a train, and both of my feet had to be amputated. It was such an unimportant event that I nearly forgot to mention it in my autobiography. Indeed, what is the loss of one’s feet compared to such a great love as ours, with such blinding happiness as ours?

In 1926, we went abroad. Iaroslavskii had arranged a big lecture-debate tour titled “The Truth about Soviet Russia.” He did it himself with the help of an entrepreneur, and no émigré or Soviet organizations had anything to do with it. The gist of his presentation was that our country was neither a socialist paradise nor a communist hell but an ordinary capitalist country. With the rankling bitterness of a writer, Iaroslavskii criticized the heavy “squeeze” of censorship that oppressed literature and poetry in the Soviet Union. He also criticized the far-right (at that moment!) peasant policy of the Central Committee.

The spectators were a little disappointed—they had been waiting for the usual sensational revelations of the cellars of Cheka and tortured babies. “What name is more popular in Russia today—Nikolai Nikolaevich16 or Kirill Vladimirovich17?” someone from the audience wrote to Iaroslavskii. Iaroslavskii was taken aback. He hastened to explain that Russia in general did not give much thought to homeless monarchs because it was preoccupied with much more serious and immediate problems. Besides, the very idea of monarchy had been compromised forever. However, the note had left an indelible impression. “I am starting to regret today’s lecture,” he told me that evening, when we had returned home. “You cannot undo what has already been done. Why, why did I cast a pearl before swine? Of course all that was socialist in Russia has melted away. Of course a writer cannot live there; censorship constricts us like a pair of Spanish boots. All this is true. But one should say such things only to one’s own people, not to one’s enemies. The Bolsheviks are still ‘my own people.’ Although they are scum, they are ‘our own scum.’ ”

At that time, Iaroslavskii was focusing on the situation in Soviet literature and on the peasant problem. He stressed that there could be no return to the old, pre-October agrarian policy, that the future belonged to the peasantry with average means, and this peasantry had every right to this future. I was Iaroslavskii’s colecturer. I devoted my speech mainly to the ridiculous and cruel hypocrisy of the punitive Bolshevik policy, a policy aimed not against the counterrevolution and class enemy, but against the lumpen proletariat, against the most deprived group—the indigent. By the way, a secret agent of the GPU made a stenographic version of this lecture. It is in Moscow, at 2 Lubianka Square,18 in Iaroslavskii’s file.

Our second lecture about Soviet Russia was in Berlin, at the Cafe Leon, a club frequented by Mensheviks. At the beginning of his lecture, Aleksandr Iaroslavskii pointed out that he was not a Menshevik or even an anarchist but rather an anarchistic man of letters.

Iaroslavskii’s initial impression of the Mensheviks was quite positive. Once, when he stopped in at the Sotsialisticheskii vestnik19 editorial offices to see Comrade Iudin, he was amused by the latter’s attire. That evening he told me, “See, he is completely different from neatly dressed Mr. Gessen20 and his type. When Iudin turned around to get some book, I could see what appeared to be a patch on his pants! Maybe he is a real socialist. . . .” Later, having had a closer look at the Russian Mensheviks in Berlin, with all their nauseating hypocrisy, Iaroslavskii was disappointed. “His pants led me astray. For a moment I had the passing thought that he was probably a sincere socialist because he wore old pants, but now I strongly suspect that he is a scumbag, and probably just tore his pants on a nail by accident. When I get back to Russia, if I am not executed first, I will definitely write a feuilleton with the title The Menshevik’s Pants.” In Berlin, Iaroslavskii published his Little Stories, Moscow–Berlin, a book of poems imbued with nostalgia for Soviet Russia, and several other poems. Later, both of us worked at the telegraph agency AsienOst-Europa-Dienst in Berlin. In the heat of the moment, Iaroslavskii published his open letters To People’s Commissar Lunacharskii21 and To Emelian Iaroslavskii22 in Rul. Later, he was upset for a long time and decided not to have anything to do with Rul, since it was a Menshevik publication. I was a permanent columnist for Rul, in which I wrote under the pen name of G. Svetlova. Among my columns published in the Around the Cities and Villages series,23 I would single out Interview with Astrakhan Pickpockets, Tashkent—the Russian Baghdad, and The Inn. In those, I progressively elaborated on the theme of the world of the homeless and the criminal.

I used to argue with Iaroslavskii: It was the content of my feuilletons that mattered, the place of publication did not matter at all! What kind of intellectual rubbish was this?! What was a writer but a specialist in the artistic word, a journeyman of the word shop. Like any worker, a writer works for an entrepreneur—a publisher. A writer works under the supervision of the senior master—an editor. A writer does not care about the ideology of his publisher, just as factory workers do not care about the ideology of the factory. Why should one accuse a journalist at a bourgeois newspaper of betraying class interests, but not accuse a typesetter at the same newspaper? One might just as well consider the workers of Krupp enterprises fascists, and worse yet, traitors to the working class: They were working for a fascist, Krupp, and with their proletarian hands they were making weapons for imperialism!

Speaking of Rul, I would like to note that this newspaper was very well informed on what was happening in Soviet Russia in general. If one wanted to know what was going on in the Soviet Union, one could do worse than read Rul. Sometimes, however, Rul was ahead of events: Even before this or that crisis of the week had occurred, Rul in a panicky editorial would inform readers about it as if it had already happened. However, Rul was always right: Very shortly, the crisis that it had announced would inevitably take place in the USSR. One might even conclude that our Union was ashamed not to live up to the opinion of Iosif Vladimirovich Gessen.

After our first lecture in Logenheim, Iaroslavskii started talking about returning to Soviet Russia. I maintained a gloomy silence, since I wanted more than anything to travel through the small towns along the Rhine. The towns were so small that they looked like toy towns fresh from a craftsman’s shop. I remembered these towns along the Rhine from my childhood, when I had visited them with my parents. I also wanted to visit Paris, which I had never seen. “Let’s stay abroad at least until the end of this year, while our passports are still valid!” I did my best to convince Iaroslavskii, gradually wearing him down. At last, he agreed: “No doubt, when I get back to Russia, they’ll execute me by firing squad. Why not see Paris for one last time before my death? That’s it—while our passports are still valid, we’ll take a trip to Paris and back!” We waited two more months for our French visas. At the end of the two months, they refused us. As a rule they were not eager to let people with Soviet passports enter France. To resort to Nansen passports24 was beneath Iaroslavskii’s dignity. I agreed with him completely. He said: “Although I am a prodigal son of Soviet Russia, still I am her son. These Soviet passports really have some symbolic meaning to me.”

We decided to go to Paris without any visas. We went to the French border, having no definite plans about how we would cross it. Of all our belongings we took only a change of clothing, our manuscripts, and a typewriter. For us, our typewriter was something alive. No wonder! It was our third coworker, a colleague in our creative game! Not for nothing in one of his poems (included in the collection The Root of I) Iaroslavskii called the typewriter his second wife. Poor, loyal typewriter! Who could imagine that it would share our fate: When Iaroslavskii was arrested in Leningrad, it was confiscated and taken to the GPU!

While we were abroad, it went everywhere with us. When we were getting ready to cross the border, Iaroslavskii, who like me did not care much about our belongings, carried the typewriter carefully in his backpack, as one would an infant.

We came to Saarbrücken and there decided to look around and decide what to do next. . . . Saarbrücken was a small town, which in accordance with the Treaty of Versailles had recently become a border town. Thanks to this fortunate circumstance, a new source of income—smuggling—was opened to local residents. The town was suddenly thriving, attracting a lot of newcomers. In the evening, the streets were lit by the tempting lights of expensive restaurants and cafes that offered gambling.

But for our purposes, we chose a strange dive that was called Volksküche. There for a few coins you could get their only dish—soup. It was made of rice and clear water, but somehow it was gray like clay. It was served in small bowls (which looked like neat spitbowls) through a window in the wall. One could get a spoon for a small deposit. However, the majority preferred to drink the soup over the edge of the bowl. The portions were big, and one could stuff oneself with this soup. Volksküche was a municipal institution partially funded by charitable donations. There, over a bowl of soup, a talkative smuggler explained to us where and how we could cross the border. He advised us to take a train to the small village of Klein-Rossel. Klein-Rossel is separated from the French village of Gross-Rossel by a slender river. A small bridge crossed the river, and women usually went to market from Gross-Rossel to Klein-Rossel. However, on the bridge, there was a checkpoint that was supposed to detain smugglers and allow only locals to cross the border.

When we were crossing the bridge, the border guard looked at us suspiciously. Then we stopped in the middle of the bridge, and Iaroslavskii pulled a bottle of wine out of his pocket. Both of us staggered as if we were drunk. He offered me a drink right from the bottle, and gulped some wine himself. We hugged each other and kissed with a smack. The border guard laughed, and we made it safely to France.

From Gross-Rossel we took a village tram—unheard of in Russia!—that ran along past green pastures and tended fields, to the railway station at Vorbach—the official French border station. We took a precaution and did not get on the train, but instead walked about five miles to the next French station—Kocheren. Walking through cultivated European countryside did not seem like an illegal border crossing, but a charming bucolic walk in the style of Karamzin!25 In Kocheren, we took a train straight to Paris.

However, Paris, the Russian Paris, had already heard about us. While we were in Berlin, Dni and Vozrozhdenie26 had carried news of our Berlin adventures. They also reprinted Iaroslavskii’s open letters from Rul. But Iaroslavskii was adamant in his decision to have no part of the émigré press. Earlier, he had given the manuscript of his novella The Wandering Lecturer to Aleksandr Fedorovich Kerenskii27 to read. When he returned the manuscript, Kerenskii said: “Why don’t you leave it with us? We will publish it in our Dni, starting with tomorrow’s issue. We find it suitable for publication.” Nevertheless, Iaroslavskii had decided that it was better not to publish the novella at all than to have it published in Dni.

In Paris, Iaroslavskii took up with anarchists, particularly with Berkman28 and Volin (Eikhenbaum).29 Volin was the most interesting and charming person. He was the closest comrade-in-arms of Makhno;30 one might even call him the theorist of Makhnovshchina.

While Iaroslavskii was suffering from nostalgia for our Soviet Motherland, I was in a hurry to study Paris life (and when we were in Berlin, Berlin life). Moreover, I was interested mainly in one side of the life of the city—shelters for the homeless, taverns, the criminal world, and prostitution. Before we left Russia, Iaroslavskii used to say to me, “If I leave you alone on a bench on a boulevard only for a minute, for dead sure I’ll find you in the company of prostitutes and pickpockets.”

There was a street in Paris called Rue de Sol. Not every native Parisian was aware of its existence, but bums knew it quite well. By the way, it was located in a quite bourgeois neighborhood. It looked out of place among the bourgeois streets. At the entrance of one of the narrow buildings, which was squeezed between two others, I saw a faded red flag hanging pitifully. A crowd of indigents—men, women, and children—made themselves comfortable at the entrance, on the steps, and around them. They had been brought here, under the red flag, neither by the Comintern nor by Lenin, nor by the International Organization of Help to the Fighters for Revolution, but by Baron Rothschild. And generally speaking, the red flag there did not play the political role of a banner; rather, it was a distinguishing feature of a shelter. There was a Jewish shelter in this house, which was financed by the Parisian Jewish bourgeoisie, mainly by Rothschild.

I did not get a chance to spend the night there, although I stayed there all day on the pretext of “having dinner.” I talked to the inhabitants of the shelter and studied their everyday life. A Parisian, or even a foreigner, could stay the night there without charge, and enjoy tea with bread, dinner, and supper, for two months. They used to feed me there almost to bursting. In any case, dinners there were more nutritious and substantial than in the Soviet administration of Solovetskii camps and corrective labor houses.

This shelter in Rue de Sol was run by a Jewish agency, but there were others operating on the same principle—a Catholic shelter, a Lutheran one, and so on. In Soviet Russia, at that time, shelters were not free, and in addition, one had to pay for food. I could not help thinking that bourgeois charity was not so useless, and with all its funny sentimentality, was more valuable than the dry “socialist” guardianship of Bolsheviks. Let me shake your hand, Baron Rothschild! I do not know you, but really, you are more decent than the hypocritical scum from the Moscow City Council!

Night life in Paris made me realize that the waiter-bouncers who beat up and kicked out beggars in Montmartre’s small cafes were as nasty and vulgar as those in Moscow on Samoteka. And outcasts in Paris were as benevolent as our Little Mitkas and Red-haired Serezhkas. In general, life was the same everywhere.

We did not stay long in Paris—only two months. Iaroslavskii then insisted we return to Russia. I did not really like the idea, since I had my own, quite different plans. Wouldn’t it be great to get in touch with Makhno, who was also in Paris, and start a merry game in Ukraine, a courageous radical game, really revolutionary, and revolutionary in a criminal way! But Iaroslavskii was not tempted by my plans, he thought only about Soviet Russia. I felt that I had no right to try to talk him out of it: How could I constrain his conscience? The man definitely considered himself guilty in the face of the revolution and the Soviet country. He wanted to atone for his guilt.

“I am going to Russia to be executed by a firing squad. And if the Bolsheviks don’t shoot me, so much the better!” And he went home to his Soviet motherland, which so disgustingly and stupidly failed to understand him.

I swear to avenge the life of Aleksandr Iaroslavskii—and not only that of the man I loved, my comrade-in-arms, my “client” (in our criminal language), and a poetic genius ruined by your lack of talent! I swear to avenge not only him, but also all the executed poets—Gumilev,31 Lev Chornyi,32 and Esenin,33 who was hunted down and driven to suicide! And I swear to avenge the poor executioner whose hand held the gun that put a stop to Aleksandr Iaroslavskii’s genial stream of consciousness! I’ll avenge all executing riflemen who under the hypnosis of your hypocritical, pseudorevolutionary words, carelessly commit voluntary or mercenary murder. All those who know not what they do, I swear to avenge by word and blood. And I will keep my word, if this autobiography does not become an “auto-obituary.”

In the meantime, I will continue my story. From Stettin we returned to Russia by ship. We had been absent for a year. Iaroslavskii was as happy as a child to hear Russian speech in the streets, to see antireligious posters in the shop windows of bookstores, and most of all, to see the October demonstrations.

“I am happy that I returned. Are you angry with me, Zhenichka?” he whispered, gazing joyfully at the demonstrations and squeezing my hand. “I know, you wanted to stay. . . .” These days were one of the happiest periods of our life.

When Iaroslavskii was arrested, I immediately joined the ranks of petty criminals. I have mentioned already the reasons why the idea held such an important social meaning for me. If I were an Abramovich–Dan34 type of intellectual, I would have restricted myself to the theoretical cognizance of the idea, and that would be it. But I loved everyday life! Besides, since my childhood, I have had a passion for experiencing everything firsthand. How banal it was to sympathize with the criminal world from the outside, to watch it from the sidelines, or even to conduct eccentric social experiments in disguise. Some Western journalists would dress up as bums and spend one night at a shelter, or would go to some suspicious slums, only to rush out of there early in the morning to take a bath and wash off all this filth—and oh, what a nightmare, if there were lice! No, I decided to immerse myself completely in the life of the petty criminal, not as a distinguished foreigner but as an equal. I decided to learn how to steal. My love for Iaroslavskii had held me back, but after his arrest I was free. Of course, even then, I had an obligation—I could not compromise his name. But the temptation was too great! I could not control myself.

It was easy to say—“I’ll go steal!” But I might as well have said, “I am so upset, that I am going to give piano recitals!” Even if one desperately needed money and made up her mind to steal, it would be impossible to succeed at first. Criminal intent is not enough. Theft is a skill in every sense of the word. One can manage without talent; but without skill and preliminary preparations, stealing is impossible. At first, I hadn’t the foggiest notion how to start stealing. That first day in the street, I figured out how to grab fruit and sweets from the grocery counter, but of course, that was too easy. So, it took me some time to learn how to steal. In the meanwhile I turned to selling newspapers. I liked spending the whole day in the streets among slippery street urchins.

The most tense, the most pathetic moment for a newspaper seller was the moment of the publication of Vecherniaia krasnaia gazeta.35 Morning newspapers would sell slowly, almost lazily, and comfortably. I used to take several copies of each newspaper, sit down somewhere on the steps along Nevskii and chant, “Pravda, Leningradskaia pravda, Krasnaia gazeta, Moskovskaia rabochaia gazeta.”36 And again, from the very beginning, “Pravda, Leningradskaia Pravda. . . .” Those who needed newspapers would buy them. When I noticed that one newspaper, Pravda, for example, was not selling well, then I would look through the headlines and start thrusting it on passers-by like a father trying to get his oldest daughter off his hands. “Pravda! The speech of Comrade Trotsky! The latest advances by the opposition!”

The evening paper was quite a different matter. There, greed, gambling, and competition ran high among newspaper sellers. They used to start gathering around the kiosk at Nikolaevskii Train Station long before the evening papers arrived for distribution. “They brought it!” The newspaper sellers would rush, screaming, to the counter, and everybody would grab a pile of newspapers and start running, counting the copies on the run. They would hoof it from Nikolaevskii Station to Nevskii Prospect, Ligovskaia Street, and Old Nevskii Prospect. Like contemporary evangelists, newspaper sellers ran to the world, carrying the blessed news that Krasnaia gazeta was published! And every newspaper seller was in a hurry, being afraid that he would miss the freshest buyer, because if one did not sell it immediately, at the first moment, then it would be impossible to sell. It would sit forever, “marinating.”

I had been selling newspapers in Leningrad for about a month when prisoner Iaroslavskii was transferred to Moscow and I moved there, following him. To sell newspapers in Moscow was much more difficult than in Leningrad, as the competition was greater. In addition, there were fewer “scholars,” that is, newspaper readers. People in Moscow were nasty and unsympathetic. If I sat on the steps, the caretakers or the “pigs” would drive me away. Scum! If a newspaper seller entered a nice cafeteria to offer newspapers to its customers, a manager would kick him out. I used to sell all day, leaving the house at six in the morning and coming back at eight in the evening. Despite the long hours, my earnings were puny. It would have been enough if I had only had to feed myself, but I knew that by Friday (prison parcel day) I had to save at least three or four rubles in order to send a little parcel to my curly haired one.

Of course, having a university diploma, I could easily have found a regular job; but I would have been sorry to leave the streets, I wanted to try criminal life. I wanted to learn how to steal. . . . Besides, the very appearance of Soviet offices—clean, self-assured, and inaccessible—used to make me nauseous, as if I had a sudden fit of seasickness. I could not even think of going to work in such a nest of scribes and pharisees!

I preferred to struggle in the streets, trying to sell newspapers. Besides, I was busy: Now I had to run to the GPU to get a certificate, next I had to spend half a day getting a parcel to the prison, then go to the prosecutor’s office on Spiridonovka, which was as fruitless as trying to milk a he-goat. Often I would pick up my newspapers in the morning, then take my place in line at the prosecutor’s office. While standing in line at the public prosecutor’s office, I would sell the newspapers. Some of the women used to comment admiringly, “What a bold and smart woman! This one will get her husband out!” Yeah, I got him out, all right!

On two occasions, the newspapers sold out especially quickly (I was in Leningrad then); once, because a bomb had been thrown at the GPU. While other newspaper sellers unenthusiastically shouted out the headlines suggested by the publisher, I scanned the newspaper and noticed the piquant sensation. So I stood on Nevskii Prospect, and when someone passed by, I would say distinctly and loudly, looking aside, “A bomb in Moscow OGPU! Vecherniaia krasnaia gazeta! A bomb in Moscow OGPU!” A passer-by would stop as if he had been whacked on the head. With trembling hands, he would take out his wallet and open the newspaper. It was like a birthday present to everybody—who in Soviet Russia did not hate the GPU?! The second occasion of the brisk sale of the newspaper was when an eighty-three-year-old woman was raped by two hooligans in Ekaterininskii Park. Glory and honor to hooligans raping eighty-three-year-old women! May God give them long life and success in their valiant deeds, which gladden the hearts of newspaper sellers!

In order to immerse myself completely into street life, I left my aunt, with whom I had been living in Moscow at that time. I had decided to live with the homeless. Having announced to my aunt that I was leaving for good, I left to sell newspapers as usual. By evening, I started thinking that it was time to decide where I would spend the night. I came up to a boy who was panhandling at a bakery. “Listen, boy, aren’t you homeless?” There was fear in his bright little eyes. “Oh, no, lady! I have a father, a mother. I live with my mother.” “Well, no, I didn’t mean that. I myself have nowhere to spend the night. That’s why I thought—if you are homeless, will you show me where one can spend the night for free and where nobody asks for documents?” “I can do that. The very same place where I usually stay the night myself. Shall we go there together?” “That’s good. Let’s go. But not now, okay? Wait till I sell out my newspapers.” “And I’ll hit them up for money a little while longer.”

At night, he took me to a small park on Arbat Square. Sitting on the bench with me, he told me with naive talkativeness about his life: He had been a shepherd in a village and had come to the city not long ago. “During the daytime, I hit them up for money, and in the evenings, I go pickpocketing.”

We were getting ready to sleep: I stayed on one bench, he on the next one. Hardly had I fallen asleep, when I was awakened by somebody’s uninvited embrace. It was a tall, lanky fellow, well dressed and quite drunk. I begged him not to hit on me. My little neighbor came to my help. “Don’t touch this lady, she is no hooker, she just sells newspapers!” “And who are you to stand up for her? Or maybe you yourself want to. . . . I’ll beat the shit out of you, you brat!” “You’ll get your ass kicked,” answered the boy with dignity, and then boasted to me, whispering to my ear, “Don’t be afraid of anything. I have a Finnish knife.” The debates continued. I lay on the bench, under the cross fire of foul language from both sides. At last, the lanky guy left, with a promise to dishonor his opponent’s late grandmother in a rather unnatural way. At that point, I made a decision that every night I would have this kid, who was not yet dangerous himself but drove others away, around. I tried to go back to sleep. In the morning, my little friend told me, “Now you have to wash yourself.” My face was covered with smudges from the mingling of morning dew with printers’ ink from yesterday’s newspapers, combined with street dust.

I could not be late for the newspapers, and since all public restrooms were closed until eight in the morning, I had to wash under a downspout—thanks to an evening rain, the water was still pouring down from the roof.

I never saw my little protector again. Without him around, it was too risky to spend the night in the park, where any lanky guy could do anything to me. So the next day, when it got dark, I simply walked around the streets, avoiding the empty ones and moving toward those that still had night life. Lights were going out in the small beer halls, at first on Smolensky, then on the Arbat. Lights were going out in the movie theaters. The city was being extinguished, gradually, like a body dying from the limbs inward. Thus, following the light, I slowly came to Tverskaia, trying to palm off my unsold newspapers. When I unexpectedly found myself on Tverskaia, I was happy to see that there were no signs of dying down for the night. In the worst case, I could simply walk around there until morning without raising any suspicions. Standing on the street corner, I slowly realized the specific character of this slowly moving or floating crowd. The same faces sailed past me in one direction, then in the opposite one, as if they were dancing a quadrille or polonaise on the parquet of the ballroom. From time to time, jokes were exchanged between one group and another. The majority of people seemed to be acquainted with each other. Among the prostitutes and habitués of this open-air brothel, I immediately felt as though I were at a ball in a house where I did not know anybody, and in addition, I was wearing the wrong dress: All the prostitutes were nicely dressed, according to their job requirements, and I had on a shabby coat, covered with layers of dust from the Moscow streets. . . .

Making my way through the crowd, I landed on Strastnaia as if on a sandbar. Actually, this sandbar was flooded with the high tide of the crowd. Here it became clear what was going on at Tverskaia: Those people were not simply strolling around, they were displaying themselves and being assessed. At Strastnaia, the deals were made, and prices were set. The tall kiosk of Mosselprom was like a lighthouse for those who did not want to be washed away by the tide of the crowd and who had stopped for a minute to make a deal.

In the shadow of the restroom, some guys were playing cards on a dumpster that was lit by a candle stub. The closeness of the “pigs” did not bother them at all. Probably they were fatalists—one way or another, they would suffer from “isolation”! That’s what I needed, and I went straight over to them. I stood there for some time, staring at them. Without interrupting their game, they cast me a half-second glance that was distrustful, but phlegmatic. I began straight-away to address them: “Comrades, do you know where someone without documents and without money can spend the night?” “Nah, we don’t know! Your turn. . . . King takes it! . . . Trump!” “You know. . . it just so Kappens that my husband is in prison, and my documents were taken when he was arrested. I left my aunt’s place because I quarreled with her, and now I don’t have a place to spend the night.” “Come with me, I’ll show you a place. As you can see, I am busy now. When we finish the game. . . . Come back here in about half an hour.”

Half an hour later, I followed this fellow into the darkness. Of medium height, and slender, he was not really handsome, but he had regular features and an interesting face. His clothing was not expensive, but neat and brand new. He looked just like a “noble” thief from a German movie! He brought me to a building somewhere very close to Strastnaia. We climbed the stairs to the very last floor. On the topmost landing of this rather neglected staircase, there was a big, empty crate. “You can make yourself comfortable in this crate. Good night!” Going downstairs, he looked back and added, “You can sleep peacefully. I assure you, nobody will touch you, here. But I cannot guarantee that you won’t be robbed.”

I was falling asleep. . . . But all at once, through my torpor, I heard, “And who the hell is this? Who is sleeping here?” Somebody’s surprised hand poked at me as one might a blob of rising dough. It turned out to be one of the building’s inhabitants. He was drunk, but reasonable. He sat down on the edge of my crate. I had already managed to move from a lying to a sitting position. I explained to him how I came to be there. The idyll of our conversation was interrupted by the ferociously opened door of one of the apartments and a woman’s voice: “You bastard, again you brought in some. . . . I’ll teach you to bring whores around! Go home, now! Oh, you are drunk again, you son of a bitch!” “I am sorry, citizeness, but nobody brought me here. I came here myself. He only bumped into me while I was asleep and started asking how I got here. I am a humble woman, a cripple. I don’t have a place to live—nowhere to spend the night. He did not bring me, I myself. . . .” “Well, if you came here by yourself, then get out of here by yourself! Or I’ll call a caretaker! This is no homeless shelter! Who knows what contagion you are carrying!” I left and returned to my “Housing Department” at the dumpster. My “landlord” was there: “Did you have a good sleep?” I told him the whole story. He smiled. “That’s nothing! If I were you, I would have gone back there.” “Thank you. I had better stay away.” He shrugged. “As you like!”

I watched closely the restrained and dignified manners of my interlocutor and asked the most banal question: “You yourself probably ended up here by accident. Where did you grow up?” “Me? Under a boat.” He disappeared again in the waves of the Strastnaia surf. I had nothing to do until morning, when I would have to go to pick up the newspapers. In the meantime, I watched the details of Strastnaia. The most exciting time was toward dawn, when one still could seize the last, desperate chance. Let outsiders beware! Everyone was trying not to miss this final hour of opportunity, when a prostitute might finally land a wild and rowdy, stylish sucker who, earlier in the evening, when he was still half sober, would not have even looked at a street hooker. A thief would lure and clean out a plastered cashier or embezzler. A taxi driver would get the right passenger—either a Soviet official who had spent so much already that it didn’t matter anymore whether he gave three or twenty rubles for a ride, or a successful thief who would pay a lot to get away from a cop. Florists had their own pre-dawn luck—rushing with bouquets after couples leaving in carriages. The girls would whisper to their escorts, “Buy me one.” The escort, showing off, would not dicker, and three rubles would fly down from the carriage to the florist. A second later, the sweating escort would be all over the girl, pushing the flowers under the seat; they both had already forgotten about them. And did she need the flowers in the first place? Just to hook a sucker! In the meantime, the florist let a bum selling vodka on the sly earn his money (of course, after midnight the price had already gone up three times!). And there was a pie vendor ready with his goods. “Would you like a hot pie for a snack?”

I immediately was infected with this excitement. I desperately wanted to turn from a day person into a night person, to make money together with all of them and to have my own share in this pre-dawn loot! I wanted to steal with style, or to steal on a bet.

At dawn, the tide ebbed along Strastnaia—only groups of pimps and thieves were left, like seashells stranded by a high tide. And here and there a drunken and cleaned out sucker made an effort to throw up. Near the restroom, “girls” of the kind that were not chosen any more—the older and sicker ones—angrily quarreled because of their shame. They were so ashamed because their bodies were for sale but nobody wanted them anymore! Each tried to insult the other more woundingly—with the most painful and insulting epithet, especially here, at Strastnaia, where it was too close for comfort, being symbolic of the final humiliation for a woman: “You cocksucker!”

I walked to the kiosk, where pimps and thieves had gathered to talk business. One of the most stylish prostitutes of Strastnaia was returning from “work.” Satisfied and businesslike, she walked up to her pimp. “Oh, Mirrochka! How did you do?” he asked. “Fine, thanks. How are you?” she replied.

As for me, I attracted everybody’s attention—I was new on the square. So I had to tell my story to everyone. At first they didn’t trust me much; they took me for a strange, unlucky prostitute.

The Jewess Mirrochka said with kindly irony, “Honest lady with newspapers, if you really, as you say, have no place to stay, why don’t you go to some committee that helps poor, honest ladies?” I replied in the same vein, addressing the “meeting” in a joking manner, but with serious intent. I told them that they, who were gathered there, were the most valuable part of society, the salt of the earth. At first they laughed a lot, laughed almost sympathetically. Then somebody remarked, “What she is saying is not so stupid!” “If you think about it—she is right!” In a word, nobody objected to being acknowledged as the salt of the earth.

In the days that followed, I tried to hang on at Strastnaia. I sold newspapers during the daytime and flowers at night. To sell flowers along Strastnaia was humiliating, especially considering my handicap: Prostitutes persistently regarded me as their competitor. It seemed that suckers had the same idea: Either they boldly hit on me, or they mockingly rejected me. “Mister, will you buy some flowers?” “Your flowers are as withered as you yourself! I don’t want either you or your flowers!” I used to answer quietly and slowly, measuring every word, “You may price my flowers, they are for sale; you may not price me, because I am not for sale.”

Having little understanding of the economics of buying and selling, I paid exorbitant prices for the flowers. And all the time, I worried that the flowers would die before somebody bought them; then, instead of profit, I would have losses. In spite of everything, I did not want to leave Strastnaia. There I had to find and cement the right connections, which would enable me to start working.

I want to make a point: I did not go to the crooks as to younger brothers to teach them; oh, no! I joined them to study their profession, to study their ethics. My intent was not to bring them new teachings but rather to strengthen their old thieves’ laws: Irreconcilable hatred for cops and rats, camaraderie and mutual aid, and so on. For some time, I had been toying with the eccentric idea of organizing a work day, or more precisely, a work night, on the theme “from a prostitute to a common criminal.” At that time, almost half of the thieves from Strastnaia had been picked up. So I proposed that the prostitutes donate one night’s proceeds toward a prison parcel for their arrested friends. However, this idea was impossible to implement, since the “absentees” were known only by their nicknames, not by the names in their fake documents. The problem was, what names would we put on the parcels?!

At that time, I also had ideas of a more serious nature. I dreamed of organizing a criminal (nonparty) political committee unifying all anti-Soviet and purely criminal elements. The main task of this committee would be to obtain the release from prison, first, of prisoners from death row, and then, of the most prominent criminals, both political and common. I knew that the organizational work would not be completed quickly but rather would require long hours and boundless patience; there would be inevitable failures and stupid mistakes. Of course, we would need to have incredible financial resources. But we would get them from raids, or by expropriations. (It didn’t matter what we called them!) The political prisoners would join us for ideological reasons, and the common criminals would be financially interested enough. How could a death row inmate whose escape was organized by the committee not thank the committee with the proceeds of his or her first successful operation?

I am writing about it now only because I expect either to be executed by firing squad or to be given a very long sentence. In any case, I will be under heavy, secret surveillance. That’s why you can be sure I won’t be able to put my plan into action!

I return now to my autobiography. Vending either days or nights—or sometimes both—I used to take a tram to Sokolniki Park to have a good sleep. To sleep there during the daytime, in the wonderfully thick grass under the lulling sun, was especially pleasant. I spent two nights in the park completely alone, fearing no one but the police. I had good reason to be afraid of them: Once I dropped a purse containing all the money I had left, and it was immediately stolen by a policeman. He announced that he had found this purse and had to take it to the “Lost and Found.” Another policeman tried to rape me in Sokolniki Park in broad daylight. From bushes nearby, petty thieves were watching us curiously, exchanging small laughs. The tipsy policeman thought that none of these “undocumented” guys would dare become witnesses in any criminal case. But one of them saved me in a rather peculiar way: At the most decisive and piquant moment, as I was struggling and pleading, he came up to the policeman who was bending over me, and with a simple-hearted smile, asked: “Will you give me a light, comrade?” The policeman, of course, let me go, took out his matches, and gave them to the guy. After the thief lit a cigarette and turned his back, the militiaman grabbed his gun and took aim at the retreating figure. Then after a minute, he put the gun away, saying, “Damn, it’s not worth it!” Later, I thanked my savior: “You are a great guy, you know! Saved me from such a disaster! Thank you! So, you came up to help me?” “Nah, just for the show!” He laughed naughtily.

At last, I found a permanent apartment—the glass booth at a tram stop. To be precise, my new apartment could not be called permanent, since one day it would be a tram booth in Okhotnyi Row, and the next day it would be a tram booth on Revolution Square. Kicked out of one, I would go to another. Sometimes I had to change booths three times in one night. The booths were overcrowded: There were many of us homeless spending the nights there. There were beggars, small-time thieves, homeless prostitutes. Here I found my real family, in the truest sense of the word. Once a week I went to visit my aunt; and if I stayed long enough, she would try to talk me into spending the night. Then I would begin to feel uneasy: “No, I cannot stay at all, I have to go home.” The very thought of spending the night somewhere else seemed a betrayal to my native tram stop and my folks! I told my aunt that I had found a room for rent. So she and my mother, who had come from Leningrad to see me, begged me with tears of insult in their eyes to give them my address. My mother was more persistent: “I am your mother, I have a right to know! If you don’t want me to go there, I won’t; but I have to know, just in case.” Poor thing, how could I give her my address, when I didn’t have one?!

Meanwhile, it was the end of September. My tram stop was cold. To warm up, we went to a campfire on Teatralnaia Square, next to an asphalt boiler. Some street kids even slept in boilers. When the guys managed to break into a food kiosk, we fried sausage on the campfire and baked apples on a skewer—an iron rod we got from a tram switchwoman. All of us women and kids slept in the booth, huddled together. Each of us lay on the feet of the one who came before, to keep them warm. It was much warmer for everyone this way; but by the end of the night the “bottom” person could not stand it any longer and would yell: “Are you crazy?! You’re all piled up on me! Are my feet made of iron, or what?”

The investigation of Iaroslavskii’s case was complete, and the central GPU was looking for me to inform me that I was allowed to visit him. They could not find me, since I did not have a residency permit. Meanwhile, Iaroslavskii went on a hunger strike at the Lubianka, demanding a visit with me. He knew that I was in Moscow, since I brought him parcels every week. He did not believe that they could not find me anywhere, although the GPU gave him a written report about it in response to his hunger strike. Because of that as well as many other, more serious matters, I felt extremely guilty toward him! While his fate was being decided so tragically, I thought no more of him than of my street punks and their social importance; and vainly and selfishly, I was preoccupied with the role I was going to play among them!

In the episode of the visit, one thing is unclear: Why did they not tell me I had permission to visit, when I came with the parcels?

I was able to visit him only later, in Leningrad, where he had been transferred prior to his departure for the camps. I followed him to Leningrad immediately. During our visit, I had time to tell him how and where I had been living. Iaroslavskii made me promise that I would live in a normal apartment again, either at my aunt’s place in Moscow or at my mother’s in Leningrad. I kept my word, but I did not break off my relations with Moscow’s street people. I even got acquainted with some of those in Leningrad. By the way, when I returned to Moscow a year later, I rushed immediately to my tram booth. But it turned out that some of the guys were locked up, some had left by their own choice, and some unfamiliar village people who had nothing to do with the criminal world were spending their nights there.

A month later, after Iaroslavskii was transported from Leningrad to the north, I went to Kem,37 trying to get a visit. I was not allowed to see him that time, and I succeeded only in spending all my money. I hurried back to Leningrad, ticketless—sometimes as a stowaway in a train car carrying railway ties, sometimes riding on the coupling between freight cars, or under the bench in a passenger car.

After all the mistreatment of prisoners that I had seen in Kem, my hatred and scorn for “Soviet” power became even more resolute. However, I was afraid of harming Iaroslavskii by showing my feelings too openly. The idea of working at some Soviet office disgusted me even more than before.

I wasted no time: I started stealing a little bit. It was funny and shameful to say what a petty thief I was at the beginning. For example, when I brought a parcel for a friend in the Leningrad Criminal Investigation Department, on my way back I took the heavy padlock from the gates and later fenced it at Aleksandrovskii market for forty kopecks.

Moving back to Moscow, I developed a “specialty”: I started going from one dental office to another. In the waiting rooms, I would rummage through the pockets of the patients’ coats, looking for money. Sometimes, when I could slip out unnoticed through the door, I took out coats, and hats, even fur hats. I was never caught at this. However, after I had “visited” the majority of Moscow dentists, I had to find another venue. I started stealing laundry: Very early in the morning, when almost everybody was asleep but industrious housekeepers had already hung their linen out to dry in the courtyards, I would very patiently make the rounds and pick up bed linens, dresses, coats, plaids, and wool blankets that had been put out in the yard to air. I did not take comforters, as they were too bulky to carry! From time to time, when I found an unlocked apartment, I used to drop in. I used to take primus stoves from kitchens, and shoes that had been put out on the doormat for cleaning. I did not dare to go further than the kitchen, since my prostheses made noise and I could not walk very quietly. I “took” things only from wealthy courtyards; if a valuable object was near a basement dwelling, I never even looked at it!

Stealing gave me real pleasure; I exulted in the feeling of risk that accompanied even a small theft. But all these trifles, the odds and ends that I got without burglary, satisfied neither my financial needs nor my self-esteem. I was tempted by what I viewed as the highest, the classic form of theft—picking pockets.

While crimes such as murder, burglary, and robbery generally have been considered more important than the picking of pockets, I consider this latter the highest level of thievery, where skill becomes art. If one looks at the work of pickpockets, one cannot but admire their graceful dexterity! Any locksmith with enough courage could easily commit burglary. Any confident, tall, husky fellow could commit a successful holdup on his first attempt, if he was lucky enough. But to take a wallet from somebody’s inside pocket was totally impossible for an untrained person. I found that I was absolutely incapable of picking pockets. The only time I tried, I failed: I was hit on the head with an empty bottle and a stick, and in addition, was taken to the police station. I had a lucky break, because earlier that day I had lost my glove. At the police station, I pulled the second glove out of my pocket and announced that the “victim” had hit on me and as a joke had taken my glove and put it in his pocket. When I had tried to take my glove out of his pocket, he had beat me up. Since the “accuser” was not very sober, my story had its intended effect, and the kindhearted policeman let me go, while my accuser was issued a strict warning!

Although I did not enjoy success at the pickpocket’s trade, I finally found my favorite branch of stealing—at the train station. Usually I took a place in line to the ticket office (or more often, to the Small Luggage Storage Room); and wherever someone stepped away for a minute or started gazing at something, I would take small suitcases and other light luggage right from under the noses of their owners. The main key to success was to act without nervousness and with calm dignity, so that the people around, who almost always saw me picking up these items, were absolutely sure that I was taking my own luggage. As to calmness—I had plenty of it!

By the way, nervousness was an issue valid only right before I stole; once engaged in the act, I was like a sleepwalker. I had only one fleeting thought: “The die is cast!” After that, my hand would grow into the handle of the “hot” suitcase and I would stop seeing the people’s faces around me. I would see only the exciting blur of the crowd (like the first moments after one steps out onto the stage to play a role). I no longer wondered, Will this trick work or not? I simply acted as if I had a clockwork mechanism inside me, moving in time to its ticking. Automatically, I would hurry to the exit, then to the tram stop. I would get into a tram, and only there would I come to my senses.

Once, at Kursk Train Station, very early in the morning, when the train from the south had just brought the Soviet beau monde back to Moscow, I noticed a man sitting in the hall, surrounded by his luggage. The man undoubtedly had a poetic soul—he was gazing dreamily at something in front of him, while his luggage was located mostly behind him. I was tempted by a small wooden trunk with a padlock. I came up quietly behind and took the trunk. At the time, I was not familiar with the layout of the Kursk Train Station, and that was why I made a fatal mistake: Seizing the trunk, I headed off—not toward the main exit but in the opposite direction, hoping that I would come across another exit. There was none! How could I turn back and go to the exit with the “hot” trunk, passing by the passenger who by that time had probably noticed the disappearance of his luggage?

I went to the restroom, asked some lady to look after the trunk, and went out again to see what was going on. I noticed two street kids. I didn’t know them, but their ragged clothing gained my confidence. I called them over, explained everything, and asked them to show me an emergency exit. I also promised them a share, as a tip. They looked at me suspiciously—I didn’t look like a thief! However, they promised to think of something. I returned to my hiding place in the restroom. In a few minutes, the door to the restroom opened a little, and the kids looked in, gesturing to me. We went through some underground passageways that reminded me of the Paris subway. These led mostly to the suburban trains; but one of them—oh, joy!—led to the street!

Then I had to give them their share. I didn’t have any money on me to pay them right on the spot. Where could we go? I suggested a joint that I knew well. But in order to get there, we had to go to Dorogomilovo. We decided to take a tram to Dorogomilovo (without buying tickets, of course). Since I was handicapped, it was easy for me; the kids rode behind the wagon, on a coupling. At every stop, they would jump down and look inside the tram, checking to see whether I was still there: What if I had run off with the trunk, leaving them without their share?! When we reached the joint, an acquaintance of mine broke the padlock on the trunk. Inside was a collapsible camera (made in Brussels), a new wallet (empty, unfortunately), a summer suit, a razor, a pair of slippers, two bed sheets, some underwear, an album, documents in the name of Financial Inspector Ptitsyn, personal correspondence of the owner, and an album with his own very skillful drawings. I took the camera, one bed sheet, the correspondence, the books, the album, and the documents. All the rest went to the kids!

I sold the camera and the sheet, packaged up the correspondence and the album in a packet, and sent it to the address in the documents: “Leningrad, Griboedov Canal,” and so on. I enclosed a note with the parcel: “Realizing how every artist treasures his works, I am returning the album with these exquisite, tasteful sketches. I also am returning your personal correspondence, which has no value to its hijacker.—The Thief.”

Oh, God, how much joy every stolen suitcase used to bring me! I felt like a child who had been given a chocolate ball with “a surprise” in the middle! I would rush off with a suitcase, as I could not wait to find out what was inside. What if it were gold? Or cash? More often, it was trash—some odds and ends that had to be sold immediately, before the owner reported the theft.

Early in summer 1929, I set off for Solovki, to visit my husband. We had been granted a visit “on general terms,” that is, one hour a day. During my ten days’ stay in Solovki, two reports about me were submitted to Commander Borisov. One was written by a free worker, Romanek, and the other—if I am not mistaken—by the Head of the Meeting House, M. D. Lobanova.

When I got back from Solovki, I continued stealing. (I had not sold any newspapers for more than a year.) I always went out to steal alone: In case I was nabbed, at least I wouldn’t drag someone else down with me. I did what I wanted with all the loot.

Thanks to that, I preserved good relations with the street punks—there were no personal scores to settle. Not a lot of crooks knew me, but those who did treated me with respect (at least it seemed so to me). Thieves almost always respect a woman who steals by herself and does not work as a prostitute. And for me—a cripple risking her neck all alone—they had special respect!

Toward autumn, I was nabbed with two suitcases at Aleksandrovskii Train Station and was sent to Butyrki Prison.38 On the fourth day of my stay in Butyrki, in order just to bring some variety to Butyrki’s everyday routine, I split the warden’s head open with the metal cover of a latrine bucket and was sent to a cold punishment cell in Severnaia Tower. After my thirteen days’ stay in Butyrki, I was taken to court. In court, I described so vividly and skillfully how “the victim” and a GPU officer had been exchanging glances and how, in the meantime, I had taken her two neat little suitcases tied with a cord, that everybody in the courtroom, including the judges, was rolling with laughter. As a result, I was sentenced to just one month of community service.

When I was released from Butyrki, I immediately went to see my husband again. I will not write about the events that took place in connection with this visit to the prison on Parandovskii Road,39 where at that time Iaroslavskii was being held under unbearable conditions, in the punishment cell. Suffice it to say that there is already enough material about that—my testimony and that of Iaroslavskii—at the Kem Information and Investigatory Department. It is still there, if it was not sent to “the Center” with Iaroslavskii’s file. It was obvious that these events were just stages on the way to final catastrophe, since Iaroslavskii was not a man who would accept any unsavory favor from dirty hands (even if the hands were mine!), as is customary in your Solovetskii camp administration.

While returning from Kem to Moscow, I was nabbed again in Leningrad, where I stole a travel bag in Nikolaevskii Train Station. After spending seventeen days in the GPU prison, and following a brief trial, I was set free, and left for Moscow. On the twelfth day of my stay in Moscow, I was nabbed again, this time for stealing from an apartment. Although each time I went under a different alias, the Moscow Criminal Investigatory Department of course found out about my first conviction and detention, and the People’s Court of Baumanskii District—for a mere trifle, for two women’s dresses appraised at thirty-five rubles!—sentenced me to three years of exile in faraway regions. By my appeal the place of exile was changed to the town of Ustiuzhna, in the Cherepovetsk region.

In Ustiuzhna, I settled in a decaying, abandoned building (4 Molotovskaia Embankment) that the administrative department had designated as a shelter for exiles. This building was known in Ustiuzhna as the White House, or Stone House. The locals were scared to pass by it at night, and even in daytime they wouldn’t look inside. Although it had assigned the exiles to this house, the administrative department had provided no furniture, not even bunk beds. There was nothing but human waste inside. There was no residential administration to maintain order. Anybody who wanted to spend the night there could come in, light the stove with stolen firewood (or go out and break up the fence next door for firewood), and stay there. There were about ten of us, and we lived in the White House as a small, very tight-knit commune of thieves. Some of us used to steal, some used to panhandle; but everything went into the common stock. I was the only woman there (all the other women—even those who were street punks—who were exiled together with me were too scared to stay in the Stone House). The guys were proud of me—I wasn’t scared to stay with them. They respected me, called me “the Lady of the White House,” and asked my opinion before each theft. One of the guys once said jestingly: “People are scared of us, a bunch of robbers, but we live here with no fights, no drinking and carousing. We hardly ever even drink. . . . The woman lives with us as a sister, and we don’t touch her!” It was true. Toward the end of my stay there, I succeeded in bringing one other exiled woman to the White House.

In Ustiuzhna, I started a new business—I advertised as a fortune-teller. It was a resounding success. The women and girls who were most interested in having their fortunes told even risked coming to the White House, although they would come in large groups and only during the day. The rest asked me to come to their houses, explaining: “We are scared to go to your place. But we will do the best we can—we will bake crescent rolls for you and put up a samovar.” I was invited to the best houses in town! They paid me, offered me food. They assured me that none of the local fortune-tellers could even be compared to me. My usual frankness was again my best help. When starting a seance, I used to tell everyone, “I tell fortunes the best I can! Is it true or not—who knows? You will see for yourself! Some people don’t believe in fortune-telling at all—maybe they are right?!” And women would sigh with feeling, “And she tells only the truth! Not a single false word!” And when I was sentenced under Article 169 of the criminal code,40 one of these women, in the courtroom, said quite loudly, “They put her on trial, everybody knows what for! Because she tells the truth! If she lied, then it would be different!”

In the wealthy, bourgeois homes of Ustiuzhna, everybody was very nice to me and tried to win me over, not only because of fortune-telling, but also for a quite different reason. Knowing my influence with the guys of the White House, the wealthy families would say to me, as I feasted at their tables: “Will you please tell your guys not to touch us? There is nothing left to take. Last year, our house was ‘cleaned out’ twice. They’d do better to go to number three, across the street—there they have flour and things. And the sacks of flour are right at the entrance!” “Oh, no! Our guys are not like that! They don’t steal! Well, maybe they’ll take some potatoes. . . . So your neighbors are not afraid to keep flour at the entrance? Well, but they have a vicious dog, probably, that they rely on.” Thus, they tried to bribe me, viewing me as a tool to divert burglary from their own house to the houses of those with whom they had a score to settle. And I remembered their hospitality. I used to tell the guys, “In this house, they like me—let’s not touch them! It is better to take some state property, nobody will be offended! And the Communists are bastards—they send everybody into exile and do not give us any work!”

Within three weeks of my arrival in Ustiuzhna, I was locked up again as a suspect in a break-in at the store of the Hunters’ Union. When we broke in, we took Finnish knives, a large number of guns, and money from the cash register. However, we did not take everything—some money was in the metal safe, and we could not break the code.

I was sentenced to three years of exile “far away” and was sent by prisoners’ transport to Siberia. While I was in Ustiuzhna Prison, I had read in the newspapers about collective farms. I was enthusiastic about them. I sensed something old-communist, something “October” in this idea. So I hurried to write to Iaroslavskii about it, since I knew how his heart, the heart of a former partisan, was gladdened by every really revolutionary achievement of the Bolsheviks. However, after I landed in Siberia by the will of the boundlessly wise administration, I became immersed in peasant life and saw how these celebrated collective farms worked in reality. I secretly rejoiced at the complete lack of popularity of the Bolsheviks at that time, anticipating their inevitable defeat (at the heavy hand of the peasantry) in the nearest future.

In Siberia, while we were being transported from village to village, I lived in the lap of luxury. After the long starvation in Novosibirsk Transit Prison (two hundred grams of bread with a little bit of “empty” cabbage soup once a day), and after living on the same two hundred grams without any soup in Kansk, at last we were assigned to the village of Taseevo, to which we were sent with guards but with no food at all. During the daytime we would march at rifle point, and at night they would split us up into groups of two or three among the peasants’ houses, leaving it to these households to feed us. Any other peasants in the world would have told us and our guards to go to hell: If you are taking them somewhere, feed them yourselves! We have nothing to do with it! But not the generous Siberians.

I, of course, used these sleepovers to tell fortunes. In every village, the peasant women would rush in pilgrimage to the house where I was staying. I had time to sleep only about three hours a night, being awakened usually toward morning by some peasant woman who had come to have her fortune told. “I came early, to beat the crowd, since later, honey, there will be lines to you and I’d have to wait a long time.” In her hand she would be holding two or three eggs. By the time the convoy was lined up to continue on its way, I had whole sacks with bread, kalachi, and eggs, which were taken to the cart with us. All these, of course, I shared with our commune of hoods and counterrevolutionaries (that’s what I called our group of exiles, most of whom were thieves with long rap sheets, or dispossessed kulaks). In this way, I became a kind of “quartermaster” to the whole prisoners’ transport. It worked so well, that when we arrived in a village, the other prisoners would hurry to spread the word that “there is a fortune-teller among us.”

I must explain that whereas I stole because of my ideological ideas, fortune-telling was just a means of making ends meet during exile; one has to eat, and I had to have money for my way back! Besides, I was supporting the rest of the prison transport, especially the street punks, who like me were penniless. Only later did I come up with the idea of using this fortune-telling as a form of communication with the peasants, with the purpose of anti-Bolshevik propaganda and incitation. I marveled at the ironic peculiarity of my position: A former antireligious lecturer in the role of fortune-teller! What better evidence could there be of my thorough-going philosophical skepticism—of my great respect for the ancient philosopher sophists, who when paid, could prove any idea—what better demonstration, than my charming disregard for both materialists and idealists?!

In Taseevo we were each assigned to a village and were let go to get there any way we could. Having received my assignment, I took my time leaving, preferring to earn some money in Taseevo—for my escape. My success in Taseevo was so great that the police had to take urgent measures: I was arrested and had to spend one day at the police station. They let me out that evening, suggesting that I leave for the assigned village immediately, in spite of the approaching twilight. But I could not leave Taseevo that night, because while I was walking through the village, the windows in the houses were thrown open one after the other, and I was called in to tell a fortune at house after house.

I set out the next day. I was assigned to the village of Karaulnoe. Using my fortune-telling money, I hired a cart and set off in the opposite direction. I went through the taiga by cart, covering about 150 to 200 kilometers up to Enisei, then I took a ship to Krasnoiarsk. There I had fake papers made in the name of Anna Iosifovna Suchkova, “a peasant from Tambov Province” (I chose this name in honor of my late friend). Then I took a train from one city to another, in every city earning money to journey farther. But by the time I got to Kazan, I had tired of this slow journey. I decided not to linger, and set off from Kazan to Moscow without a ticket.

You know the rest: Neither Moscow nor Leningrad held any attraction for me. In the whole world, in the whole universe, I needed only Solovki!

Such is my life—the life of a schoolgirl-revolutionary, a student-dreamer, a friend of the great man and poet Aleksandr Iaroslavskii, an eternal wanderer, an itinerant antireligious lecturer, a feuilletonist of Rul, a street newspaper seller, a thief with a long rap sheet, and a gypsy fortune-teller.

Written with my own hand.

Evgeniia Iaroslavskaia

Punishment isolator Zaichiki. February 3, 1931.

Investigatory Case File 507, on the Charges against Prisoner Iaroslavskaia-Markon, Evgeniia Isaakovna

The basis for the establishment of the present file was the report of the commander of camp subsector Zaiachi Ostrova, prisoner Golunov, of October 28, 1930, to the senior administrator of the Information and Investigation Section of the Fourth Department. Prisoner Golunov had stated that the prisoner Iaroslavskaia, Evgeniia Isaakovna, who is being held at Zaiachi Ostrova under investigation, on November 18, 1930, during the announcement of the Order of the Administration of Solovetskii Camp to the general prisoner population, came out with anti-Soviet propaganda and in addition had an inclination to commit a terrorist act against a representative of the camp administration. The investigation has established the following: On October 18, 1930, the head of record keeping, Comrade Nikolskii, arrived at our camp subsector to inspect the latter and to announce to the prisoners order 229. In this order, Iaroslavskaia’s husband, Iaroslavskii, was mentioned as having been sentenced to the supreme measure of social defense—execution by firing squad. The reading of the order itself, as well as the names of those who were sentenced to the supreme measure of social defense (among them Iaroslavskaia’s husband), caused her to scream: “Executioners, scum of the earth, bloodsuckers, soon you will share his fate, not from a bullet, but from a bomb. The goal of my life is to harm Soviet power. It is a pity my husband did not live until the moment of its overthrow. I am sure it will fall soon!” When the reading of the order was over and Comrade Nikolskii was leaving the barracks, Iaroslavskaia struck him on the leg with her prostheses. Later, she carried on anti-Soviet agitation among the prisoners, calling for an uprising against Soviet power and for a refusal to work. On her chest she wrote in big letters, “Death to Chekists!” and she asked other prisoners to tattoo these words on her chest.

That evening, when she was taken out to the latrine, she tried to commit suicide, but she was seen, and the attempt was thwarted. On October 19, 1930, in the morning, Iaroslavskaia started a fracas among the prisoners and went so far in her cynicism as to pour her urine on other prisoners’ bread and on prisoner Zuborovskaia. (From the protocol of the interrogation of prisoner Iaroslavskaia: “On the question of my behavior toward Zuborovskaia, I answer that I consider her a rat capable of ratting to the administration. Her kind deserves whatever it gets!”) After Iaroslavskaia was transferred to the isolation cell, the same day, at 1 P.M., she made another attempt to commit suicide by cutting her veins with a piece of glass. At 12 o’clock that night she tried to strangle herself on the bed with a towel. In November 1930, during a visit of the camp commander Comrade Uspenskii to camp subsector Zaiachi Ostrova, prisoner Iaroslavskaia, according to a preconceived plan, committed a terrorist act against Comrade Uspenskii: She threw a cobblestone that she had obtained in advance, aiming for comrade Uspenskii’s temple, but accidentally striking him in the chest and causing him no harm. As Comrade Uspenskii was leaving the barracks, Iaroslavskaia tried a second time to strike a blow to his head, but the blow was thwarted by the commander of the military guard detachment, Comrade Degtiarev, who quickly kicked the brick out of her hand. The witnesses interrogated in the present case, prisoners Kachubei, Shipova, and the commander of the detachment Degtiarev, confirmed the above statement, and Kachubei and Shipova added that Iaroslavskaia had been agitating among the prisoners, calling for a refusal to work and for an uprising against Soviet power.

The accused in the present case, the prisoner Iaroslavskaia-Markon, Evgeniia Isaakovna, stated that her ultimate goal is to “struggle against Soviet power by all possible means, agitation and propaganda, preparation of peasant and Red Army masses for armed uprising against Soviet power, committing terrorist acts against employees of the OGPU, and supporting the criminal world and using it toward the same purposes.” Iaroslavskaia believes that Soviet power discredits the idea of the revolution, covering itself up with the name of the Soviets, for which it has utter disregard. She believes that the country is governed by a clique of the intelligentsia, headed by the Central Committee of the All-Union Communist Party of Bolsheviks.

She states that Soviet power is rotting from the inside out and will soon collapse. In addition, she intended to use the criminal world to organize uprisings in the camps and a mass escape of the prisoners. The attempt to commit a terrorist act she had conceived long before the attempt to murder the commander of the camp. From Iaroslavskaia’s autobiography, written in her own hand and appended to this case file, it is also obvious that on the outside, before her arrest, she had been systematically engaged in theft and the organization of the criminal world.

On the basis of the aforementioned, the prisoner Iaroslavskaia-Markon, Evgeniia Isaakovna, born in 1902 in Moscow, having a higher education, a Jewess who knows German and French, and a feuilletonist by profession, not belonging to any party, handicapped (without feet), earlier was tried three times for violation of Article 162 of the criminal code,41 once for violation of Article 169 of the criminal code, and once for violation of Article 76 of the criminal code.42 The Itinerant Session of the OGPU Collegium on September 6, 1930, convicted her of the violation of Article 17.82 of the criminal code43 and sentenced her to three years of imprisonment, with the sentence to end on August 17, 1933. It is hereby alleged: that when she was in the camp subsector Zaiachi Ostrova, she systematically carried on anti-Soviet agitation among the prisoners, trying to instill anti-Soviet moods in them, calling on them to refuse to work; that she wrote “Death to Chekists” on her chest and walked around with this slogan among the prisoners; that on November 11, 1930, she attempted to commit a terrorist act against the head of the fourth department of the camp, Comrade Uspenskii, by striking a blow with a cobblestone to his temple; that is, crimes violating Articles 58.8 and 58.10 of the criminal code,44 and consequently, according to Article 208 of the criminal procedural code it is hereby ruled that the investigatory case file 507, on the charges against prisoner Iaroslavskaia-Markon, in agreement with the deputy prosecutor of the Second District of the AKSSR, shall be forwarded to a three-member board of plenipotentiary representatives of the OGPU in Leningrad Military District for nonjudicial consideration. The measure of punishment with regard to prisoner Iaroslavskaia remains the same, that is, imprisonment in the women’s isolation barracks at Zaiachi Ostrova.

Solovki, February 1931.

Excerpt from the Protocol of the Assizes of the Collegium of the OGPU Session of the Three-member Board of Plenipotentiary Representatives of the OGPU, in Leningrad Military District of April 10, 1931

Heard:

135. Case 1918–31, on the charges against prisoner Iaroslavskaia-Markon, Evgeniia Isaakovna, under Art. 58.8 and 58.10 of the criminal code.

Found:

Iaroslavskaia-Markon, Evgeniia Isaakovna, is to be executed by firing squad.

The case file is to be sent to the archives.

Confirmed [signature, seal]

Story Told by Guard-marksman Arkadii Ivanovich Myslitsyn (a Prisoner Sentenced under the Laws on Counterrevolution, and a Former Chekist)

Well, our fates in these damned places really can be fantastic.45 Take me, for example, a Russian officer, a Civil War participant on the side of the Whites. I was forced to participate in the most terrible things—the execution of unarmed people who had been condemned to death. I had to act as a part of the GPU’s paw, hanging over Russia. . . .

Damnable times. Now I am going to freedom. That is, to exile, to be precise, like every prisoner of Solovki. And I am leaving all this horror behind. However, I am sure that for the rest of my life I will not forget what I saw during the two months of Uspenskii’s rule. . . .

Two months ago, the Sovnarkom issued a secret decree—to execute by firing squad all who refused to work. At every camp, in accordance with this decree, three-member boards of Chekists were formed. For every refusal to work, the foreman and the watching Chekist overseer were to write up a report. The three-member board would give its seal of approval, and the one who refused to work was sent to the isolator in Sekirnaia Mountain,46 and from there—straight to the mass grave. The prisoners at a general meeting approved and welcomed the “new regime,” and in the meantime Uspenskii kept six executioners on Sekirnaia, and every day they had work. And Uspenskii himself, recently appointed commander of the camp, used to enjoy participating in the executions.

So, the other day, this Uspenskii ordered a report to be written up on sectarians from the “God Knows”47 sect for their refusal to work. And all of them were shot.

I could never forget this horror, no matter how hard I might try. That day, I was assigned to Sekirnaia as a guard. Until then, I had managed to get other assignments, but that time it did not work out. I had to go.

My post was at the door, right at the church entrance. From there they took those sentenced to death and shot them in the courtyard. About eight guards loaded the still warm and convulsing bodies onto carts and drove them away. If you only could have seen those guards’ faces—they looked ghastly. With their wandering eyes and confused movements, you could tell these people were in a bad way. They would load the cart up with warm bodies and drive the horses at breakneck speed down the hill, just to get away as soon as possible from the dry rattle of shots being fired. Every such shot meant the separation of a living soul from a dead body. They were shooting for about two hours, eight executioners plus Uspenskii himself.

But the most frightening thing was what happened at the church entrance, at the lower isolator. Those who were sentenced to death had their hands tied while they were still upstairs. Can you imagine this crowd of bearded, old-fashioned Russian peasants with their hands tied behind their backs? They came in and stood still, in deep silence. The executioners were not ready yet, and the victims waited. For how long they waited—I don’t know. It seemed about two hours. I was the only one who saw the whole scene, since my post was inside, at the doors.

They stood deep in thought, gloomily, shoulder to shoulder. The silence was so dead, that my ears started to ring. Suddenly, the door was flung open. Two executioners ran in: They had forgotten one more victim in the upper isolator—on death row.

They were taking her, and she was resisting, screaming something, as if spitting the words out. They literally dragged her to the church, threw her on the floor, and left, slamming the door behind them. The woman stopped screaming at once. Seeing the crowd of gloomy, quiet peasants with their hands bound, it had probably just dawned on her what was happening. She stared at them, transfixed.

It became even more gloomy in the closed church. Those sentenced to death were quiet, and not a sound came from outside. I don’t know how much time passed in this horrible silence. I heard someone whisper, soft as a sigh: “We are going to die. We should say a prayer for the departure of the soul.” A red-haired, bearded man started up, as if awakening. He tried to make the sign of the cross, but his hands were too tightly tied behind him. He jerked his hands again and winced. “The Antichrist cannot stand the sign of the cross, so he tied our hands. Make the sign of the cross in your minds, brothers.”

And each of them whispered their names, strictly guarded from the Antichrist; this time, they reverently rose to the everlasting God. “The truth is Yours, the eternal truth. Amen.” They were whispering, repeating the words of the prayer for a long time. And silence fell again.

Tears streamed down their stern faces; some were trying to hold the tears back. This woman suddenly fell down unconscious, stretched out full-length on the floor. Her nerves had given out. She was the widow of the Soviet poet Iaroslavskii, who had been executed recently for attempting to escape. In the Kremlin yard, she had thrown a stone at Uspenskii, who had shot her husband, and now she was going to die for that.

I heard feet stomping outside. The executioners were coming. A strong hand flung open the heavy door, and the amateur executioner, the camp commander, Comrade Uspenskii, entered first. He had come to deal personally with this woman for her stone!

The words of the prayer still hung in the air, the pale lips of the victims were still whispering. That hit Uspenskii like a thunderbolt. He raised his shoulders, nervously took his gun out of its holster, put it back again, and walked along the wall toward the right corner. It seemed that these peasants dying for their faith and whispering words of prayer suddenly had become so loathsome to him; every resistance annoyed him as a red cloth does a bull. He was used to seeing his victims pale, trembling, with their souls half in the next world. The whisper of the prayer and the prayer itself unified these people in one striving, and Uspenskii felt uneasy. . . .

He became nervous. As if to conceal this state, he lit a cigarette, and over his shoulder, hurled a command to the executioners. In the meantime, Iaroslavskaia had regained consciousness. Leaning on the wall, she got up with difficulty, and suddenly dashed over to Uspenskii. And he, as if happy to get out of the horror, cursed her with foul words. “What? Now you will follow your husband! With this very gun I put a bullet in Iaroslavskii’s stupid head!” The woman started yelling and jerking her hands. Uspenskii looked at her and laughed with convulsive, artificial laughter. He was pretending; he was not amused. “Untie my hands, untie them, you lousy scum!” Iaroslavskaia yelled hysterically, moving backward toward Uspenskii, as if really expecting him to untie her hands, which were bound behind her back. And then suddenly she turned sharply, screamed, and spit right in his face. Uspenskii turned ugly. Spitting out obscenities, he hit Iaroslavskaia with the gun handle and began viciously kicking the unconscious woman.

Then it started: They took the peasants away from the group, leading them off one by one. I did not see the execution itself; I only heard the rattle of the executioners’ shots and the muffled sounds of voices. And sometimes the yell of one of the victims, “Damn you, the Antichrist!”

luliia Nikolaevna Danzas’s Account

One of the most hideous cases I remember was that of a woman who was shot because she had tried to help her husband escape.48 She was not a prisoner, but had remained at home after her husband’s deportation, a cripple who had lost both legs. She was allowed to visit her husband in Solovki and seized the opportunity to impart to him some plan to escape. She was arrested and shot with her husband, and our gaolers told us laughingly how “funny it was” when before the execution her artificial limbs were removed.

Notes

1. Markon (born in 1875, in Rybinsk, and died in 1949, in London) was a scholar and librarian, and authored many works on Judaism. He studied in St. Petersburg and at a rabbinical school in Berlin. Markon worked as a librarian in the manuscript department in the Imperial Public Library (1901 to 1914), and was an instructor at the Academy of Oriental Lore (1908–1911), an instructor of the lore of Judaism at Petrograd University (1918–1920), and an associate professor at the Belorussian University of Minsk (1922–1924). From 1911 to 1917, he was a member of the Learned Committee of the Ministry of Public Education. From 1926 to 1938, Markon lived in Germany, where he occasionally taught at the rabbinical school in Berlin. In 1929, he became head librarian of the Deutsche-Israilische Gemeinde in Hamburg. In the spring of 1938, he was among sixty Soviet Jewish citizens who were deported from Germany. Markon left for Amsterdam, where he worked until May 1940. From there, he escaped to England, where from 1942 he taught at Judith Montefiore College in Ramsgate. Markon played an active role in the Russian Jewish community, serving on board of directors of the Petrograd Jewish Community and the Society for Craft and Agricultural Labor (ORT Association). He was also an editor of the Evreiskaia entsiklopaediia for four years and for the German Encyclopaedia Judaica until 1937.

2. A writer, journalist, and a poet, Iaroslavskii (1891–1930) belonged to the northern group of biocosmists (see note 15). A graduate of St. Petersburg University, Iaroslavskii fought in World War I. During the Russian Civil War, he joined the Red Army and fought in a partisan detachment under the command of Nestor Kalandarishvili in Siberia and the Transbaikal region. In 1918, his collection of poems Zvezdnyi manifest (Star Manifesto) was published in Vladivostok—the first of eleven books of poems. His last collection, Koren iz la (The Root of I) was published in Moscow in 1926. Iaroslavskii was arrested in Moscow in 1928. The OGPU Collegium on October 1, 1928, sentenced him to five years in the camps under Article 58.4 of the RSFSR Criminal Code (assistance to international bourgeoisie in conducting activities hostile to the Soviet Union). On November 4, 1928, he was transferred to the Solovetskii camps. For attempting to escape from the camps, he was executed by firing squad on December 10, 1930.

3. Rul was a daily newspaper published in Russian in Berlin from 1921 to 1931 (see note 20).

4. The first Soviet prison camp in Solovetskii Islands was opened on May 20, 1920. The camp was under the jurisdiction of the regional administration—the executive committee of Arkhangelsk guberniia. The Solovetskii Special Purpose Labor Camps were organized in 1923. These camps were under the jurisdiction of the OGPU and operated from 1923 to 1939 on the Solovetskii Islands in the White Sea at the entrance to Onega Bay. Until 1929, there were six main camp subsectors: the Kremlin subsector, the Savvatev subsector, the Muksalma subsector, the Sekirnoe (punishment) subsector, the Anzer Island subsector, and the Kond Island subsector. In addition, there were smaller subsectors on the mainland. From 1929 to 1937, the whole territory of the Solovetskii Islands was a part of larger camp structures: the Solovetskii and Karelo–Murmansk corrective labor camps, the Solovetskii camps, the White Sea–Baltic Sea Canal Camp, and the White Sea–Baltic Sea Integrated Works of the OGPU. The camp inmates worked on timber felling, peat extraction, road and railway construction, loading and unloading freight trains, fishing, agriculture, and other works. On February 20, 1937, Solovetskaia Special Purpose Prison was founded on the islands. The prison was under the direct administration of the Main Administration of State Security of the NKVD. The prison was closed on November 2, 1939. All of the prisoners were transferred to other camps, farther from the Finnish border. The administrative division and jurisdiction of the camp subsectors was of no importance to the convicts and prisoners; memoirists usually refer to geographical names of the islands where camp subsectors were located.

5. Uspenskii (1902–?), was the GPU–NKVD–MVD official. A son of a priest, he started working for the GPU in 1924, and joined the Communist Party in 1927. Uspenskii began to work in the gulag system in 1931 as an acting head of the Fourth Department of Solovetskii Forced-labor Camp (1931–1933), the head of the NKVD White Sea–Baltic Sea Canal Camp, and a deputy to the head of White Sea–Baltic Sea Canal (1933–1936). In 1937–1938, Uspenskii was the head of Dmitlag in the Moscow region. Later, he headed the camps in Soroka, Nizhne-Amursk, Karaganda, and Sakhalin. In 1954, Uspenskii was honorably discharged from the MVD to the reserve with the rank of lieutenant colonel of internal security.

6. The Zaiachi (Zaiatskie) Islands are located south of Big Solovetskii Island, in the Solovetskii archipelago. In the sixteenth century, a stone church was built there along with a wooden chapel and monastic cells with auxiliary buildings. During the time of Solovetskii Special Purpose Camp (1923–1937), the women’s strict regime punishment isolator (special prison) was located there. Convicts were sent there for promiscuity. Pregnant women were kept there until the time of childbirth, then they were transferred to Anzer Island. There is no information about the use of the Zaiachi Islands after 1932. The date of the closure of the isolator is not known.

7. The Bestuzhev Courses were also known as the St. Petersburg Higher Courses for Women, the first higher educational establishment for women in Russia. The courses opened in 1878. In 1918, they were reorganized into the Third State University, which in September 1919 was merged with Petrograd University.

8. Litovskii Castle (architect Ivan Starov) was built in 1798–1799 at the intersection of the Moika River and the Kriukov Canal. At first, the Horse-Guards Regiment was stationed there, and later the Litovskii Musketeers Regiment. In 1823–1826, architect Iosif Sharleman rebuilt Litovskii Castle to house the city prison for common criminals. There were 103 cells in the prison, which were organized by sections based on type of crime. The confinement conditions for prisoners from more privileged social strata and common criminals were different. In the second half of the nineteenth century, political prisoners were also imprisoned there. As of January 1, 1900, there were 822 prisoners in Litovskii Castle. In February 1917, the prisoners were released and the prison was set on fire. The ruins of the building were removed in 1929–1930.

9. A paraphrase from the poem “Komu na Rusi zhit khorosho?” (“Who Is Happy in Russia?”) (1863–1877) by Nikolai Alekseevich Nekrasov (1821–1878), a poet, writer, and publisher. Nekrasov was one of the favorite poets of Russian radical intellectuals.

10. Proletcult (Proletarian Cultural and Educational Organization) was founded in 1917. The goal of Proletcult was to create a distinct proletarian culture. After the initial flurry of activity, Proletcult rapidly declined and ceased to exist in 1932. On Proletcult, see Sheila Fitzpatrick, The Commissariat of Enlightenment: Soviet Organization of Education and Arts under Lunacharsky, October 1917–1921 (Cambridge, Mass.: Cambridge University Press, 1970).

11. Volfila (Free Philosophical Association [Academy]) was founded in Petrograd in 1919, and conducted educational and research work. The association had several sections—for example, philosophy of symbolism, philosophy of creative writing, philosophy of culture, philosophy of mathematics, and so on. Its Sunday meetings were open to the public and attracted a wide audience. Among those who participated in Volfila were Andrei Belyi, Olga Forsh, Konstantin Erberg, Razumnik Ivanov-Razumnik, and so on. The association was closed in 1923. For more on Volfila, see N. I. Gagen-Torn, Memoria (Moscow: Vozvrashchenie, 1994); and R. V. Ivanov-Razumnik, V Petrogradskoi Volfile 1921—1923 (Moscow: Voprosy filosofii, 1993), 12, 69–77.

12. Aleksandr Ivanovich Vvedenskii (1856–1925) was a neo-Kantian philosopher and a professor of logic and psychology at Petersburg University. Vvedenskii was the chairman of the Petersburg Philosophical Society from 1899 to 1922.

13. The Kronstadt uprising, February 28–March 18, 1921, was aimed at replacing the Communist monopoly of political power in Russia and its centralized decision-making process with freely elected soviets open to representatives of all leftist political groups who would be responsive to the needs of workers and peasants and would allow local initiative in the development of national policy.

14. Iaroslavskaia-Markon is referring to the Black Hundred (Chernaia sotnia), a collective term applied to various ultraconservative and nationalistic organizations created around 1905, such as the Union of Russian People (Soiuz russkogo naroda), the Union of the Russian People of Archangel Michael (Soiuz Mikhaila Arkhangela), and the like. The Black Hundreds were also engaged in terrorism against liberals, Jews, and socialists.

15. Biocosmism was a literary avant-garde movement of the 1920s headed by the poet Aleksandr Fedorovich Agienko (pen name A. Sviatogor). The literary manifesto of biocosmists stated, “Biocosmism has three important tasks: The realization of space flight, the realization of personal immortality, and the resurrection of the dead.” In general, biocosmist ideas reveal the influence of Nikolai Fedorov. In 1921, Sviatogor together with Pavel Ivanitskii founded the publishing house Kreatorii biokosmistov. They published a journal called Biokosmist (1921–1922) and two collections of their works under the title Biokosmism (Moscow: Kreatorii biokosmistov, 1921, 1922). Iaroslavskii, along with Pavel Loginov, Olga Lor, Ernst Ern, and Semen Tikhonov, belonged to the northern group of biocosmists-immortalists. On biocosmism, see E. F. Nikitina, Russkaia literatura ot simvolizma do nashikh dnei. Literaturno-sotsiologicheskii seminarii (Moscow: Nikitinskie subbotniki, 1926); Aleksandr Ocheretianskii, Konstantin Kuzminskii, and Dzerald Ianechek, Zabytyi avangard, Rossiia pervaia tret XX stoletiia: Novyi sbornik spravochnykh i teoreticheskikh materialov, vol. 2 (Wien: Gesellschalt zur Förderung Slawistischer Studien, 1980); and Aleksandr Ocheretianskii, Literature and Art of Avant-garde Russia (1890–1930): Bibliographical Index (Newtonville, Mass.: Oriental Research, 1989).

16. Grand Duke Nikolai Nikolaevich (1856–1929) was a grandson of Nicholas I, first cousin to Nicholas II, and an adjutant general in the Russian imperial suite. He emigrated to Italy in 1919 and lived in southern France from 1922. Many in the Russian émigré community viewed him as a true claimant to the Russian throne.

17. Grand Duke Kirill Vladimirovich (1876–1838) was a first cousin to Nicholas II and a rear admiral in the imperial suite. He left Russia for Finland in the summer of 1917, and subsequently emigrated. In emigration, he was a claimant to the Russian throne, proclaiming himself Kirill I, Emperor of All the Russias.

18. Iaroslavskaia-Markon refers to the main office of the Vecheka–OGPU–NKVD–MGB–MVD–KGB in Moscow. The building was constructed in 1897 by architect M. Bugrovskii for the Russia Insurance Company. In December 1920, the Vecheka moved into this building. The building on Bolshaia Lubianka housed investigatory offices and the inner prison with 115 cells. The prison was designed to house from two hundred to five hundred prisoners. Executions were carried out in the basement of this building. In the 1930s, the NKVD expanded and took over several neighboring buildings. The complex continued to be called Lubianka. In 1947, the building was remodeled by the design of architect Aleksei Shchusev. In 1983–1984, more architectural changes were made according to Shchusev’s design. Among the well-known prisoners there were Soviet people’s commissars, generals, admirals, ministers, scientists, writers, and artists.

19. Sotsialisticheskii vestnik (Socialist Messenger), a biweekly journal of the Russian Social Democratic Workers’ Party, was published in Berlin (1921–1932), in London (1932–1940), and in the United States (1941–1965).

20. Iosif Vladimirovich Gessen (1866–1943) was a publicist, lawyer, liberal political leader, and one of the founders of the Constitutional Democratic Party. He was the editor of the journal Pravo (Law) (1989–1917), and the newspaper Rech (Speech) (1907–1917). In August 1919, Gessen and his family emigrated to Finland, and a year later they moved to Berlin. In Germany, Gessen became a leading figure in Russian journalism and publishing. From 1920 to 1931, he published the newspaper Rul (The Helm). He also founded the Russian publishing house Slovo (Word). Gessen published twenty-two volumes of primary materials relating to the history of the Russian revolution and civil war (Arkhiv russkoi revoliutsii [Berlin: Slovo, 1921–1937]). In 1936, he left Germany for Paris. In 1942, he emigrated to the United States.

21. Anatolii Vasilievich Lunacharskii (1873–1933) was a literary critic and political figure. From October 1917 to 1929, he was the RSFSR people’s commissar for education. Aleksandr Iaroslavskii’s open letter to Lunacharskii was published in Rul in December 1926.

22. Emelian Iaroslavskii (true name: Minei Izrailevich Guberman [1878–1943]), was a prominent Soviet political figure and the editor of the journal Bezbozhnik (Godless). Iaroslavskii was the proponent of Stalinism.

23. Iaroslavskaia’s twenty-four essays were published in the column Po gorodam i vesiam (Around the Cities and Villages) in Rul in 1926–1927 (numbers 1829, 1830, 1835, 1841, 1843, 1850, 1861, 1862, 1873, 1880, 1887, 1904, 1917,1923, 1926, 1928, 1929, 1933, 1936, 1940, 1949, 1958, 1968, 1974).

24. Nansen passports were temporary identification documents issued by the League of Nations following a motion by Fridtjof Nansen. These identification documents were given to refugees and expatriates. From 1917 to 1920, nearly 1.5 million Russian refugees settled in Europe.

25. Nikolai Mikhailovich Karamzin (1766–1826) was the most influential eighteenth-century sentimentalist writer and historian in Russia.

26. Dni (Days) was a daily Russian language newspaper published in Berlin (1922–1925) and in Paris (1925–1928). Vozrozhdenie (Resurrection) was a daily newspaper published in Paris (1925–1927).

27. Kerenskii (1881–1970), who was the head of the Russian Provisional Government (July–October 1917), a socialist, and a revolutionary leader, emigrated to France, then to the United States.

28. Alexander Berkman (1870–1936), who was an anarchist writer and militant, lived in Berlin and Paris in the 1920s. He was actively involved with the anarchist movement in Europe. One of his projects was aiding imprisoned anarchists in Soviet Russia.

29. Volin (true name: Vsevolod Mikhailovich Eikhenbaum [1882–1945]) was a well-known Russian anarchist who was active in the revolutionary movement before 1917. He fought with the anarchist bands of Nestor Ivanovich Makhno (see note 30) during the civil war. Volin played a major part in the debates regarding the anarchist attitude toward the Bolshevik regime. He emigrated to Paris in 1925.

30. Nestor Ivanovich Makhno (1889–1934) was a Ukrainian anarchist leader, and was sentenced (1907) to life in prison for his participation in terrorist activity. Released from prison in February 1917, he went back to the Ukraine where he headed an anarchist-influenced insurgent movement. Makhno was temporarily allied with the Red Army in 1919 and 1920. However, discord soon developed between his gang and the Red Army. He was defeated and emigrated to France.

31. Nikolai Stepanovich Gumilev (1886–1921), a poet, translator, and literary critic, was arrested on August 3, 1921, in connection with the case of the Petrograd Combat organization. He was executed by firing squad on August 25, 1921, at the Rzhevskii Artillery Range. On the Petrograd Combat organization and Gumilev, see Vera Fedorovna Shtein, chapter 14, in this volume.

32. Lev Chornyi (true name: P. D. Turchaninov), a prominent anarchist terrorist, was executed in 1921.

33. Sergei Aleksandrovich Esenin (1895–1925) was a poet who achieved popularity as the most gifted of the group of “peasant poets.” In 1925, disillusioned by the Soviet regime and doubtful of the value of his own poetry, he committed suicide by hanging himself.

34. Rafail Abramovich Abramovich (true name: Rein [1880–1963]), a Menshevik leader, was actively engaged in the work of the Jewish Workers’ League (Bund). In the summer 1920, he left Russia. In Berlin he founded and edited Sotsialisticheskii vestnik (see note 19). In 1933, Abramovich left Germany for France. In 1940, he emigrated to the United States, where he resumed publication of Sotsialisticheskii vestnik in 1941. He was a writer for the Jewish Daily Forward, editor of the journal Modern Review, and coeditor of a Yiddish encyclopedia, Jewish People: Past and Present. Fedor Ilich Dan (true name: Gurvich [1871–1947]), a member of the Menshevik faction of the Russian Social Democratic Party, left Russia in 1922. In Berlin, he was one of the editors of Sotsialisticheskii vestnik.

35. Vecherniaia krasnaia gazeta (Evening Red Newspaper) was a daily newspaper published in Leningrad by the Leningrad Council of Workers’ and Peasants’ Deputies (1918–1938).

36. Pravda (Truth) was a daily newspaper published in Moscow by the Communist Party (1912–1994); Leningradskaia pravda (Leningrad Truth), its counterpart, was published in Leningrad (1918–1991). Krasnaia gazeta (Red Newspaper) (1918–1938) and Moskovskaia rabochaia gazeta (Moscow Worker’s Newspaper) (1922–1932) also were daily newspapers published in Moscow.

37. Kem, a town in northern Karelia, is a port on the White Sea. The transit-and-distribution point for the Solovetskii camps was near the town.

38. Butyrki (Butyrskaia) Prison is the largest prison in Moscow and is still in operation. Built in the eighteenth century by the architect Mikhail Kazakov, the prison-castle was rebuilt, expanded, and modernized in 1879. During the Soviet years, it was continually expanded and eventually comprised a complex of several buildings. The majority of the cells are communal, with each cell having twenty-five beds. During the mid-1930s, there were periods when these cells housed more than a hundred prisoners

39. Parandovskii Road was about 120 kilometers of railroad from the railway station Parandovo (now Kochkoma) to the Finnish border. The railroad was built by the convicts of the Solovetskii camps. The road construction was finished in 1930.

40. Article 169 of the RSFSR Criminal Code entailed deprivation of freedom for two years for swindling.

41. Article 162 of the RSFSR Criminal Code (stealing of personal property) entailed deprivation of freedom from three to six months.

42. Article 76 of the RSFSR Criminal Code (publicly insulting the representative of state authority in connection with performance of his duties) entailed deprivation of freedom.

43. Article 17.82 of the RSFSR Criminal Code defined the complicity in a crime.

44. Article 58.8 of the RSFSR Criminal Code imposed the death penalty on anyone participating in terrorist acts against members of the Soviet regime or revolutionary workers’ and peasants’ organizations. Article 58.10 of the RSFSR Criminal Code penalized persons making anti-Soviet or counterrevolutionary statements by a six-months’ minimum sentence. Of such statements that were made in localities under martial law, the sentence was raised to “the supreme measure of social defense—death by firing squad.”

45. From Mikhail Zakharovich Nikonov-Smorodin, Krasnaia katorga (Sofia: NTSNP, 1938), 38–41. A former officer with the White Army, Nikonov-Smorodin (1889–?) was one of the leaders of a peasant uprising in Kazan in 1918–1919. He was arrested in Tuapse on August 26, 1927, and sentenced to death by firing squad. His sentence was reprieved to ten years of imprisonment and he was sent to the Solovetskii camps to work on the rabbit farm (1927–1929), and later in Povenets on the fur farm. He escaped to Finland in 1935.

46. Sekirnaia Mountain is located in the center of Big Solovetskii Island. In 1860, the Archangel Michael and Ascension Church was built at the top of the mountain. From 1922, the church was used as a punishment isolator (special prison) for men. The convicts from all the islands and mainland subsectors and all of the fugitives were sent to Sekirnaia Mountain. Prisoners were held there for up to one year. Executions took place there until 1937.

47. “God Knows” (“Imiaslavtsy, khristosiki”) were the sectarians who absolutely refused to have any communication and relations with the authorities. They refused to give their names or work for the “Antichrist” and did not sign any papers. In 1928–1929, there were more than a hundred members of this sect in the Solovetskii camps. They were kept in remote subsectors of the camp.

48. Iuliia Nikolaevna Danzas, Red Gaols (London: Burns, Oates, and Washbourne, 1935), 46. Also see Iuliia Nikolaevna Danzas, chapter 4, in this volume.


CHAPTER TWO
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Anna Petrovna Skripnikova 1896–1974

Anna Petrovna Skripnikova was born to a working-class family in Maikop, a small town in the North Caucasus. She graduated from the Maikop Women’s Gymnasium (1913) and from the Department of History and Philosophy of Moscow Higher Courses for Women (1918). From 1918–1921, she taught psychology and philosophy at the Maikop Institute of People’s Education.

In 1920, she was arrested by the head of the Special Department of the Eighth Army for her speech at a town meeting and sentenced to execution by firing squad. Local intellectuals petitioned for her life, and eventually she was released. In 1922, she began working as a researcher at the Moscow Institute of Psychoneurology. She was arrested again in 1927, and sentenced to five years in the camps. She spent her sentence in the Solovetskii camps (1927–1931) and in Medvezhia Gora Station (1931–1932). She was released in 1932, and in 1935 moved to Ossetia. From 1935 to 1937, she headed a consulting branch of the Moscow Institute of Soviet Law, at the Northern Caucasus District Court. In 1937, she was hired as a history teacher at a secondary school in Essentuki. She was dismissed from her post in 1940, and from 1940 till 1946 she worked at a laundry factory. In 1946, she was hired as an assistant professor of psychology at the State University of Northern Ossetia. However, in 1948 she was dismissed under a decree of the minister of people’s education, ordering the dismissal of all formerly repressed teachers. She earned her living as a private tutor from 1948 to 1951. For less then a year, in 1951–1952, she was able to teach psychology and pedagogy at Ordzhonikidze Professional Musical School. In June 1952, she was arrested for “criticism of Russia’s unpreparedness for war” and sentenced to ten years of corrective labor. She served out her sentence in Siberian camps (Siblag/Suslovo) and in Mordovia (Dubrovlag/Potma). In 1958, she was transferred to Vladimir Prison, one of the most notorious Soviet prisons for “especially dangerous repeat offenders” and political prisoners. After her release on June 18, 1959, Skripnikova returned to Ordzhonikidze, where she started working as a research associate at the Pedagogical Institute. Between 1959 and 1974, she was actively involved in seeking rehabilitation for the unjustly imprisoned. For her efforts, she was constantly harassed by local Soviet authorities. However, she kept writing petitions and letters of protest to the Party Central Committee, to members of the Soviet government, and to prominent writers.1
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Anna Petrovna Skripnikova

In the 1960s, Skripnikova wrote an autobiographical novel-memoir titled Solovki. Skripnikova called her autobiography a novel because she did not want to jeopardize those of her “characters” who were still alive at that time. Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn came to visit Skripnikova in Ordzhonikidze, and she encouraged him to work on The Gulag Archipelago. Incidentally, some episodes mentioned in Solovki also appear in The Gulag Archipelago. Skripnikova is also the author of several documentary stories about women prisoners, and of a study on Nikolai Dobroliubov (1836–1861), a literary critic, revolutionary socialist, and one of the founders of utilitarian Critical Realism. Skripnikova died on July 12, 1974, in Ordzhonikidze.

“Why Weren’t You Crying?”

It was the beginning of summer vacation, and in two or three days Anna would receive her summer holiday pay. For a long time, she had been planning to have a summer coat made, but she could not save enough money from her teacher’s salary—seventy rubles a month. Today, she decided to go to Kuznetskii Most Street, to the best fabric store in town, famous for its woolen and silk fabrics. “I’ll take a walk and see how Moscow looks on this sunny summer morning since I cannot work at the Rumiantsevskaia Library2 today anyhow.”

She put on her pale yellow summer dress with short sleeves and matching wide-brimmed hat and in order to avoid the crowd on the tram, headed off slowly on foot from Arbat Square toward downtown.

In the fabric store, Anna Vasilievna looked at woolen goods and realized that everything had become very expensive. Of course, the store is fabulous, and the choice of fabrics is unbelievable, Anna thought. But just imagine, a good cheviot, boston, or nice thick wool now costs between five and ten rubles a meter, while not so long ago, before World War I, it was half that. What kind of coat can I afford on my teacher’s pittance? Add the lining, and the labor, and there goes half my monthly income, or maybe even more . . . Now, that really gives you pause! But the salesmen were whispering their assurances: Don’t think twice about it, ma’am! These are the very last bolts we have in stock at this price. When they are gone, the supply will be more expensive and not so good. Those whisperers! What else could they do? If they didn’t whisper, it wouldn’t sell! If it isn’t the New Economic Policy, then it is the end NEP!3 Of course, you think hard and count every ruble, if more than half a month’s salary will go for a coat! Preoccupied with calculating, Anna left the store and went out onto the crowded street.

Suddenly someone firmly and politely grasped her by the arm. She turned and saw that it was a young man with an ingratiating smile. How rude! she thought. He just grabs your arm without any by-your-leave, and even dares to smile! The young man whispered, “Are you Anna Vasilievna Skriabina? I hope I’m not mistaken? I have been waiting for you a long time at the entrance to the store.” “What do you want from me, for God’s sake?” “You are under arrest. Here is my badge,” the young man showed her his lapel, “and the warrant for your arrest is in my pocket. Here is our cabbie. Get in! We are just a stone throw from the Lubianka. To the Inner Prison!”

People streamed endlessly down Kuznetskii Most past the quietly whispering couple. A nice young man was helping a lady into her carriage . . . Only the driver was gazing at them with dark suspicion, probably thinking: There will be no end to them today! And not a single paying fare! On a crazy day like this I won’t even make enough to buy oats for the horses!

The horses’ hooves clattered along Kuznetskii Most toward Bolshaia Lubianka. Anna Vasilievna, angry and red in the face, started in on the agent. “Nice work you are doing, young man!” “I cannot help it, I am just doing my job!” “Nice job you have chosen for yourself, young man—to grab peaceable citizens off the streets! Aren’t you ashamed? So this is what you call socialism and democracy?!”

The agent was blushing, and with his hand on his heart was assuring her that it was not his fault—he had his orders, and he must carry them out. It was not his business to think and decide who was guilty and who was not. Besides, thinking was dangerous, it wasn’t permitted. It was none of his business, the agent kept repeating.

The quarreling couple quickly arrived at the gates of the Inner Prison. Cars, phaetons, carriages, covered trucks, and Black Marias4 were rushing towards the entrance from all directions. The gates could not open and close fast enough, and traffic jams had built up both at the entrance and in the yard. The detainees could not be unloaded quickly enough into the large, overcrowded reception room with its wooden bars that went up to the ceiling. They were left standing behind the bars while agents of the GPU hastily questioned and registered them on the other side of the barrier. The agents, apparently, could not keep up with the successive waves of new arrivals for processing, and the reception area remained glutted. The agents demanded complete silence and stillness, but despite all threats and curses, whispers were spreading through the room: “It’s the Voikov roundup5 . . . I managed to get a newspaper, and I read all about the assassination of our ambassador Voikov in Warsaw. Now we’re in for it!” “But why us? We didn’t assassinate him. We’re not the assassins!” “When you get caught in a tide like this, all you can do is wait it out.” “You never saw so many arrested—on the streets, at home, by day and by night. . . . Thank God, I was arrested at home! At least I said good-bye to the family and took a change of underwear, soap and some food.” “What is Moscow coming to?! What a mess! Continual arrests!” “What did you expect? Since this roundup is in honor of Voikov, nobody can hope for special treatment. We are goners, all of us . . . Goners.”

Anna strained to look and listen to the men, and she sensed panic among them. She was the only woman in this crowd of terrified detainees, and she thought: How can they act such shameful cowards? What would they do if we were at war? Many of them were probably at the front during World War I, the civil war, or the Polish campaign, and most likely they were good soldiers. What’s wrong with them now? Obviously, Nikolai Aleksandrovich Dobroliubov had been right when he said almost seventy years earlier that Russia would never have a shortage of war heroes but that its weak spot was civic courage. Yes, we Russians lack civic courage, Anna thought, and my heart is breaking with the same bitterness, mourning, and despair that Dobroliubov felt. Dobroliubov asked, When will the actual day come? And when will we Russians have our Insarovs? It was easier for the Bulgarian Insarov6 to fight the Turks, the external enemies, occupiers, and enslavers of his native land. A Russian Insarov will have to fight internal enemies, internal “Turks”—a much more difficult task. Yes, much more difficult, Anna mused. No matter how great its military heroism, without civic courage a nation is demoralized. It turns into “a land of masters and of slaves,” whatever the system of the government.

Anna became interested in the national character of the Russian people when she was fourteen or fifteen. She avidly read the Russian classics and considered their authors the foremost connoisseurs of Russian national character. Hence her early interest in philosophy and psychology, and her decision to enroll in the Department of Philosophy at the institute when she was seventeen.

Economics, social structure, and technological progress alone do not define the fate of a people, Anna thought. The future of a nation is determined also by its national character. Ethnic psychology, the psychology of the people—that is the spiritual core of a nation, its backbone. And the backbone of the Russian people is strong—even Tatars could not break it, no matter how hard they tried. So where did these milksops, these dregs come from? Had the GPU instigated this panic? Anna thought indignantly.

At last her turn came. She was registered and taken to a solitary cell. This solitary cell was like any other: two or three paces wide, and pitch black—or rather, dark-gray—because of the iron window shield. The famous Russian toilet bucket—parasha—near the door, and the trestle bed with its flat straw mattress . . . A picture passed down to Russian civilization from the Middle Ages.

After three weeks Anna Vasilievna Skriabina was transferred to a communal cell where there were six women, all political prisoners. This cell was clean and lighter than the solitary cell. It had two large windows, and although they were shielded, the shields did not fit the windows tightly. Moreover, the gap at the top was wider, so the daylight still penetrated the cell. There were iron beds with clean mattresses.

Anna entered the cell accompanied by the guard on duty and said, “Good afternoon, women!” The women were startled and stared at Anna with surprise. Anna smiled at them and thought, “What strange, scared little savages!” When the guard left and locked the door, the women laughed, covering their mouths with their hands to muffle the sound. Seeing Anna’s surprise, they explained in whispers that they had taken her for a civilian doctor.

“But I did not have a white coat on! What gave you all this idea? Just think, all of you, at the same time?!” Anna was intrigued. The women, interrupting each other, gave their reasons why they all came to the same conclusion. “You came in very proudly, calmly, and confidently. You weren’t crying like every other woman they bring in here,” one of them was saying. “Yes, of course,” said another, “and you greeted us loudly, which is against the rules here, and for some reason the guard did not reprimand you. The guards constantly hiss at us, ‘Be quiet, be quiet, speak only in whispers, otherwise I’ll send you to the punishment cell!’ You will have to get used to talking in whispers.” “Yes, yes, but besides all that, you entered the cell without any belongings, with nothing but your summer hat in your hands! Where are your things? And why weren’t you crying when you came in?”

“Does one really have to cry? Could tears really help our situation? I was arrested in this dress and hat on Kuznetskii Most three weeks ago and now I have been transferred from the solitary cell to you. Why should I cry? It is much better here than in the solitary cell, and there are people here—you!”

“I see it: You have cried yourself out in the solitary cell, right?” said Tania, a tall, stately beauty with dark eyebrows. She was about thirty. “No, comrades, to cry in the solitary is absolutely senseless. Crying won’t get you anywhere.” “Now, tell us, when they were arresting you on Kuznetskii Most, did you cry and scream then?” asked a thin blonde about forty years old, with beautiful blue eyes and a haggard gray face.

“Well, that would have been absolutely useless! When a warrant for your arrest has been issued and assigned to an agent, you will be arrested, and nothing in the world will save you. You can call the state a Moloch or a Leviathan, or whatever epithet or term of endearment you like, but the state under any political system is such a gargantuan force that it can always deal with one lone person no matter how loudly she hollers . . .” “You think so?” objected the blonde, whose name was Aleksandra Ivanovna. “And I was shrieking so horribly that all of Serpukhovskaia Square could hear, when two Cheka agents came up to arrest me. No matter what they showed me or how hard they tried to talk me into getting into the car to go with them, I was screaming so loudly, in such a heartrending voice, that it makes me tremble in horror even now, when I think about it . . . I grabbed onto the lamppost, hugged it with both arms, and screamed at the top of my lungs, ‘Good people, save me! I am dying, I am dying! Who are these men, where do they want to take me, I have not done anything wrong! Help! Help! Save me, good people! Help! Save me! Help!’ My hat fell down on the ground, my hairdo came undone, my blouse came unbuttoned . . . You can imagine the crazy look in my eyes! At first, the agents tried to tear my arms away from the lamppost, but it was like I was welded onto it. Some passers-by—the majority—ran away from me and my screams in horror. They probably understood only too well what was happening. Others who ran away probably took me for a madwoman. But at last some passers-by began to surround the lamppost and ask what the matter was, what they wanted from me, what my crime was, why they were arresting me in the street and not at home, and so on. Serpukhovskaia Square was engulfed in an uproar. My agents stepped aside, conferred in whispers, got into their car and left. But as for me . . . For a long time I still stood there, hugging the lamppost, screaming, and looking around with wild eyes! Why my heart did not stop, I don’t know! When I got home, my family helped get me ready for my arrest. That night, when the agents came, I was ready for them and quietly gave myself up. My family was already mourning me. Now, who was right: You on Kuznetskii Most, or me on Serpukhovskaia Square?”

The women returned to this question many times, and the majority decided that Aleksandra Ivanovna was right. Almost all the inmates were victims of the Voikov roundup. They all lived as one family and shared food parcels with Anna Vasilievna. Anna Vasilievna was the only one who did not receive any parcels. This meant that her friend Sofia Fedorovna also had been arrested.

Every day they had vigorous debates about politics or philosophy, very much like the one that took place the day Anna was brought to the cell. However, that first day, Tania noticed that the solitary confinement and all the conversations had exhausted Anna. She told the women to stop pestering Anna and bothering her with questions. Tania took her own blanket and carefully covered Anna, who was lying on her bed with her eyes closed. Then, bending over her, she whispered, “And in the evening we shall have a choral concert in your honor!” “Oh, no, Tatiana Vasilievna, what kind of choral concert can you have here, when they demand that we speak only in whispers?” “And the choir sings in whispers! You will see how wonderful the choir is!” “And what do you sing?” “Folk and revolutionary songs!” “Is that so?” Anna smiled ironically. “In the Bolshevik prison you sing revolutionary songs in whispers? This is very interesting! I’ll gladly listen and even participate!”

Anna closed her eyes again and sank into a cozy drowsiness. After the weeks she had spent in solitary, Anna was basking in the warm human kindness and compassion of her cellmates. She did not notice when she fell asleep. She slept soundly and awoke feeling refreshed and invigorated.

“They brought supper, but we couldn’t bring ourselves to wake you up. Here is your porridge and tea in Nina’s thermos.” “Wow, they give you porridge with a piece of sausage?! This is unbelievable!” “No, Anna Vasilievna, the porridge is from the prison kitchen, and the sausage from a parcel that Nina got today. Eat, don’t thank us. In a minute the choir will sing—then it’s lights-out. They announce lights-out in whispers too—they just turn the light off, turn on night-lights, and hiss through the peephole in the door—‘sleep!’ ”

After Anna had her supper, all the women, including Anna, gathered in a small tight circle and stood looking at each other, smiling. A spark leapt from one to the next as the women began to sing. They sang “A Glorious Sea, Sacred Baikal,” then “Down the Mother Volga River.” Then they sang revolutionary songs, and they ended up with the “Internationale,” which although it was sung in whispers seemed to shake the walls.

There was barely any sound, but there were eyes—shining and almost happy, somehow joyfully bright with the common impulse. As each mouth opened wider and wider, it produced almost no sound, but it took your breath away to imagine the powerful tide of voices, blending into a single torrent and filling the prison. People relished this singing. They were not merely repeating popular and timeworn favorites; they were investing these songs with a new, unsurpassed purity and beauty. They anxiously attuned their inner ear to the not-yet-emergent and the nearly emerging sounds, to the harmony and blending of voices, just as a composer creating music attends to the as yet unarticulated sound, harmony, and music—that is, the inner music. They looked into one another’s eyes and drew inspiration from one another. Eyes were shining, lips and nostrils were trembling. The sounds swelled into a flood . . . and the prison walls collapsed!

How courageous and powerful a human being is! Even in prison one can create and take pleasure in beauty! Anna experienced it many times in both her youth and old age.

Tania was conducting with the index finger of her right hand, using it as a conductor’s baton. Her cheeks were flaming, her eyes shining. You would think she had special musical education, wouldn’t you? Nothing of the kind. She was just a weaver at a factory, but she was also a person of great moral culture and strength.

Later, in the same powerful whisper, Anna Vasilievna began to recite poems by Pushkin, Lermontov, and Nekrasov. She recited “A Message to Siberia,” “Farewell, Unwashed Russia,” “On Pushkin’s Death,” “On Dobroliubov’s Death,” and many others. Many of the women learned these poems from Anna’s recitals. By the end of their three months of confinement together, Tania recited them even better than Anna.

The women in this cell were seldom called to interrogation. In three months, Anna was called only four times, two of them when she was in the solitary cell. One can judge the strength of a human character by how a person behaves during and after interrogation. Aleksandra Ivanovna, Tania, Zhenia, and Anna Skriabina were among those which behaved bravely, others were typical sniveling idiots—tears, moans, valerian drops, and bromide after interrogation. As a rule, the interrogators did not ask any questions in connection with Voikov’s assassination. Even they understood that there were no connections at all; it was only an excuse for the roundup of hundreds of thousands or even millions.

The inhabitants of this cell were far less interesting than those Anna had encountered two years earlier, in 1925, when she spent three months in the Inner Prison because of the escape of her friend, a social revolutionary. All his acquaintances were arrested. Only his wife was spared: She was left as bait in the hope that he might try to get in touch with her. Later, Anna learned that as he was returning from the theater, her friend had suddenly noticed a light in his apartment on the second floor. All the windows were brightly lit, and there were shadows behind the curtains. What was up? “Stay here,” his wife said. “I’ll go upstairs and see what’s going on. If I don’t come back in a minute—run!” My friend’s wife did not come back and he managed to escape.

In 1925, against a crowd of numerous “foreign lovers”—tearful, whining, and stylishly dressed women—two interesting girls of about twenty-four or twenty-eight years old stood out. Shura, the older one, was a social revolutionary, and the younger, Vera was a Komsomol oppositionist.7 Neither of them obeyed the regime of the Inner Prison on Bolshaia Lubianka. They spoke at full volume and even sang loudly. They did not sing revolutionary and folk songs like Anna and her cellmates in 1927 but a fashionable waltz—“The lilac blooms, the spring arrives! Oh, my darling, enough, my heart cries!” At such times, the head of the Inner Prison, Dukes,8 a Latvian and a brutal sadist, would rush into the cell and begin to exact horrible physical punishments. In the end, Dukes would grab both Shura and Vera by the hair and with the help of his cohorts would drag them to the punishment cell—or more often, to the toilet—where he locked them in alone, for several days.

At her interrogations Anna protested “against the sadist Dukes,” but her interrogator only laughed and asked, “Does he drag you by your hair and lock you in the toilet too?” “No, he does not touch me—I don’t sing loudly—but he drags my cell mates around and I protest!” “Oh, I’m so afraid: You protest!” the interrogator mocked Anna. “Forget these Russian intellectual habits of protesting in prison, they are old fashioned and worth nothing today! Take care only of yourself, otherwise you will fare badly under Soviet power!”

In the cell, Anna pleaded and argued with Shura and Vera: “Girls, what you are doing has nothing to do with political struggle. You’re doing physical battle in the depths of the dungeon, with Dukes’s sadists! Is your ‘blooming lilac’ worth being locked in the stinking toilet for a day or two? Okay, so I don’t belong to any party; but logic and reason argue against these methods of single-handed combat, especially in—of all places—a torture chamber, and with a sadist! Don’t you understand that Dukes is his masters’ mad watchdog?! What kind of fools go out with nothing but their bare hands against German shepherds and executioners armed to the teeth?! I don’t understand it!” “And you will never understand,” the girls objected in unison. “You, Annushka, are just an educated goose! We give you your due: You are honest and brave, but you are an educated goose who does not belong to any party!”

Now, in 1927, at one of her first interrogations, Anna sarcastically asked her interrogator Khaikin, “And where is your Dukes?! For some reason, I don’t see or hear him. Maybe you reeducated him?” “He is not here anymore. And why ‘our’ Dukes?” the interrogator grumbled angrily. “Do you miss Dukes, or what?” “Aha, so he was fired, was he?! What for? He was one of the favorites. Oh, well, with you, it is only one step from being a favorite to execution,” said Anna remembering Losev with his unlimited power, who himself was executed three months after he had sentenced Anna to death.

When Anna asked the women in the cell about Dukes, they answered that he was probably no longer in the Inner Prison, since everything was quiet and no noises or sounds from the corridor betrayed any violence toward the prisoners.

The silent Zhenia suddenly said, “I heard on the outside that Dukes was shot!” “What if it is only a rumor?!” Anna exclaimed doubtfully, fearing that there might be a mistake. Even now she could see Shura’s and Zhenia’s eyes—burning and brave. “Where are they now? What happened to them? What happened to Shura’s younger sister who was thirteen then? Both girls were orphans, and Shura had been bringing her up.”

Anna sadly looked over the cell and thought, “I will never meet such Russian women again in my whole life! Whether they behaved bravely or foolishly, but Shura and Vera were the last of their kind. Probably they inevitably perished or will perish, as everything beautiful perishes in this life . . . Trampled under the boots of present and future Dukeses!”

One sunny but chilly morning in September 1927, Anna was summoned “with her things.” She did not have any belongings, so she began to say goodbye to the women with whom she had spent the three months following her solitary confinement. Her heart was aching and trembling. A prisoner might have been told dozens of times that she has been summoned “with her things,” yet each time a flickering light of hope trembles in her foolish human heart . . . And every woman hugging and kissing Anna whispered to her with joy and envy, “They will let you go!” How many people Anna herself saw off with these same words, in spite of her experience and well-founded skepticism.

Contrary to her expectations, Anna was put into a convertible instead of a Black Maria. A Cheka agent sat in next to her and they left the Inner Prison on Lubianskaia Square—for the Butyrskaia Prison, as it soon turned out. The wind blew through Anna’s hair and through her summer dress, but she enjoyed the fast ride. It was her farewell to Moscow, and she relished every second, so full of aching joy that the ride from the Inner Prison of Lubianka to Butyrki was the longest and sweetest period in her life. All her life was rushing through her mind. 1918 . . . Anna’s speech at the meeting of the intelligentsia . . . Losev, the head of the Special Department of the Red Army, sentences her to death . . . Women dying of typhus and starvation in the Krasnodar Cheka headquarters and prison . . . A syphilitic woman with a sunken nose, dying of starvation, was holding a skin-covered skeleton of a baby, her baby who was also dying of starvation. The baby’s eyes were closed, its mouth open and its entire body convulsing in the final stages. The mother’s chest was bare, and it was obvious that nothing in the world could squeeze even a drop of milk from those two empty, withered breasts. The mother raised her eyes to Anna and looked at her from the floor. Her eyes were huge, expressive . . . probably more expressive than Raphael’s Madonna . . . Anna, who was herself so weak from starvation that she could hardly stand, looked at this woman and made an oath to herself, an oath she would keep for her whole life: Never to be a mother under socialism. “Remember, always remember this mother, this Russian Madonna, in order never to yield to the temptation of motherhood!” Anna kept telling herself. “Otherwise you also will be in prison with your baby dying in your arms from starvation. Remember that, and never be a mother under Russian socialism. How easy it was for Chernyshevskii9 to write in prison What Is to Be Done?—cute, little, chubby, cozy socialism—oh, yes, it was Utopian socialism! But now you have real Russian socialism. The eyes of this syphilitic woman with a dying baby on her lap will follow me for the rest of my life! In comparison with this, all the recent events in Moscow are just trifles.

The rushing wind in her face intoxicated her, reawakening her lust for life. Yes, Anna smiled to the sun, to Moscow, to the whole world. I will live to the very end . . . to the end of my days. I want to be alive, to think and to suffer!

Just then, the car reached its destination and the huge iron gates of Butyrki Prison opened. Anna’s high spirits did not fade, and she walked firmly and resolutely into the receiving room. After she was processed, the guard on duty took her to one of the communal cells. When the door opened with a clatter, the uproar and laughter inside suddenly stopped, and disheveled women with bulging eyes shrieked, stretching their mouths wide, “A new one! A new one!”

Anna took a firm step forward, then two steps back, and told the guard on duty quietly, so that the women in the cell could not hear her, “I won’t go into this cell! I don’t like it. Take me to the solitary cell!” “You are not supposed to be in the solitary cell!” the guard was genuinely surprised. “After the end of the investigation, you are supposed to be in the communal cell. Besides, we do not even have an empty solitary cell, they are all occupied!” “Then take me to the punishment cell!” Anna demanded, raising her voice. “What do you mean, to the punishment cell?! It is against the rules! They’ll call me to account for it! What do you mean? Right from the transport and to the punishment cell, without any order from the administration?!” “Oh, so that’s what’s bothering you? Well, you will get your order in fifteen minutes. As soon as you put me into that violent communal cell with those thieves and prostitutes, I’ll break all the windows in the cell! And then you will have the order to take me to the punishment cell, right? I don’t want to break any windows here! But if there is no other way to make you take me to the punishment cell, I’ll have to do it! And you can be sure I’ll break those windows!” Anna said quietly and confidently. “So take me there before I break any windows, not after. Why do I have to incur losses to the state? We can peacefully come to an agreement . . . And in your report to the administration—if you have to make one—you can write that you took me to the punishment cell for the multiple threats to break the windows in whatever Butyrki den-of-thieves you took me to. See what I mean?”

“I don’t understand why you want to go to the punishment cell when our communal cells are light, clean, and warm. As for the noise, and yelling, and singing at the top of their lungs, well, of course, this is no investigation prison . . . You are really a strange one! Honestly, I have never seen a prisoner demand to be taken to the punishment cell, and won’t take no for an answer!” “I am not strange, I just get a headache from noise and yelling. I want to read and think in the quiet environment—even if it is a punishment cell. I demand to be sent to the punishment cell only because you refused to put me in the solitary confinement and said that all the solitary cells are occupied. And anyway, what is the difference here between a solitary cell and a punishment cell? Probably none at all!” “What do you mean?” the guard was offended. “There is a great difference! In the solitary cell there is a mattress, while in the punishment cell there is none. The food is worse, and you are not allowed to have books. Besides, it is very dirty there, lots of bedbugs.” While saying this, the guard was retreating step by step toward the Pugachev Tower,10 where according to the legend Emelian Pugachev was confined in the eighteenth century. Now their conversation took on the peaceful tone of two diplomatic sides that had come to an agreement. “You will bring me a mattress. Don’t you have a spare mattress in the prison? You will give me books, and I will receive food like everybody else, since I am going to the punishment cell at my own will and not by order. I’ll clean the cell and exterminate the bedbugs. Bring me a bucket of water and a rug, and I need a matchbox with matches to ‘fry’ bedbugs. It is wrong to have all this dirt in the punishment cell. The prison should be clean everywhere, including the punishment cell. As for bedbugs, all Moscow is infested with them, with the exception of the Lubianka Inner Prison. There, as soon as one complains about bedbugs, they’ll come and literally turn the cell upside down and ‘treat’ everything with a welding torch. So you should follow the Lubianka’s example!”

The guard took offense, being a local, Butyrki patriot and he frowned. They were standing before the old, tall, round tower. The guard opened the first door to the left of the tower entrance, and then stopped. Discomfited, he scratched the back of his head. “Well, don’t blame me! It was you who insisted on this, and later you’ll start complaining about me!” “Never! On the contrary, I am very grateful to you for taking me to the punishment cell, and I’ll tidy it up now. Will you please bring me a bucket of water and a rag? Of course, you don’t have a welding torch, so just give me some matches to burn the bedbugs with . . .”

The same day, Sofia Fedorovna, who was in a cell on the second floor of the Pugachev Tower guessed that Anna Vasilievna had been brought to Butyrki. Standing near the peephole in the cell, Sofia Fedorovna was listening to a conversation between the two guards as they changed shifts. “That crazy intellectual! You can’t imagine how she made my head spin! No sooner does she get to prison than she demands to be taken to solitary! If there is no room in solitary, then take her to the punishment cell! If you put her in that den-of-thieves, she will break all the windows, every last one! Have you ever run into such a nut? I’m telling you—looks so meek and well mannered—and she’s going to break all the windows! What can you do? Put her in the punishment cell? That’s exactly what she wants! And the whole time, she’s talking so politely and meekly, but you can tell by her eyes what kind of smartass she is—damn intellectual! Messed up my whole day!” “What is she up to in the punishment cell? Is she making any trouble?” asked the guard who was coming on duty. “She is fighting with the bedbugs. I gave her a box of matches just to put a stop to her little games! Always so polite, the snake.”
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The first pages of Skripnikova’s manuscript of Solovki.

Notes

1. On political activity of Anna Petrovna Skripnikova, see N. Popov, “Pamiati Anny Petrovny Skripnikovoi,” in Pamiat: Istoricheskii sbornik, vol. 1 (New York: Chalisdze, 1978), 285–296.

2. Rumiantsevskaia Library (Lenin Library, Russian State Library) originated as the Rumiantsev Museum established in 1862 in Pashkov Palace (built in 1784–1785 by Vasilii Bazhenov). In 1924, the Rumiantsev Museum, which originally contained both books and paintings, was converted into a public library. The library then held about twenty-five million volumes. It is one of the largest libraries in the world.

3. The New Economic Policy was promulgated by the Soviet government from 1921–1928. In an effort to restore the national economy after the civil war, the socialist form of production that had been instituted immediately after the 1917 October Revolution was modified by a system of so-called state capitalism. The state retained control over large-scale production but allowed smaller units to revert to private individuals. In agriculture, the system of taxation replaced the forced requisition of grain.

4. Black Maria was the common name for a van equipped to transport prisoners. A Black Maria usually had six solitary closets and a common section for about fifteen prisoners. The first Black Marias appeared in Moscow in 1927. In the 1930s, during the Purges Black Marias operated mostly at night.

5. By “Voikov roundup,” Skripnikova means mass arrests in connection with the assassination of the Soviet ambassador Petr Lazarevich Voikov (1888–1927). Voikov was assassinated in Warsaw by Boris Koverda for his participation in the execution of Nicholas II and his family.

6. Insarov is a protagonist in Ivan Sergeevich Turgenev’s novel Nakanune (On the Eve) (1860). Insarov, a Bulgarian revolutionary, goes to Bulgaria to participate in a national insurrection against Turkish domination.

7. By “Komsomol oppositionist,” Skripnikova is referring to the opposition that existed within the Communist Party in 1921–1927.

8. Kirill Nikolaevich Golitsyn, who was imprisoned in Butyrskaia Prison in 1924, remembers Dukes who at that time had been a head of the prison department of the OGPU: “[Dukes] made an unpleasant impression on everybody in the cell. He stepped across the threshold and looking off to one side, in a dry and impassionate voice, made a short statement. His main point was that Butyrskaia Prison was under the jurisdiction of the OGPU and no liberties or indulgences would be tolerated. Any slight breach of the rules would be followed by strict punishment. When Dukes left, everybody was silent.” Kirill Nikolaevich Golitsyn, Zapiski kniazia Kirilla Nikolaevicha Golitsyna (Moscow: Literaturnoe prilozhenie k almanakhu “Dvorianskoe sobranie,” 1997), 191.

9. Nikolai Gavrilovich Chernyshevskii (1828–1889) was a literary critic, writer, and publicist. Skripnikova is referring to the novel Chto delat? (What Is to Be Done?) (1863), in which Chernyshevskii describes an idealized socialist society. The novel had an enormous influence on Russian liberals and radicals.

10. Pugachev Tower was a tower at Butyrskaia Prison in Moscow. According to legend, the Cossack Emelian Pugachev (1726–1775), a leader of a popular rebellion, was imprisoned there before his execution. The rebellion covered the territory from the Volga area to the Urals. Pugachev’s army counted more that twenty-five hundred men. He found support among the Cossacks, Russian peasants, Ural factory workers, the Bashkirs, and the Kazakhs. Eventually, the rebellion was put down and Pugachev was executed in Moscow in 1775.


CHAPTER THREE

[image: image]

Varvara Ivanovna Brusilova 1899–1937

Varvara Ivanovna Brusilova (b. Kotliarevskaia) was born in Moscow to a noble family. In 1916, she graduated from a school for military nurses, and after that she worked as a nurse in various Moscow hospitals. In 1917, she married Aleksei Alekseevich Brusilov (1887–1919), the only son of General Aleksei Alekseevich Brusilov (1853–1925), the most successful Russian commander of World War I. She was not well liked by her father-in-law, who considered the marriage a mésalliance for his son. However, after her husband’s death in 1919, Varvara lived in Moscow with General Brusilov’s family. She was close to Brusilov’s second wife, Nadezhda Vladimirovna Brusilova, the daughter of children’s writer Vera Zhelikhovskaia and granddaughter of the well-known writer Elena Gan. Varvara was arrested in the spring of 1922 in connection with the Shuia case—a violent resistance to the expropriation of church treasures in the town of Shuia, northeast from Moscow.1 On May 2, 1922, the Revolutionary Tribunal sentenced her to execution by firing squad. Nadezhda petitioned for Varvara’s release. She also arranged for Varvara to be examined in prison by a physician who was a family friend. Her efforts were successful: By decision of the Presidium of the All-Union Central Committee, Varvara’s sentence was commuted to five years’ deprivation of freedom, and she was released because of “health problems.” After her release, she lived in Moscow, where she worked as a journalist and translator (English and French), and as a secretary for the American United Press in Moscow. In 1930, she was arrested again and accused of spying for Great Britain. Not only was the state apparatus more bureaucratic by that time, but there was also no longer anybody to help her—Nadezhda had emigrated after her husband’s death in 1926. On October 6, 1930, the OGPU Collegium sentenced Varvara to ten years in corrective labor camps for violating Articles 58.3 and 58.14 of the RSFSR Criminal Code (relations for counterrevolutionary purposes with a foreign state or its individual representatives, and counterrevolutionary sabotage). She spent her sentence in the Solovetskii camps and in the NKVD White Sea–Baltic Sea Canal Camp.

From the end of May 1931 until July 1934, Varvara Brusilova was in the Solovetskii camp on Anzer Island working as a nurse. She was arrested there for refusal to do agricultural work and for counterrevolutionary statements. By order of the Third Department of White Sea–Baltic Sea Canal Camps, she was transferred to the mainland to Medvezhegorsk punitive confinement barrack, where she stayed till July 31, 1934. Later, she was transferred to the third special camp subsector of the Ninth Kem Department of the NKVD White Sea–Baltic Sea Canal Camp (timber rafting in the vicinity of Kem). She worked there as a teacher at the Labor Colony for Juveniles, and as a nurse at the general works.

On January 30, 1935, the Special Collegium of the Leningrad Regional Court at the White Sea–Baltic Sea Integrated Works convicted Brusilova of counterrevolutionary instigation and sentenced her to three years’ imprisonment in the punitive solitary confinement with no possibility of term reduction for her previous sentence. The following year, on June 4, 1936, the Special Collegium of the Supreme Court of Karelian ASSR at the NKVD White Sea–Baltic Sea Canal Camp sentenced Brusilova to two years’ deprivation of freedom, to be served consecutively.

While in the mainland camp subsectors, Brusilova went on hunger strikes in 1934, 1935, and 1937. All in all, she spent 142 days on hunger strikes. She demanded “a minimal level of cultural life” (i.e., to be allowed to have books and newspapers), work in the area of her specialty, separation from common criminals, and a transfer to the Solovetskii camps. On September 2, 1937, the three-member board of the Karelian ASSR NKVD sentenced her to execution by firing squad. The sentence was carried out on September 10, 1937.

Memoirs of Brusilova, by E. Selezneva

V. I. Brusilova, the wife of General Brusilov’s son, was transferred to our camp toward the end of summer 1937, not long before the tragic events of August.2 She was the first truly anti-Soviet person I3 met, the only one who was anti-Soviet even before the camps. V. I. had been in the camps for a very long time, since the early 1920s, when the state was requisitioning church treasures. The faithful were indignant and crowds of them gathered at the church doors, but of course, nobody could prevent the confiscation. Many were arrested then, V. I. among them. She was charged with “instigation” and sent to Solovki.4

She considered herself a political prisoner and demanded to be treated like one. She often went on hunger strikes and was always lodging some protest or making some demand or other. Such efforts could still have an impact then, before the 1930s.

When she wanted to be transferred out of Solovki, they actually transferred her. Once, in winter, she was even transferred by airplane because there was no other transportation to the mainland. Then when she demanded to be sent back to Solovki, they sent her back.

She worked only when she felt like it. “In order not to die of boredom,” as she herself explained. But unfortunately, an epidemic suddenly broke out among the cattle at the Solovki dairy farm, where she had been working for the past few years. “It turned out that the cows were dropping dead at my instigation,” she told us. On this charge, they gave her another ten years to be served consecutively.

According to V. I., the regime in Solovki had changed dramatically by the time she left. Until just recently, Article 58 convicts could walk freely about the camp territory, at least inside the kremlin. They could also work outside the complex, where the work was more or less bearable—on the prison farm or in the vegetable garden. Now they had started taking the prisoners out to gather seaweeds—hellish work. In spite of the rubber boots, your feet were always wet, and the salt water ate through the skin on your feet and hands. You had to dredge the seaweed from the bottom using a heavy rake, walking all day along the water’s edge. They started gathering seaweed as soon as the shore was clear of ice; regardless of whether it was cold or windy, women with swollen legs would be shuffling along in the water. This was considered light work, and only prisoners of the third category—the weak or chronically ill—were sent out to do it.

And it got still worse. The year 1937 came, and in Solovki, Article 58 convicts were no longer allowed to go out to work at all. The prisoners stayed in former monastery cells—four to six of them in a single small room. The beds were made in the morning and folded up against the wall. (Thirty years later, I visited Solovki and saw those small cells with barred windows and iron hinges on the walls, to which two tiers of beds were attached, and the inspection hole in the massive door leading to the endless corridor.) All day long, the prisoners had to sit on stools, without leaning against anything, doing nothing, speaking only in whispers. Every ten days they were given books—one book per prisoner. For the slightest “offense”—a word pronounced too loudly, a line made by someone’s fingernail in a book, someone’s tardiness in getting up for roll call—the books were taken away and the offender was sent to the punishment cell, where there was nothing but a stone floor . . .

V. I. was much older than I was. She belonged to a different generation, a different society. I was interested in getting to know her the way one is interested in reading a new book. Some of her traits were foreign to me—her peculiar airs, her haughtiness toward the “plebeian,” her overemphasized disgust at contact with the nonpoliticals with whom we shared our barracks. The latter truly were disgusting and cynical, and our ears tired of their foul language; yet they had their moments of humaneness and kindness, and their own understanding of honor, loyalty, comradeship. Some were even nice to us, showing a touching loyalty to those of us who did not abhor them.

All of them instantly hated V. I., and they tried to annoy her in every way possible. They grabbed her things, lounged on her bed, yelled obscenities in her ears. The upshot was that, within a few days V. I. began to think of Solovki as a real paradise, and she demanded to be sent back there.

At roll call she stated her wish to the head of the camp and handed him a written request. He looked at her in genuine surprise, slightly tilting his head to one side, twirled the request in his hands, and pensively asked, “And what about being sent to a dog’s cunt?” He paused for effect, then guffawed loudly. His entourage giggled in reply.

V. I. then went on a hunger strike. She went to the registration department and demanded to be placed in a separate cell, handing them her official note of intent to strike. She would take no food until she was transferred out of that camp.

She was not placed in a different cell (they did not even put her in the punishment cell), so she started her hunger strike in the barracks. She did not refuse water, but she refused the coupons for bread and food rations, and indeed, she would not eat a bite. I tried to reason with her, explaining that the times were different and nobody gave a hoot what happened to her. But she was having none of it. “So what? Then let me die of hunger. I don’t care anymore.”

In spite of our differences, I liked V. I., her firmness and fearlessness. It seemed to me that she always spoke her mind. Besides, she had seen a lot, traveled a lot around the world in her time, and she was a good storyteller. I felt pity and compassion toward her, and she responded in kind.

During the early days of her hunger strike, while she still was in our barrack, she always greeted me happily when I returned from work. She called to me and asked me to sit with her. If not for Andrei, I would gladly have stayed; but Andrei meant everything to me, and I knew that he would be waiting.

I used to take a seat on the edge of her bed for a few minutes and listen to her rapid, hurried chatter. It was as if she were in haste to get it all out, having suffered through the long silence of the whole day (of course, she would not talk to the common criminals!). Longing to see Andrei, at last I would interrupt poor V. I. and run off, promising to sit with her again after lights-out.

I tried to keep my promise, but there was another problem—we were awakened at five o’clock in the morning and never had enough time to sleep. While listening to V. I., I could not help nodding off, until I felt myself falling into some deep pit, when fear would bring me, shuddering, back to my senses once more, and again I would try to follow her narration. It was real torture, and she was offended if she noticed that I was dozing off instead of listening.

So she lay there in the barracks, voluntarily starving herself, in vain—nobody from the administration paid any attention to her. I was surprised at how slowly she was losing strength (there was no doubt that she really did not eat anything). She did sleep a lot, and she got out of bed only to use the toilet. On the eighth day, she was still getting up by herself, moving along by leaning on a stool, which she dragged alongside her. In the evenings, as usual, she would talk excitedly with me. She said that she did not feel any hunger pangs and that only on the first two or three days had she wanted to eat but since then she never even thought about food.

However, the time came (in twelve or fourteen days) when she could not get up any more. Her feet were swollen, and her slightly puffy face was milk-white and shiny. She was urinating uncontrollably. They took her to the hospital then. Involuntarily, we all sighed in relief. To tell the truth, lately even the nonpoliticals were treating her better; they probably respected her strength of character. I wanted to visit her in the hospital, but the guards would not let me in, saying that nobody was allowed to visit her.

Still, I managed to see her once. It was on the twenty-third day of her hunger strike. I don’t know why I suddenly got a stomachache. Our doctor’s assistant was sure that an epidemic of dysentery had broken out in our camp. But if that had been the case, I would not have been cured in a single day after drinking almost a whole bottle of laudanum—the only medication for stomach problems in our camp hospital. In any case, they sent me to the hospital. I was placed in a small, cozy room, where there were only two beds. I did not realize at first that the woman lying on the other bed was V. I.—she had changed beyond recognition. Her puffy face was covered with white, shiny skin. Her mouth looked like a black hole, and her eyes were barely visible. The stench of her rotting flesh permeated the room. She probably had bedsores, but I did not dare look.

When I came up to her and called her by name, the black hole started moving, and her voice erupted as though from the belly. Imagine, she was talking again, rapidly and excitedly although not very coherently and clearly, jumping from one subject to the next. I stayed with her the whole day, and only from time to time did she lose consciousness.

I was swallowing laudanum endlessly, and by evening I felt better. In the morning, I asked to be discharged from the hospital, since living without Andrei seemed impossible. For the last time, I said farewell to V. I.

Afterward, they said that a day or two later she was taken to Severnyi. The drivers who took “Article 58s” from the isolation cell to their executions later said that “old woman Brusilova” was also “written off.” However, I do not know whether the stories were true. Maybe she simply died in our camp and she was taken away at night in one of those wooden crates that they kept in the hospital’s small storeroom just in case.

And “old woman Brusilova” was not even fifty, but at that time, it seemed to me that anything over forty was very old.

Document 1

July 1, 1937

To the Head of the 3rd Department

From the Prisoner Brusilova Varvara Ivanovna

Petition

Enclosed please find copies of my petitions of May 24, June 1, and June 30 of this year. I inform you that today, on July 1, I begin a hunger strike, with the previously mentioned demands. After seven years of confinement; a death sentence, which was repealed by the prosecutor’s office; fifty-eight days of solitary confinement on death row; and endless isolation cells, I would rather die of hunger while struggling for meaningful cultural life and work in camp for the remaining five years of my sentence than exist among thieves, prostitutes, foul language, bed bugs, and lice in the barrack on the twenty-first kilometer. I absolutely refuse to perform general labor. . . . I think it is more honest than deception and humiliating excuses on the grounds of poor health.

Yesterday, the security officer of the third department notified me, and made me sign the notification, of the refusal of the Third Department of the White Sea–Baltic Sea Canal of the Gulag responding to your inquiry about my transfer to Solovki and exemption from the general regime. I do not consider this refusal final, since it is not an answer to my personal petitions with well-founded requests and a detailed description of my special circumstances. My personal petitions were sent not only to the gulag but also to the USSR public prosecutor’s office and to the people’s commissar.

I shall not end my hunger strike until my requests for cultural life, living conditions, and work are fulfilled. The center has been notified.

V. I. Brusilova

Enclosures: copies of three petitions

Document 2

July 27, 1937

To the Head of the 3rd Department

From the Prisoner Brusilova Varvara Ivanovna

Petition

Since my forced feeding started on July 26, I temporarily had interrupted my hunger strike (started on July 1, 1937) until receiving from Moscow an answer to my petitions. I request:


	Personal negotiations with you and representatives from Medgora and Moscow, if they come;


	The initiation of proceedings against those who intercepted my sealed packages addressed to the USSR Public Prosecutor’s Office, to the people’s commissar, and to the gulag, sent by me in May, and mailed by the third department on June 22;


	Guaranteed mailing in a timely manner of my petitions and complaints to the center;


	A guarantee of my right to personal correspondence by the provision to me of registered mail receipts;


	I also petition for your order for an uninterrupted supply of newspapers and books, and for the return to me of five books taken by the security officer for inspection.




I inform you that I refuse to go to general work as well as to be transferred into conditions of thievery, foul language, prostitution, bed bugs, and lice, as well as the other consequences of common criminals sharing the barracks with Article 58 prisoners.

V. I. Brusilova.

Third Camp Subsector

I request to have the date and certified mail number of the mailing of the present petition to the Third Department of the White Sea–Baltic Sea Canal.

Brusilova

[Note: The books were returned to the Culture and Education Unit. She was notified of that.]

A. Zinkovshchuk’s Account of Brusilova’s Execution

The guys asked me, “Andrei, you were in the cell right across from the solitary cell where Brusilova was.5 Did you see her being taken to execution?” I said: There were two of us in the cell then; all the rest had been taken to execution. A tiny crack in the door allowed us to see Brusilova as they were leading her away to be shot. At first, everything was nice. The head of the guards called to her, “Brusilova, report for transport!” She asked, “Where am I going, citizen supervisor?” He jokingly responded, “To Solovki!” “Oh, I have been there before. Do you have some tobacco for the long journey?” He took some tobacco out of his pocket and handed it to her. “Isn’t it too little?” Brusilova asked. The head became annoyed, “You won’t have enough time to smoke even that!” She understood what he meant, and fainted. The guards dragged her by her feet to the car.

That’s how it happened. I had seen her before, in Solovki. They said that she was a relative of the famous General Brusilov. She used to say she was his niece. Was that right? Some former officers confirmed her words, but I can recount only what I heard and saw. As the author of this book I cannot change a word. Thousands of eyewitnesses are still alive. . . .

G. Shkurin’s Account of Brusilova’s Execution

In 1935, in Belomor-Baltlag, in a special section for political prisoners, there was a woman of about thirty-five years.6 Her last name was Brusilova, and she had been sentenced to ten years of strict isolation. Everybody thought that she was a daughter of General Brusilov, but according to her, she was his son’s wife. After the arrest and execution of her husband,7 she had been sentenced to ten years in the camps. She became a drug addict in the camps. Because of hardship and suffering, she used to ask for morphine in the hospital to calm herself down. The doctor never refused her. Then she got used to morphine, and when she was not given any she would go on a hunger strike. Then she would be sent to the hospital and would get morphine again. Probably she died not long after, because even then in 1935 she was a very gaunt and thin woman. Well, she was a nervous wreck.

Notes

1. On the Shuia incident, see John Shelton Curtis, The Russian Church and the Soviet State (Boston: Little, Brown, 1953), 108–118; William B. Husband, “Godless Communists”: Atheism and Society in Soviet Russia, 1917–1932 (DeKalb: Northern Illinois University Press, 2000), 56–57; and Daniel Peris, Storming the Heavens: The Soviet League of Militant Godless (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1998), 26.

2. The author probably is referring to the mass execution of the entire prison transport (about nine hundred to one thousand prisoners) in the fall of 1937. The prisoners were transferred from the Solovetskii camps to Popov Island and executed there.

3. E. Selezneva (a pseudonym) is the author of a number of camp memoirs. The author’s real name is unknown.

4. In the camp lore, Brusilova was remembered as having been arrested “for religion,” although she served her second term for alleged espionage under Article 58.3.

5. This excerpt is from A. Zinkovshchuk, Uzniki Solovetskikh lagerei (Cheliabinsk: Gazeta, 1993), 28.

6. This excerpt is from G. Shkurin, “Liudi soprotivleniia,” Volia, nos. 11/12 (1953): 16.

7. Aleksei Brusilov’s death still remains a mystery. According to Soviet sources, he was executed by General Anton Ivanovich Denikin’s troops. However, the exact circumstances of his death are not known. Considering that Aleksei had been an officer in the Russian army and was a son of a very prominent Russian general, the Red Army had reason enough to execute him. In the camp lore, Varvara Brusilova’s biography acquired many improbable details.


CHAPTER FOUR
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Iuliia Nikolaevna Danzas
1879–1942

Iuliia Nikolaevna Danzas was born in Athens to the family of a Russian diplomat Nikolai Karlovich Danzas, a nephew of Konstantin Danzas, Aleksandr Pushkin’s close friend and Pushkin’s second in his fatal duel. Iuliia’s mother, Efrosinia Emmanuilovna Danzas (b. Argikopulo), was strictly brought up to be a noble lady devoted to her husband. After Nikolai’s sudden death in 1888, the Danzas family moved to the Kharkov Province in Russia, where they had an estate. Iuliia Danzas studied at home with her brother Iakov, and by the age of thirteen she finished the gymnasium course. The family moved to St. Petersburg, where she continued studying history, literature, drawing, and music. She voraciously read Denis Diderot, Voltaire, and the French encyclopedists, along with The Confession of St. Augustine and the works of John Chrysostom. In 1894, Danzas passed with honors the graduation examinations at St. Petersburg Classical Gymnasium No. 6. Being only sixteen, she had to receive special permission to take the exams. She then went to France, where she audited courses on psychology and philosophy at the Sorbonne and studied the history and traditions of Christianity.

In 1906, she published her first book, Zaprosy mysli (Inquiries of Thought). The book was a success, and a second edition followed two years later. In 1907, Danzas was appointed lady-in-waiting to the Russian empress Aleksandra Fedorovna. Danzas had her own office in the Winter Palace since she was involved in the empress’s charitable work. As a part of her work, Danzas visited monasteries and studied Russian spiritual life. The result of her religious studies was a monograph V poiskakh Bozhestva (In Search of Divinity) (1913), which was published under the pen name Iurii Nikolaev. She also contributed several essays to the newspaper Okrainy Rossii (Outskirts of Russia)1 under the same pen name.
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Iuliia Nikolaevna Danzas in the Solovetskii camp. Drawing by Vera Fedorovna Shtein.

After the outbreak of World War I, the empress offered Danzas the position of head of the warehouse office in the Winter Palace. Danzas declined the offer and instead joined the Red Cross as the manager of the Red Cross Advanced Warehouse. She left St. Petersburg for the front, and worked for two years on the front line. In 1916, she joined the Orenburg Cossack Regiment as a private and was promoted to the rank of noncommissioned officer in the same regiment. During her stay in the regiment, she took part in military operations, and was awarded the Medal of St. George.

In February 1917, Danzas returned to Petrograd and obtained a position at the public library as head of the department of classical philosophy and incunabula. She also taught French and English history at the new Herzen University in Petrograd. In 1920, Danzas was briefly detained by the Cheka. In March 1920, she became the president of the Petrograd section of the House of Scholars, where the most prominent and talented scholars used to meet.

She converted to Eastern Catholicism on November 16, 1920. In 1921, together with Father Leonid Ivanovich Fedorov2 she founded the Parish of the Holy Spirit. She took the veil on March 25, 1923, adopting the monastic name Iustina. On November 11, 1923, she was arrested in Petrograd and sentenced to ten years in prison. She served half of her sentence in the Irkutsk Prison, then in September 1928 she was transferred to the Solovetskii camps, where she worked as an accountant and a librarian at the Solovetskii museum. In September 1931, she was transferred to Medvezhia Gora, where she worked at the department of statistics. Danzas was released from the camp in January 1932.

Ekaterina Pavlovna Peshkova3 and Maksim Gorkii4 helped Danzas to get the permission to emigrate from Russia. Her brother, Iakov Nikolaevich Danzas, who had left Russia in 1918 and was living in France, ransomed her. She lived in Germany for a time and then moved to France to the convent at Prouille, joining the Dominican order under the name of Catherine. In 1935, Danzas became one of the founders of a center for Soviet studies Istina (The Utmost Truth). The center published the journal Russie et Chretienté (Russia and Christianity) and several collections of essays and documents concerning Christianity and Soviet Russia. In France, Danzas wrote her memoirs of the Irkutsk Prison and the Solovetskii camps and titled them Bagne Rouge (Red Gaols) (1935). She regularly contributed articles and essays to Russie et Chretienté. In 1939, she moved to Rome, where she wrote her famous work Katolicheskoe samopoznanie i Marksistskoe bezbozhie (Catholic Self-knowledge and Marxist Atheism), as well as a biography of the last tsarina L’Imperatrice tragica e i suo tempo (The Tragic Empress and Her Time) (1942). Danzas died on April 3, 1942, in Rome.

From the Protocol of Interrogation

The protocol of the interrogation of citizen Iuliia Danzas conducted by agents of the Fourth Unit of the OGPU Special Department on January 2, 1924.

In 1907, I was appointed a lady-in-waiting with the house of the Romanovs. I served in that position until the overthrow of the Russian monarchy. During this time, I researched and wrote two books under the pen name of Iurii Nikolaev. In the first, Inquiries of Thought (published in 1907, second edition in 1908), I expressed my philosophical worldview. The second book, In Search of Divinity (published in 1913), is about the history of Christian philosophical sects of the second and third centuries. I also wrote literary essays and a few articles (three or four) under the same pen name for the journal Outskirts of Russia, published by Sergievskii and Kulakovskii. These articles were on the problem of nationalism and were directed against Finnish separatism. In general, the main idea was the inseparability of Finland from Russia. Being a Russian patriot, I adhere to the same views on this question now. At that time I had definite monarchist and imperialist convictions.

During the war of 1914, as a Russian patriot I joined the Red Cross and served on western front. At first, I was an assistant warehouse manager, and later manager of the mobile field warehouse of the Tenth Army. In 1916, I joined the Orenburg Cossack Regiment as a private, and sometime thereafter was promoted to the rank of noncommissioned officer in the same regiment. During my term in the regiment, I took part in military operations and was awarded the Medal of St. George. In December 1916, the regiment was sent to Galicia. I remained behind and in March 1917, returned to Petrograd, due to family and financial circumstances.5 Since that time, I have lived in Petrograd.

I did not participate in the revolution in any way. I was dismayed at Russia’s loss of greatness and was terribly upset by the way it was chopped up into pieces. At that time, I wrote an article titled “National Suicide,” which was found during the search at my apartment. I did not take part in the October Revolution and did not even understand its significance. I thought that it was only another temporary “changing of guard.” At first I was quite indifferent to Soviet rule. Later, when I recognized its staying power, I became convinced that in many ways this regime could protect Russia’s interests. However, it should be noted that my acknowledgment of the Soviet regime is mainly restricted to its functions of protecting Russia’s interests. Many aspects of Soviet internal policy are morally unacceptable to me. I have actively opposed Soviet antireligious measures since I became a Catholic.

In 1918, I began to work at the Russian Public Library,6 as head of the department of classical philosophy and incunabula. I worked there until my arrest. In addition, I taught at the Herzen Pedagogical Institute from 1918 till 1921. I taught the history of France in French and the history of England in English. In 1920 I became president of the Petrograd section of the House of Scholars.

I became a Catholic in 1920, after my mother’s death. I met Fedorov in the summer of 1920 at the House of Scholars. On Tuesdays, we had philosophical discussions, and Fedorov had been there as a guest speaker. Once I understood the factual basis supporting the Eastern Rite as the most suitable religion for Russia, I decided that my vocation lay in this field. My reasoning was as follows: The Russian Orthodox Church, while still in a position to do so, might accept the idea of a union of the two churches along the lines of the Union of Florence. Rome had been striving to accomplish this for a long time. Since the Russian Orthodox Church was showing signs of deterioration, having lost state support, the situation seemed hopeful for the union of the two churches. In spite of the fact that I personally was more inclined toward the Latin rite, I realized that the Russian people as a whole would never adopt Roman Catholicism. Yet I wished to devote myself to the furtherance of Catholicism in Russia. So I decided that the most effective approach would be to propagandize for Catholicism of the Eastern Rite and this is the rite I chose. Since that time, I have devoted my efforts to the service of the Eastern Catholic Church.

From the day I became a member of the Catholic community, my activity there has consisted of the following. In church, I have served as a psalm reader. I also have lectured and given presentations on religious topics in churches and cathedrals to which I was invited. I gave a number of lectures at the Church of St. Catherine,7 where Khodnevich8 was priest. The topics of my lectures were “Rome as a Center of Christianity,” “Union of Florence,” “St. Bartholomew Night,” “Beatification of the Nineteenth-century Saints,” and some other topics I don’t remember. I have no knowledge of whether the local authorities had been contacted for permission to have these lectures. I was simply invited and gave the presentations.

In our parish, there is Kriuchkov’s9 circle, which was formed in 1923. I don’t want to name people who participated in it as this might throw suspicion on people who are completely innocent. I attended several of these meetings, at which purely religious problems were discussed. Besides the circle, there was the conference of St. Vikentii, which was formed for charitable purposes. I did not attend its meetings: Being a nun, I was not allowed to become a member. To the best of my knowledge, this conference was engaged in the distribution of food, clothing, and other help to the needy. The conference’s budget came from voluntary membership dues. All such conferences are subject to a universal church statute, and must obey it. I was not a member of any council because there was none. There was a parish committee, and later a group of twenty of which I was a member.

Fedorov asked me to translate from French a pamphlet titled Directives to the Priests of the Diocese of Paris, which is essentially a presentation of Vatican policy, for the part where Chaptal10 talks about the national feelings and hopes of Russian émigrés. Here, he was not expressing the Vatican’s opinion. The Vatican always avoids national and political questions. The Russian version of this pamphlet might have been printed in Moscow at Abrikosova’s place, since Fedorov took both my handwritten translation and the French original with him when he went to Moscow.

In summer 1923, I received an excerpt from the pope’s message in the consistory, from Abrikosova.11 This passage was about persecutions aimed at Catholicism in Russia, exemplified by the trials of Tsepliak12 and Budkievich.13 I translated it from the Italian, made two or three copies myself and circulated them among the parishioners. I also composed the message to the secretary of the Petrograd City Council and sent it to Fedorov. This essay was handwritten. The typed copy [you have] shown me is identical to my handwritten original. I confirm the accuracy of the content.

The letter to Fedorov, signed by “Iustina,” is also of my writing. It concerns the “women’s revolt”—the protest by female parishioners in some Catholic churches against signing the parish contracts [with local authorities]14 and outlines the reasons for protesting. The letter identifies Iunevich’s15 mother as the unofficial leader of the protest. The persons mentioned in the letter had expressed dissatisfaction with the signing of the contract because they believed that the Catholic priests would be more likely to be released if the contract were not signed.

Yes, I do know the head of the Catholic mission. I got acquainted with him in the summer, when I came to Moscow to see Fedorov. I stayed with Abrikosova and went to the mission to look into the possibility of getting some parcels for distribution to needy clergy and indigent parishioners at our discretion. We received about twenty or more parcels. That’s where I met Walsh.16

Notes

1. Okrainy Rossii was a political, social, and literary weekly newspaper published in St. Petersburg from 1906 to 1912 by Platon Anreevich Kulakovskii. The editor of the newspaper was Polikarp Grigorievich Byvalkevich.

2. Fedorov (1879–1935) was a Russian exarch. A son of a St. Petersburg businessman, Fedorov graduated from St. Petersburg Gymnasium No. 2 and the Theological Academy (1902). On June 1, 1902, Fedorov converted to Catholicism and decided to continue his theological education abroad. In Italy he had a private audience with Pope Pius X, who provided for Fedorov’s tuition at the seminary at Anagni. In 1908, Fedorov entered the Catholic University of Fribourg, Switzerland. In 1911, Fedorov was ordained as a priest. In 1912, he entered the Studite monastery in Kamenets. In 1914, Fedorov undertook a journey through Russia, visiting Moscow, St. Petersburg, Nizhnii Novgorod, Saratov, and Riazan. His goal was to keep Catholic communities of the Eastern Rite united. He left Russia in June 1914, but after the beginning of World War I, returned to St. Petersburg. Within two weeks of his arrival, he was arrested and deported to Tobolsk. In 1917, after Russian Catholics were granted the freedom of worship, Fedorov was appointed to be the first Russian exarch (May 28, 1917). He conducted services at the Catholic Church of St. Catherine in Petrograd and attended religious-philosophical meetings at the House of Scholars. On September 14, 1921, he founded the parish of the Holy Spirit in Petrograd. He was arrested on November 22, 1922, but was released the same day. After the closing of Catholic churches, he conducted services at his home. On February 23, 1923, he was arrested in connection with the case of the Archbishop Tsepliak (see note 12). The military tribunal, on March 26, 1923, sentenced him to ten years in prison. He spent his sentence in Butyrki Prison (till April 1923), and in Sokolniki and Lefortovo Prisons (from September 1923). By the petition of Ekaterina Peshkova and the Polish Red Cross, Fedorov was released in April 1926. Prohibited from living in six major cities, he settled in Kaluga and conducted services in the Roman Catholic Church there. He went to Mogiliev, and was arrested there on August 18, 1926. The OGPU Special Council sentenced him on September 18, 1926, to three years in the camps. He served his sentence in the Solovetskii camps (from October 1926). As soon as religious services were allowed in the Solovetskii camps (till December 12, 1928), he conducted daily liturgies in his cell, while on Sundays and holidays he was allowed to use St. German’s Chapel. In July 1929, he was taken to Anzer Island, where all Catholic clergymen were imprisoned. Fedorov was released on August 13, 1929, and exiled to a small village near Pinega, in the Arkhangelsk region. Fedorov was arrested again, in early 1931, for refusing to do compulsory manual work. He spent six months in Arkhangelsk Prison, then was exiled for three years to Kotlas, also in the Arkhangelsk region. At the end of 1933, he was released from exile but prohibited from living in twelve major cities. In January 1934, Fedorov moved to Viatka. He died there on March 7, 1935. On Fedorov’s life, see Diakon Vasilii, Leonid Fedorov: Zhizn i deiatelnost (Rome: Publicationes Scientificae et Literariae “Studion” Monasteriorum Studitarum III–V, 1966); and Paul Mailleux, S.J., Exarch Leonid Fedorov: Bridgebuilder between Rome and Moscow (New York: Kennedy, 1964).

3. Peshkova (b. Volzhina) (1876–1965) was a journalist, social activist, and the first wife of Maksim Gorkii. During World War I, she worked in the society Aid to Victims of War (Pomoshch zhertvam voiny). From February 1918, she worked at the Political Red Cross, organizing financial and material help for political prisoners and exiles, and writing petitions in their behalf. The Political Red Cross office in Moscow was closed in 1937. For further details, see O. Markov, “Ekaterina Pavlovna Peshkova i ee pomoshch politzakliuchennym,” in Pamiat, vol. 1 (New York: Chalidze, 1978), 313–325; and D. Minin, “Eshche o politicheskom Krasnom Kreste,” in Pamiat, vol. 3 (Paris: YMCA Press, 1980), 523–538.

4. Gorkii (real name: Aleksei Maksimovich Peshkov) (1868–1936) was a writer, playwright, publicist, and public figure. After the October Revolution, Gorkii used his influence to save many cultural treasures from destruction. He also saved many lives by petitioning his Bolshevik friends (Gorkii joined the Bolshevik Party in 1905) on behalf of particular Russian writers. Gorkii’s help to political prisoners and his financial help to the Political Red Cross is a topic for future study. On Iuliia Danzas’s emigration from Russia, see M. Agurskii, “M. Gorkii and Iu. N. Danzas,” in Minuvshee: Istoricheskii sbornik, vol. 5 (Paris: Atheneum, 1988), 359–377.

5. Danzas’s mother, Efrosinia Emmanuilovna, died in Petrograd in March 1920, after a lingering illness.

6. Now called the Russian National Library, this institution (founded in 1814) is the oldest public library and the second largest library in the country. In Danzas’s day, it had twenty-two million books and periodicals, among them many valuable incunabula and historical documents, including some in Peter the Great’s handwriting, and the earliest dated Russian manuscript, the Ostromir Gospel (eleventh century).

7. The Church of St. Catherine in St. Petersburg was designed and built by Vallin de la Moth in 1763–1783 and was consecrated on April 26, 1783. The largest Catholic church in St. Petersburg, it supported two gymnasiums (for boys and girls) and eleven elementary schools that provided education for a total of twenty Catholic children. There were fifteen hundred students in both gymnasiums. In 1904, the church had twenty-nine thousand parishioners. In 1918–1922, Catholics of the Eastern Rite often used the church. The Church of St. Catherine was closed on December 5, 1922. On the same date, twenty-four other Catholic churches and chapels were closed in Petrograd. On Catholic communities in St. Petersburg, see M. V Shkarovskii, N. Iu. Cherepnina, and A. K. Shiker, Rimsko-katolicheskaia tserkov na severo-zapade Rossii v 1917–1945 gg (St. Petersburg: Nestor, 1998).

8. Pavel Vikentevich Khodnevich (1880–?), a canon of the Church of St. Catherine in Petrograd, graduated from the Sandomir Theological Seminary (1901) and from St. Petersburg Theological Academy with a Master’s Degree in Theology (1905). From 1906 to 1908, he was the vicar of the Catholic church in Kharkov. From 1908 to 1915, Khodnevich was a professor at St. Petersburg Theological Seminary and a teacher of theology at the gymnasium for girls at St. Catherine’s. In 1913, Khodnevich became a vicar and then a canon at St. Catherine’s. He was briefly detained and his living quarters were searched in 1920. In 1922, he became the temporary, acting pastor of St. Catherine’s. In March 1923, Khodnevich was arrested in connection with the case of Archbishop Tsepliak (see note 12). He was sentenced to ten years’ imprisonment. On February 1, 1925, he was released and permitted to go to Poland in exchange for Communists imprisoned there. On persecution of Catholics, see I. Osipova, “V iazvakh svoikh sokroi menia”: goneniia na Katolicheskuiu tesrkovv SSSR (Moscow: Serebrianye niti, 1996).

9. Dmitrii Aleksandrovich Kriuchkov (1887–1938) was a poet, translator, and literary critic. Born in St. Petersburg to a middle-class family, he graduated from Peterschule in St. Petersburg and attended St. Petersburg University and St. Petersburg Conservatory. His first collection of poems, Padun nemolchnyi (Incessant Waterfall), was published in 1913, followed by Tsvety ledianye (Icy Flowers) in 1914. Kriuchkov was associated with ego-futurism. He published literary criticism under the pen name of Keleinik. He was interested in religion and made pilgrimages to the Solovetskii monastery in 1913. From 1919 to 1923, he worked at Vsemirnaia Literatura Publishing House and translated Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, E. T. A. Hoffman, Oswald Spengler, and Gustav Meyrink. In 1921–1922, he converted to Catholicism. Kriuchkov organized several theological groups in Petrograd. He was arrested on December 7, 1923, in Petrograd and sentenced to ten years in prison. He served out his sentence in the Aleksandrovskii Central Penitentiary (1924–1925) and in the Irkutsk Special Purpose Prison (isolator) (1925–1928). In 1928–1933, he worked in the mines in the Kuznetsk camps. Kriuchkov was released in 1933 and settled in Iaroslavl. He was rearrested in Iaroslavl in 1936 and sentenced to fifteen years of prison. Kriuchkov was executed in 1938. On Kriuchkov, see Vladimir Markov, Russian Futurism: A History (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1968).

10. Monsignor Emmanuel Chaptal (1861–1943), ordained in 1897, was a French Catholic priest. Chaptal was a secretary in French embassies in Petrograd, Stockholm, Constantinople, and Munich. In 1922, he became an assistant to the bishop of the Paris diocese.

11. Anna Ivanovna Abrikosova (see Ekaterina Nikolaevna Mikhailova, chapter 5, note 9, in this volume).

12. Archbishop Ioann (Jan) Tsepliak was arrested on March 10, 1923. His codefendants were Russian exarch Leonid Fedorov, Monsignori Antonii Maletskii and Konstantin Budkevich (see note 13), and eleven Catholic priests. The trial took place in Moscow on March 21–26, 1923. The defendants were charged with conspiring together to found a counterrevolutionary organization having as its goal the disruption of Soviet laws and orders regulating the relations between church and state. Tsepliak and Budkevich were sentenced to execution by firing squad. The sentence evoked an outcry in the West; numerous letters of protest were sent to the Soviet government. By decision of the Presidium of the All-Union Central Executive Committee (of March 30, 1923), Tsepliak’s sentence was mitigated to ten years’ imprisonment. At the end of 1923, he was released and permitted to emigrate to Poland. On Archbishop Tsepliak and the trial of Catholic clergy in Moscow, see Francis McCullagh, The Bolshevik Persecution of Christianity (London: Murray, 1924); and James J. Zatko, Descent into Darkness: The Destruction of Roman Catholic Church in Russia, 1917–1923 (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 1965).

13. Konstantin Romuald Iulianovich Butkevich (Budkevich) (1897–1923) was a Catholic priest. Butkevich graduated from St. Petersburg Theological Seminary and the Theological Academy in 1893 as a candidate of theology and was ordained that same year. In 1894, he became vicar of a Catholic church in Pskov. From 1896 to 1903, he was a teacher of theology in the Vitebsk gymnasiums for boys and girls. In 1903, Butkevich became a vicar and then a pastor (1905) of the Church of St. Catherine in St. Petersburg. He was arrested at the beginning of March 1923. At the trial of clergy in Moscow on March 21–26, 1923, Butkevich was sentenced to execution by firing squad. A decision of the Presidium of the All-Union Central Executive Committee upheld the sentence, and Butkevich was executed on March 31, 1923, at Sokolniki Prison in Moscow.

14. The February 1918 Decree of the Separation of Church and State and a subsequent Instruction “On the Implementation of the Decree of the Separation of Church and State” (August 1918) obliged at least twenty members of every congregation to sign an agreement with the local soviet. The contract bound the clergy and laity to a number of obligations concerning the property in their use, such as upkeep and repair. They were also mandated to allow Soviet officials to inspect the property periodically. If the congregation violated this agreement, its property was relinquished to the state. Catholic clergy of Petrograd had a series of conferences at which they tried to find the ways to protect the Catholic Church against the persecutions and to formulate the policy of conduct to be followed. In February 1920, Monsignor Butkevich stated that these agreements violated church laws regarding the handling of certain religious objects by lay people and there was no legal basis for signing the agreements with the Soviet government without the consent of the pope. He was convinced that although the Soviet government would put pressure on Catholics to sign the agreements, they would not really close and sequestrate the churches because they were sensitive to European public opinion. He felt that the refusal to sign the agreements would give the Catholic Church a tactical advantage, as the Bolsheviks would have to deal with a population that had not committed itself to agreements and to act more carefully with a population in protest than with one in retreat. On the decree, its implementation, and the church opposition, see Glennys Young, Power and the Sacred in Revolutionary Russia: Religious Activists in the Village (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1997), 55–67; and Zatko, Descent into Darkness, 72–90. See also Ekaterina Nikolaevna Mikhailova, chapter 5, in this volume.

15. Eduard Iunevich (1894–1989) graduated from St. Petersburg Theological seminary in 1917 and became a Catholic priest. In 1921, Iunevich was an assistant pastor of Peter and Paul Church in Kronstadt and an assistant pastor at St. Stanislas Church in Petrograd. In 1922, he became pastor of St. Stanislas Church in Petrograd. In March 1923, Iunevich was arrested in connection with the Tsepliak case (see note 12) and was sentenced to ten years’ imprisonment. Released on February 1, 1925, he was allowed to emigrate to Poland in exchange for Communists imprisoned there. He died in Poland in 1989.

16. This is the only mentioning of the meeting between two prominent Catholic activists—Iuliia Danzas and Edmund Aloysius Walsh (1885–1956), an educator, writer, and founder of Georgetown University School of Foreign Service and Georgetown University Institute of Languages and Linguistics. In 1922, Walsh was appointed a director of Papal Relief Mission in Russia and a Vatican representative of the interests of the Catholic Church in Russia. Papal Relief Mission in Russia had three main projects: to provide and distribute food and clothing for starving children regardless of their religious affiliation, the conservation of Catholic Church property, and the safety of Archbishop Tsepliak and his clergy. Walsh stayed in Moscow from May 1922 to November 1923. In his correspondence with the Vatican, he provided detailed information on the persecution of Catholic clergy, including Catholics of the Eastern Rite. Many times he petitioned Soviet authorities on behalf of the arrested Catholic clergy. In March 1923, Walsh and his interpreter were allowed to attend the trial of Catholic clergy in Moscow. Walsh managed to recover from Moscow the relics of St. Andrew Bobola and had them transferred to the Vatican. Upon his return from Russia, Walsh was often invited to consult the U.S. government on Russian politics. Walsh wrote extensively on Russia: The Fall of the Russian Empire (Boston: Little, Brown, 1928), The Last Stand (Boston: Little, Brown, 1931), and Total Empire (Milwaukee: Bruce, 1951). On Edmund Walsh, see Lois J. Gallagher, S.J., Edmund A. Walsh, S J.: A Biography (New York: Benziger, 1962).


CHAPTER FIVE
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Ekaterina Nikolaevna Mikhailova 1915–

Ekaterina Nikolaevna Mikhailova (b. Aleksandrova) was born in Moscow to the family of Nikolai Nikolaevich Aleksandrov,1 a prominent member of Moscow’s Catholic community of the Eastern Rite, and Valentina Vasilievna Balashova (1882–1928), who after 1917, became a lay member of the Dominican order. After an upbringing in the Catholic community—a small, close-knit religious group—Aleksandrova studied at the Vocational School of Editing and Publishing.

She was arrested on October 6, 1933, in Moscow in connection with the prosecution of Catholics of the Eastern Rite. On January 1, 1934, the special board of the OGPU Collegium sentenced her to three years of corrective labor under Articles 58.10 and 58.11 (counterrevolutionary propaganda and belonging to a counterrevolutionary organization). She spent her sentence in Bamlag—a camp engaged in constructing the Lake Baikal–Amur River Railroad—where she worked as a draftsperson in the camp administration (in the town of Svobodnyi). Later, she worked as a brigade leader in railroad construction.

She was released from the camp on August 5, 1936, and was prohibited from living in Moscow. Her relatives helped her to find a place in Egorevsk, in the Moscow region, where she managed to find a job at a textile factory. In 1937, she married Igor Nikolaevich Mikhailov (1911–1995), who at the beginning of the 1930s had been imprisoned in Kazakhstan. In 1938, Ekaterina and her husband moved to Saratov, where she worked as a draftsperson at a machine repair shop. One year later, Saratov was closed to people with a record of arrest and imprisonment, and Ekaterina and her husband had to move to Taganrog. Returning to Moscow in 1946, Ekaterina Nikolaevna lives there to this day.
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Ekaterina Nikolaevna Mikhailova

“You Would Make a Good Joan of Arc”

Until 1917, I lived with my mom and dad at 3 Verkhneprechistenskii Lane. This house had belonged to my grandfather. Now there is nothing on this land, everything has been demolished. When the heavy shooting began, we fled my grandfather’s house and moved to Gedeonova’s house in Bolshaia Molchanovskaia.

My dad was working somewhere. My mom died when I was seven. She had cancer and had been sick for a long time. I don’t remember her very well. When she got sick, we could not live together for some reason. I did not even visit her very often.

After my mother’s death, I was left alone. My father was not there and I did not know where he was. The Catholic community2 sent us to live with Liudviga Liudvigovna Kokh. There were three of us there—Serezha and Valentina (Vasilii Kaidalov’s3 children) and I. Kaidalov was a deacon in the Catholic Church and had fled Russia together with Vladimir Vladimirovich Abrikosov,4 leaving his children behind. They did not have a mother—that is, I never heard anything about her.

Liudviga Liudvigovna was a German Catholic, not of the Eastern Rite.5 She was quite old already, but she took good care of us. We called her Auntie Liuda. She did not work anywhere because she was paid to look after us, so that was all she did. We went on long walks, up to the Cathedral of Christ the Savior. In the summer, we used to go to the country and gather mushrooms there. I still love to hunt mushrooms. Liudviga was the one who taught me how to do it.

On holidays, Kokh used to take us to the community. My entire childhood was spent within this community, at 23 Prechistenskii Boulevard, apartment 34. It was a huge apartment. There was a chapel in one room and there was also a convent. During the day, it looked like any well-appointed apartment, with a living room, kitchen, and everything else; but at night, at least thirty nuns were staying there. They all slept on the floor. But at that time, I did not know all this.

The atmosphere in the community was friendly, with everyone being hard workers and no one being forced to do anything against her will. We were like all other children, fed and cared for. For every New Year wonderful festivities were arranged, with costume parties and skits. Quite a lot of people used to come. There was a rather large circle of lay people, besides the nuns. There were about ten or twelve children. Zaika Bukshpan6 used to come. (Her father, Iakov Markovich Bukshpan,7 was shot in connection with the Promparty case in 1930. But she was spared, somehow, and everything was okay for her.) She and I were good friends. We learned to skate together, and we went to school together. She was present at all the children’s gatherings and holidays. We received nice presents, and took part in the skits. A large living room, quite spacious, was full of people. The skits were staged by Nadezhda Efimovna Tsvetkova.8 For the night before Christmas, we set a large oval table, covered with a table cloth, and there was a Christmas tree. Until the first star, nobody ate, and then everybody would sit at this table to break the fast. Only children took part in the skits. We used to dress in skirts made of paper, as if we were flowers. We danced, and then we were given toys and gingerbreads from the Christmas tree.

Anna Ivanovna9 was the head of the religious community and a general leader there. As mother superior, she had a separate room. She hated the Soviets. All of the sisters belonged to the Dominican order. They had a uniform: A black-and-white habit, with a white veil. Everybody had enamel crosses—black with white. Every sister there had a monastic name, besides her lay name. For example, Sister Giatsinta was also Niura Zolkina.10 I don’t remember my mother’s monastic name, she was a nun.

It happened in 1923, on the Feast of St. Dominic. This was a high holiday, and they had to celebrate it somehow. So the sisters, wearing their habits, conducted a religious procession the length of Prechistenskii Boulevard, with Anna Ivanovna at the head. They went down the boulevard, and the very next day they all were arrested.

After the arrests, Aleksandra11 took me to live with her. The Kaidalovs children, Serezha and Valentina, stayed with Auntie Liuda Kokh. Auntie Shura was an old maid, very fanatical, very rigid. She had no idea of how to bring up children. Immediately, she set very strict rules: No friends allowed in the house and no movies—it was a deadly sin! I had been growing up without my mother since my early years, and I could stand up for myself. So I learned to lie, and I did everything I wanted to. I was friends with the Kaidalovs, with Zaira Bukshpan. In the Balashov family, there was my mother’s older brother Vladimir Vasilievich12—Uncle Volodia. Vladimir Vasilievich lived on the mezzanine, next to where we had lived before. Uncle Volodia was a very nice man, and a chemist. He was arrested together with my father, and later he was in Solovki. What happened to him after that I don’t know.

Uncle Volodia had a son named Liova. He and I were great friends. Auntie Shura used to feed him all the time. He loved the arts and had a part-time job as an extra at Stanislavskii Opera Theater. He used to give me free tickets. I remember, I used to ask him, “Liova, what do you think, should I join Young Pioneers13 or not?” For me, this question was a question of principle—to join or not. He used to tell me, “If you think it is necessary for you, then you have to join.” I did not join, somehow. I did not talk to Auntie Shura about such things; I had to figure everything out by myself. She was mostly concerned with my being fed, dressed, and healthy. She never talked to me about serious things. But I lived quite well with her. The large oval table at which we used to celebrate the holidays was in our room. I had my favorite volume of Pushkin there, I had my own place. In summer, the Bukshpans used to rent a country house and take me with them to Pavshino, where Zaika and I climbed all over the chicken coops. I did not feel disadvantaged in any way.

When I lived with Auntie Shura, I used to go to church. But I did not go with her. I was already going to church on my own. We had a chapel in Gruziny, and there was a Father Sergei Soloviev.14 I went there for communion and confession. Later, Sergei Mikhailovich disappeared, and the church was closed.

When I became a college student, I used to go to the French church.15 The curé there spoke Russian quite well. I even used to go to his house: He had two housekeepers, two nuns—one blonde and the other brunette. They used to treat me to fried potatoes cooked according to a French recipe. But I don’t remember the sisters’ names. The singing in the French church was so good! I like all Catholic rituals. The voices were always excellent. And somehow, these Catholic rituals speak to my heart so. . . . Russian Orthodox rituals are so prosaic, so down-to-earth.

When Auntie Shura was arrested in 1927, I was left with Niura Zolkina. The two of us were left alone in the apartment. She was younger than Auntie Shura, but still she was an adult. She was quite different from Anna Ivanovna Abrikosova or Auntie Shura. Niura Zolkina was an illiterate woman from a village. The Catholics gave her money for me, and she herself went to work at Mosselprom. She was selling candies by the piece at a stand. And I was such a terrible girl, I used to consume these sweets in such quantities, she always had shortages! I could not even mention that in confession—I felt so ashamed. At that point, Sergei Mikhailovich advised her to sell cigarettes, and I was out of business. Sergei Mikhailovich used to bring wonderful books—Dickens, Fenimore Cooper . . . Now all of them are lost.

I lived with Zolkina for some time, until she also was arrested. Then I was taken in by my father’s sister—Mariia Nikolaevna Konstantinova, whom I called Auntie Mania.16 To be precise, I came to stay with her myself. She did a lot for me and for my father. Her husband, Nikolai Aleksandrovich Konstantinov was a Doctor of Pedagogy, and he had all kinds of titles and benefits through the Academy of Sciences.

Then I entered a vocational school. I could draw well, and I wanted to go to either a school of architecture or some drafting courses. However, I was not admitted anywhere because of my social status. Uncle Kolia managed to enroll me in the Vocational School of Editing and Publishing. It was located in the Press Club (later it was called the House of Journalists). I studied there for three years.

While I was a student at vocational school, my father was transferred from the White Sea–Baltic Sea Canal Camp zone17 to Solovki. Together with him there was Donat Giliardovich Novitskii.18 He was from the same community, and like my father, he was in prison for the first time. Novitskii had a wife, Anatoliia. They made a rather unusual pair: She did not look like a married woman at all—she was very masculine. But he was small and plump. The Novitskiis did not have any children. When Anatoliia went to visit her husband, she took me with her.

I was then in my third year of vocational school and was quite a grown-up girl of about sixteen. We went through Leningrad, then Kem, and then we took a ship. I was awfully seasick, I was throwing up. At last, we reached Solovki, I remember the monastery walls. The Novitskiis lived separately from us. My father took me to the forest, to some kind of caretaker’s house. Maybe it was where he worked. We lived in the forest and I used to pick up mushrooms. Once he locked me in the caretaker’s house when he left for work, and I fell asleep. He came back and started knocking at the door, but I did not hear him. He called somebody, together they broke down the door, and only then did I wake up. I liked the White Sea—it was so charming, white, light, and quiet.

There, in Solovki, there were two women, they were codefendants in my father’s case. So all of them knew each other. They decided to make me a coat out of their earnings. Somehow they managed to do it. I went back to Moscow alone.

My father—he was a Christian the way one should be. He radiated kindness; and if he had had two shirts, he would have given one to someone. He was this kind of a man, it was his nature. He was a priest. He was absolutely not interested in politics. He was a godly man, not of this world, completely indifferent toward persons and things political; they were beyond him. He was a philosopher, a man of learning. Later, after his first arrest, when I lived with him in Dmitrov—I used to go there for school holidays—he tried to interest me in his philosophical views and his philosophical theories. Of course it was in vain at that time.

When my father was released, he settled in Dmitrov. He was ailing and my Auntie Mania arranged for him to go to the Pirogov Hospital in Moscow. My father had stomach cancer, and had to have surgery. After the surgery, he went back to Dmitrov. Vladimir Vasilievich Balashov and Aleksandra, my mother’s sister, lived there with him. Aleksandra did the housekeeping. When my father was released, he was asked to promise that he would not conduct any religious services or anything of that kind. So he promised. But Auntie Shura was a fanatic to the highest degree, and she literally made him start all over. Everything was as before—services, liturgies, meetings; but I did not attend them. I used to go to visit him, but I lived at Auntie Mania’s.

One fine day, or night, a janitor knocked at Auntie Mania’s door. She had two rooms, and I slept on the couch in one of them. I had a drawer in the chest of drawers and I had a drawer in the desk. That was everything I had. The janitor came in with two other residents of our building and the officials. They asked which of us was Aleksandrova, Ekaterina Nikolaevna. “We have to make a search; where are your things?” Auntie Mania showed them where my things were. When they entered, I started shaking, I was horrified, could not understand anything. And I trembled the whole time they were looking for something. They did not find anything, and then they took me with them. They took me to the investigation prison at the Lubianka.

It was early fall, and I went there dressed for summer, I remember that. They took mug shots—frontal view and profile, I saw them. The investigator, Andrei Sokolov, treated me well, even offered me some tea with pastries. However, he said the following, “You have to be imprisoned because you would make a good Joan of Arc.” Yes, those were his exact words. . . . Then I was left in a cell for several days, without being summoned for questioning. There were about ten people in the cell. A few days later, I was called to interrogation. They got right to the point: “Did you visit Anna Ivanovna Abrikosova on such-and-such a date?” I said, “Yes.” It was about ten days previous to my arrest. Anna Ivanovna came to Moscow, and I met with her. She was going to Siberia. So she invited a whole group of young people to come, so she could see what we looked like. Of course I did not remember what we were talking about, but she would have had nothing good to say about Soviet power, that’s for sure. There were about six or seven of us, and all the rest were adults. There were quite a lot of people; all her friends came to see her, since she was leaving Moscow. Her prison term was over, she was prohibited from settling in certain major cities, and she was leaving for a new place. Of course, all of us were talking, but damned if I remembered what about! A lot of new people who had never been there before came to see her. They did not leave any trace in my memory. One of them, Nora, gave me a string of pearls—that’s all I could say about her. We gathered in a house not far from the Hermitage Park, on the opposite side of the street.

It had not even occurred to me that I had been arrested because of that. Sokolov asked, “Did Abrikosova talk to you?” “Yes.” “Why did you go there?” I said, “Why should I not have gone?! She is my father’s friend, our family friend, how could I not go to see her?! I went because . . .” He said, “Did you hear anti-Soviet conversations? What were they talking about there?” I told him something, I don’t remember what exactly. He said: “If you were a Soviet person, you would have reported this. And since you did not report it, here you go—Article 58, Section 10.” Fine. “And the fact that you were part of the conversations means Article 58, Section 11, agitation.” That’s what I was accused of. When I returned to my cell, I told everybody that I knew why I had been arrested. But since I was a young girl, I behaved like a girl. We immediately found Morse code and began talking to the neighbors. The guards cursed me. “It is not a kindergarten here! Stop playing games!” I was put in a punishment cell, where I was alone. But still, somehow, I got off pretty easy.

I was not the only one in this case: The community was going through a second round of arrests and I happened to be in this wave. When Sokolov called me and announced that a three-member board had sentenced me to three years in the labor camps, I was immediately transferred to Butyrki, that is, to a transit prison. My father and Auntie Mania came to see me there. They had not been allowed to visit me in the Lubianka, but they were allowed to come to Butyrki. They brought me winter clothing: a coat and a warm hat. My father was telling me how to behave in the camps. At that time, he was still free.

Soon after that, I was transported in a Stolypin car to the Mariinskii camps.19 In the Mariinskii camps—transit camps—people did not stay long. They had no large production site for people to work in. Two of my codefendants were in this camp with me: Tsvetkova, Nadezhda Efimovna and Serebrennikova.20 I knew Nadezhda quite well: She had organized all the children’s holidays in the Moscow community. In the camp, Nadezhda found her love and got married. She was young, older than me, of course, but still young—twenty-five, maybe thirty. She got married, somehow nobody seemed to mind, a young woman, best of luck to her. . . .

Serebrennikova was older. She was like a mother to me. Both of them were taking care of me, they were so overprotective, making a great fuss over me. Suddenly, there came an order that I be transferred under guard to the main camp administration. And I went there with a guard, we went by train, I remember, and the stretches were long. We came to the city and I was sent to the administration. It turned out that my father, while he was still free, wrote a letter to Boris Nikolaevich Kuznetsov, who was the chief of the administration of Bamlag camps.21 He knew my father from the White Sea–Baltic Sea Canal, he had been my father’s supervisor there and had treated him very well. He was a big shot, but a very good man. He was approximately my father’s age, much older than me. I remembered that my father told me during his visit to Butyrki, “Tell them you are a copyist, they will get you a job immediately.” I told them so, and indeed, I was immediately given a job in the design office. They appreciated me: I worked hard, and my work was painstaking. I made new friends—boys, and a girl, Vera Krushelnitskaia:22 We lived in the same barrack. Well, somehow, I did not suffer greatly from the camp; we used to go dancing at the civilians’ club. Yes, all this happened. There were intellectuals, all elite “fished out” in Moscow and in Leningrad. They all lived there, they all were there.

The architect Zvartau; Iakobson and Rumnis from the Satire Theater; the whole group from the Bolshoi Theater: For the most part, these were not political prisoners; they were arrested because they were “blue,” as they say nowadays.23 We were awfully intrigued by their aberration, and were always whispering about them, and trying to catch a glimpse of them—what did they look like? All that was very interesting. So, we lived this way, had our entertainments, and I did not see anything bad until I got to the railway construction unit.

Vera and I decided to go into railway construction. Nobody prompted me; I myself wanted to go there. I wanted some adventure—something romantic, if you wish. But Vera and I were so young, nobody took us seriously. Probably they knew what railroad construction was in reality. So we went to Frenkel24 himself, and he sent us there. We were sent on probation: She was sent to one place, and I was sent to another one. That was their policy: If two people got acquainted and became friends, the administration tried to separate them.

They brought us to a station called Erofei Pavlovich.25 At this Erofei Pavlovich, I lived at the station, there was a huge barrack, and we slept in bunk beds. We did general labor there. Well, I was up to my ears in my adventure! There were all kinds of women, and men, too. Later, I was sent to a women’s phalanx, it was on the route. There were about five hundred common criminals there.

Well, I lived on the railroad for two months, looked around, and after this probation, I became a chief of a phalanx in Skovorodino. I remember, in Skovorodino, there was my father’s friend, Sergei Aleksandrovich Kirkov. My father knew him from the White Sea–Baltic Sea Canal. Kirkov was a civilian. He was the head of the sixth department. As soon as I arrived, he sent for me. He was very nice to me, said that he would help me, introduced me to the camp officials, what a bunch! Well, what can I say? They were awful thieves. But I worked there while Kirkov was alive.

When I was freed, I came back to Moscow. I got “minus six.” I chose Egorevsk: It was one hundred kilometers from Moscow, on the Kazan Railway.26 But first I went to Auntie Mania: There was an address in Egorevsk that she had left there for me. At that time, Auntie Mania and Uncle Kolia were on vacation. Olga, a relative from Leningrad, was living in their apartment. When I got to their place, I saw this Olga. She told me all in a rush that my father had been arrested and died. But my father’s letters from the camp and Khomich’s letter (Khomich27 was a Catholic priest who was imprisoned together with my father in Solovki) about my father’s death, Auntie Mania herself gave me later. Of course, she knew about my father’s death, but she did not write me about that. Auntie Shura Balashova was arrested for the second time together with my father, and I never heard from her again.

From Moscow, I immediately went to Egorevsk, found the place, and rented a part of the room there. I had money from the camp. I could not find a job because I announced to everyone that I had been in camp and had just got out. It was a matter of principle and integrity for me to tell them that I had been there. Of course, nobody wanted to hire me. At first, they would agree to hire me, but as soon as I revealed my past, then it was “No, no! No vacancies!” So they wouldn’t hire me. But since I was a young girl, I was nineteen or something like that, I was good looking, joyful, very sociable, so one day I met a pharmacist in the Egorevsk Pharmacy. It turned out he was one of the town’s officials: The town was very small. He said, “Oh, you cannot find a job? I’ll arrange it.” He wrote a note to a cotton mill that was in town. When I brought this note, they hired me without any inquiries. Only later, when they started doing all the paperwork, did the head of personnel realize with whom he was dealing. But by that time it was too late! They hired me as a copyist, and I worked there until I got married—that is, for a year and a half. I got married in 1937. I married a man who had also been repressed at one time; his case was completely different, but he was like me. Then my husband was fired; they just found fault with some little thing, that he spoke out of turn at a meeting or something like that, and that’s it—he was fired. He could not get a job anywhere, so we left for Saratov. In Saratov both of us got jobs, everything was fine and perfect, but Saratov became an off-limits city for former prisoners. So we were given three days to leave the city. From there, we went to Taganrog. Then I had a child, and my husband graduated from the institute, but it was not my lot to go back to school. . . . And I would never have been accepted anywhere, in any case. So I found work as a copyist, then as a technical designer—I had a good head for that. I had all kinds of ideas, and even did some creative work. When we returned to Moscow, I worked at the Ordzhonikidze plant, in the technical design office. There was a marvelous group of people there, we loved each other so much, had such wonderful parties and trips—in a word, we had a great time together. But that’s a different chapter in my life.

Notes

1. Aleksandrov (1884–1935) was a Catholic priest of the Eastern Rite and an engineer. A native of Moscow, he graduated from the Moscow Technical School in 1911. In 1912–1913, he worked as an engineer at Siemens-Schuckert in Berlin. He converted to Catholicism in Germany in 1913. After his return to Moscow, he was employed by the municipal administration (1913–1918) and worked as the head of a streetcar repair shop (1914–1917). From 1917 to 1922, he was an engineer at the Main Administration of the Fuel Industry. Arrested in 1918 in connection with the case of a White Guard organization, he was released by an order of the Cheka of December 27, 1918. A member of the Moscow Catholic community of the Eastern Rite from its inception in 1917, Aleksandrov was ordained as a priest (ecclesiastical name Petr) in August 1921 by Archbishop Ioann (Jan) Tsepliak (see Iuliia Nikolaevna Danzas, chapter 4, note 12, of this volume). Aleksandrov was appointed an exarch’s deputy and served as an assistant to Vladimir Vladimirovich Abrikosov (see note 4). In September 1922, Aleksandrov became the priest of the Moscow congregation of the Nativity of the Blessed Virgin. He was arrested in Moscow on November 12, 1923. Sentenced by the OGPU Collegium to ten years in prison, he was interned on the Solovetskii Islands, where he worked as a caretaker. From 1925, he was an engineer, then a deputy head of the electric power station. On June 9, 1929, he was sent to Anzer Island, to the Troitskaia subsector, then to the White Sea–Baltic Sea Canal Camp. After his release, he lived in Dmitrov (in the Moscow region) working as an engineer at the administration of the Moscow–Volga Canal construction. He was arrested in Dmitrov on August 15, 1935. The special session of the NKVD SSSR sentenced him to five years in the camps on December 29, 1935. He spent his sentence in the Solovetskii camps. Aleksandrov died on May 19, 1936, in the central hospital at the Solovetskii kremlin. On Russian Catholics in the Solovetskii camps, see I. Reznikova, Katoliki na Solovkakh, 1925–1937 (St. Petersburg: Nauchno-informatsionnyi tsentr Memorial, 1997).

2. The Russian Catholic community in Moscow (the Abrikosov community) was centered around Father Vladimir Vladimirovich Abrikosov (see note 4) and his wife Anna Ivanovna Abrikosova (see note 9). Both were members of the Third Order of St. Dominic. After Abrikosov’s ordination to the priesthood in 1913, he was delegated to receive members into the third order by Father Louis Theissling, master general of the Order of Preachers. On August 4, 1917, the chapel (which housed up to fifty people) was opened and the Dominican community, with six nuns, was founded. Father Abrikosov became the parish priest; Anna Abrikosova—Mother Catherine of Siena—became the head of the community. By 1921, there were fifteen nuns in the community. The sisters continued their work or studies outside, but followed the practices of religious life at night when they were together in the apartment. On February 19, 1921, the master general of the Dominicans granted the community the rank of the congregation of the third order. Following Abrikosov’s arrest (1922) and exile from Russia, Father Nikolai Aleksandrov took his place in the community. In November 1923, the chapel was closed. Abrikosova, Father Nikolai Aleksandrov, many of the parishioners, and almost all the lay sisters were arrested. In May 1924, Aleksandrov and Abrikosova were sentenced to ten years in prison, and the sisters were sentenced to terms of between three and five years. Under the direction of Tatiana Galkina, the three lay sisters who had not been arrested managed to save some religious objects and the community library that they gave to the Roman Catholic Church of the Immaculate Conception of the Holy Virgin in Moscow. The sisters also busied themselves with caring of the children left with them and providing help to the arrested sisters. After Galkina’s death in November 1926, Aleksandra Vasilievna Balashova (see note 11) was put in charge. After her arrest in summer of 1927, Anna Ivanovna Zolkina (see note 10) was responsible for everything. Zolkina was arrested on February 6, 1931, for helping exiled members of the community. With Zolkina’s arrest the work of the community came to an end.

3. Vasilii Alekseevich Kaidalov, a deacon, left Russia in 1922 to study abroad. Kaidalov had two children—Sergei and Valentina. It is possible that he is the author (under the pseudonym Diakon Vasilii) of Leonid Fedorov’s biography, Leonid Fedorov: Zhizn i deiatelnost (Rome: Publicationes Scientificae et Literariae “Studion” Monasteriorum Studitarum III–V, 1966).

4. Abrikosov (1880–1966) was born in Moscow to a wealthy merchant family. He graduated from the Department of History and Philology at Moscow University. At the university, Abrikosov was interested in classical and Western philosophy. In his youth, he was far from religious. Although he officially belonged to the Russian Orthodox Church, he neither attended services nor followed religious traditions. His political sympathies lay with the revolutionaries. In 1903, he married his cousin Anna Ivanovna Abrikosova (see note 9). He became interested in Catholicism while traveling in Europe. After joining the Catholic Church in Paris in 1909, he took the vows as a Dominican tertiary in 1913. Abrikosov was ordained to the priesthood on May 31, 1917, in Petrograd. From 1917, he headed the Catholic community in Moscow and was the priest of the chapel. Abrikosov was arrested in Moscow on August 17, 1922, and sentenced to execution by firing squad. The execution was mitigated to exile abroad. He left Russia on September 29, 1922. From December 1922, he was in Rome as a representative of the exarch of Russian Catholics. He moved to Paris in 1924. Abrikosov died on July 22, 1966, in Paris.

5. Mikhailova is mistaken: Liudviga Liudvigovna Kokh was a Catholic of the Eastern Rite, a Dominican lay nun—Sister Venedikta.

6. Zaira Iakovlevna Bukshpan, a Catholic of the Eastern Rite, was born in 1915 in the Kazan Province. In 1930–1931, she was a student in the preliminary courses at the Moscow Institute of Modern Languages. On May 3, 1933, she enrolled at Moscow State University. Her mother, Sara Girievna Bukshpan, was a Dominican lay nun, Sister Ioanna.

7. Mikhailova is mistaken: Iakov Markovich Bukshpan (1887–1939) was born in Lodz, graduated from the Petrograd Polytechnic Institute, and studied at Berlin University. He converted to Catholicism of the Eastern Rite, taught at the Ivanovo-Voznesensk Polytechnic Institute (1919–1921), and was in charge of the statistics section of the newspaper Ekonomicheskaia zhizn (Economics Life). In 1921–1928, he headed the Bureau of World Economy at the All-Union Soviet of Economics. He also edited the periodical compilation of economic statistics Narodnoe khoziastvo (People’s Economy). In 1928–1930, Bukshpan headed the All-Union Chamber of Commerce. He also taught at the Moscow Polytechnic Institute (1922–1930) and the Military Economic Academy (1922–1930). In August 1930, Bukshpan was arrested in connection with the case of the Peasant Labor Party. The OGPU Collegium sentenced him to three years in the camps. He was released before the end of his term in April 1932. In 1932–1935, he was a senior economist at the People’s Commissariat of Supply, then a consultant of Oil Research and Development. During the same time, he was a department chair at the Moscow Institute of Meat Industry. Bukshpan was rearrested in April 1938, and executed by firing squad in April 1939.

8. Nadezhda Efimovna Tsvetkova (m. Maslennikova) (1900–?) was born in the Smolensk Province. A lay member of the Dominican order, she took the name Sister Tereza. Tsvetkova was arrested in Moscow in December 1923. The OGPU Collegium sentenced her to three years of exile in the Urals on May 19, 1924. By decision of the OGPU Collegium, she was prohibited from living in six major cities after the end of her exile. She settled down in Sychevka, in the Smolensk region, and got married. No further information on her life is available.

9. Anna Ivanovna Abrikosova (1882–1936), also known as Sister Ekaterina (Mother Catherine of Siena), was born in Moscow to the wealthy Abrikosovs, a merchant family known throughout Russia for its confectionery, jams, and fruit preserves. The Abrikosovs were the owners of the largest confectionery business (1804–1918) in Russia. The family had two factories—in Moscow and Simferopol—and stores in many cities (five in Moscow alone). After the death of her parents, she was brought up in the family of her uncle Nikolai Abrikosov. She graduated from a gymnasium in Moscow and from Girton College in England. In 1903, she married Vladimir Abrikosov. Abrikosova converted to Catholicism in 1908 in Paris. She took the veil as a Dominican tertiary in 1913, the same year she and her husband had a private audience with Pope Pius X, who according to Vladimir Abrikosov, gave his blessing to their religious work in Russia. From 1917, Abrikosova headed the Moscow Catholic community. In 1922, she became mother superior. Abrikosova was arrested on November 12, 1923, in Moscow. The OGPU Collegium sentenced her to ten years in prison on May 19, 1924, for aiding the international bourgeoisie and espionage (Articles 61 and 66 of the 1922 RSFSR Criminal Code). She spent her sentence in Tobolsk Prison (through 1929), then in the Iaroslavl Special Purpose Prison (isolator). Abrikosova fell ill with cancer and was sent to Moscow, to the Butyrki Prison Hospital, in the summer of 1932. Ekaterina Pavlovna Peshkova (see Iuliia Nikolaevna Danzas, chapter 4, note 3, in this volume) petitioned for Abrikosova’s release. After surgery, Abrikosova was released from prison but was prohibited from living in twelve major cities. During her brief stay in Moscow, she visited her sister and met with several groups of young people. She then moved to Kostroma. Abrikosova was rearrested on August 5, 1933, and sent to Moscow with a prison transport. The OGPU Collegium sentenced her on February 19, 1934, to five years at corrective labor in the camps. She was sent to the Iaroslavl Special Purpose Prison (isolator). In June 1936, Abrikosova was transferred to the Butyrki Prison Hospital, where she died on June 23, 1936. On the Abrikosov family, see Dmitrii I. Abrikosov, Revelations of a Russian Diplomat (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1964).

10. Anna Ivanovna Zolkina (1901–?) studied at a foodcanning institute in Moscow. She converted to Catholicism of the Eastern Rite and took the veil in 1923. She took the name Sister Giatsinta. After the arrest of most of the sisters in 1923, Zolkina preserved the library of the community and participated in the work of the Polish Red Cross. Zolkina was arrested in Moscow on February 6, 1931. The OGPU Collegium sentenced her to three years in the camps on August 18, 1931. She served out her sentence in Siblag. Following her release in 1934, she lived in Smolensk and worked as a teacher in an orphanage there. Later, she moved to Elets. She was rearrested in Elets in 1941 and sentenced to five years in corrective labor camps. No further information on her life is available.

11. Aleksandra Vasilievna Balashova (1878–?) was a Dominican lay nun under the name Sister Ekaterina. Balashova was born in Shadrinsk, in the Perm Province. She graduated from Mariinskaia Gymnasium in Perm. From 1900, she lived in St. Petersburg where she studied in the Petr Frantsevich Lesgaft Courses at the Department of Natural Sciences. In 1903, Balashova moved to Moscow, where in 1907 she graduated from the Department of History and Philosophy of the Higher Courses for Women. From 1907 to 1918, she taught at the Kliassen Private School. She converted to Catholicism in 1911. From 1918 to 1920, she worked in various kindergartens. In 1920, she took the veil. From 1922, Balashova lived at the Abrikosov community giving private lessons until her arrest on November 16, 1923. By decision of the OGPU Collegium, Balashova was released (with a signed promise not to leave Moscow) to look after her sick sister Valentina Balashova. In 1924, she was rearrested but was released after two days. She was arrested again on June 23, 1927. The OGPU Collegium sentenced her to three years in the camps on September 2, 1927. She spent her sentence in the Solovetskii camps. Her sentence was shortened by one year (by decision of the OGPU Collegium of November 22, 1928). After serving her term, she was sent to exile in Siberia for three years. She lived in exile in Narym Krai, in the township of Kargasok. A decision of the three-member special board of the Sibkrai OGPU prohibited her from living in twelve major cities for three years after her release. She lived in Tomsk, then, from 1934, in Dmitrov. She was arrested in Dmitrov on August 15, 1935. The three-member special board of the NKVD sentenced her on December 29, 1935, to five years of exile in Krasnoyarsk Krai. No further information on her life is available.

12. Vladimir Vasilievich Balashov (1880–1937) was born in Shadrinsk, in the Perm Province. In 1900, he graduated from the Modern School (Realschule) in Perm. For his participation in student revolutionary activity in St. Petersburg, Balashov was arrested and detained for a year. In 1909, he graduated from St. Petersburg Technological Institute. He worked as an engineer in the Technical Research Department at the Ministry of Trade. He converted to Catholicism of the Eastern Rite in 1909. In St. Petersburg he was a member of the parish of the Church of the Holy Spirit. From 1918, Balashov lived in Moscow, working as an expert at the Committee of Inventions in the Scientific Research Department of the All-Union Soviet of People’s Economy. In Moscow he belonged to the parish of the Church of the Nativity of the Holy Virgin. He was the editor of the Catholic monthly magazine Slovo Istiny (The Word of Truth) from 1913–1918. Balashov was arrested in Moscow on November 16, 1923. The OGPU Collegium sentenced him to ten years in prison on May 19, 1924. He spent his sentence in the Solovetskii camps, then in Unzhlag (Komi ASSR). By the decision of the OGPU Collegium of December 16, 1932, he was sent to exile to Siberia for three years following his sentence. After his release, he lived in Dmitrov working as a chemist-engineer at the Central Concrete Laboratory of the Administration of Moscow–Volgostroi. Balashov was arrested in Dmitrov on August 15, 1935. The special board of the USSR NKVD sentenced him to five years in the camps on November 28, 1935. He spent his sentence in Sevvostlag (Nagaevo Bay). The three-member board of the NKVD of the Far East Krai sentenced Balashov on November 28, 1937, to execution by firing squad. He was executed in 1937.

13. The Young Pioneers, founded in 1922, was a Communist organization for children aged nine to fourteen.

14. Sergei Mikhailovich Soloviev (1885–1942), a nephew of the philosopher Vladimir Soloviev, was born in Moscow and graduated from Moscow University. He was ordained to the Russian Orthodox priesthood in 1916. Soloviev graduated from the Moscow Theological Academy in 1918. In 1921, Soloviev converted to Catholicism, but he soon returned to the Russian Orthodox Church. In 1923, he again embraced Catholicism of the Eastern Rite. He was appointed a vice exarch of Russian Catholics. On February 15, 1931, Soloviev was arrested in Moscow in connection with the case of Catholics of the Eastern Rite. The OGPU Collegium sentenced him to ten years in the camps on August 18, 1931. The sentence was mitigated to ten years of exile in Kazakhstan. In October 1931, Soloviev was sent to the MVD Psychiatric Hospital for compulsory treatment. After 1935, he was released to the supervision of his relatives. He died in Kazan in 1942.

15. Mikhailova is referring to the first Catholic parish in Moscow—the Church of St. Louis of France, built by a December 5, 1789, order of Catherine the Great. In 1830, the church was rebuilt according to a new design by the architect Domenico Gilardi (1788–1845). Before the 1917 October Revolution, the parish had two schools: one for boys (with 250 students) and another for girls (with more than 300 students). The parish also had a kindergarten and a nursing home. Under the decree of the separation of church and state (January 23, 1918), the church and the surrounding buildings were given to the jurisdiction of the French embassy. Services in the church were conducted by French priests. From 1920 to 1947, the parish council (dvadtsatka), which consisted of twenty parishioners who had to sign the parish contract with the authorities, was headed by Alisa Benediktovna Ott (arrested in 1947). From 1913 to 1921, the senior priest of the church was Father Joseph Vidal (expelled from the Soviet Union in 1921). From 1921 to 1926, Polish priests conducted services in the church. In 1926, Bishop Pius Neveu was appointed the senior priest. (The Vatican gave Monsignor Neveu full jurisdiction over all Catholics in Russia regardless of rite). In June 1936, Monsignor Neveu left Russia for France and was denied a Soviet reentry visa. From June 1936, the senior priest was Father Leopold Braun (expelled from the Soviet Union in 1945). From the end of 1945 to 1947, Father Antoine Laberge was the senior priest, and from 1947 to 1950, Father Jean Thomas. In 1950, the Church of St. Louis was removed from the jurisdiction of the French embassy and was transferred to Polish priests who had been granted official registration.

16. Konstantinova (b. Aleksandrova) (1894–1973), Mikhailova’s aunt, finished three years of evening classes in law. She graduated from the extramural Institute of Planning and Statistics. Konstantinova worked at the Institute of Communist Education, which was named after Krupskaia.

17. The White Sea–Baltic Sea Canal Integrated Works (1933–1941) covered a huge territory and employed a massive labor force. It had military detachments, industry, transportation, agriculture, schools, theaters, and so on. The White Sea–Baltic Sea Canal Integrated Works was conceived and developed on the basis of the construction of the White Sea–Baltic Sea Canal (1930–1933). Tens of thousands of prisoners built the canal, the Segezha Paper Mill, the Soroka-Obozersk Railroad, the Pindushi Shipyard, the Soroka Port, the Povenets Ship Repair Yard, and other facilities.

18. Novitskii (1893–1971) graduated from St. Petersburg University and Petersburg Theological Seminary (1917). He served in the army from 1916 to 1921. In 1921, he moved to Moscow. He was arrested in Moscow in connection with the case of the Catholics of the Eastern Rite, on November 16, 1923. The OGPU Collegium sentenced him on May 19, 1924, to ten years in the camps. He spent his sentence in the Orel Central Prison, and from September 1925, in the Solovetskii camps. On September 5, 1928, Novitskii was secretly ordained as a priest of the Catholic Church of the Eastern Rite by Bishop Boleslav Sloskan. In June 1932, he was arrested on Anzer Island. Novitskii was transferred from the Solovetskii camps to the House of Preliminary Detention in Leningrad, and then to the Iaroslavl Special Purpose Prison (Isolator). In September 1932, he was sent to Moscow with a prison transport. On September 15, 1932, Novitskii left for Poland, in an exchange for Polish Communists. He died on August 17, 1971.

19. The Mariinskii camps were located in the Mariinskii District, Tomsk Region. The earliest information about the Mariinskii camps dates from the mid-1920s. In the 1930s, this system was known as the Mariinskii Department of Siblag.

20. Anna Spiridonovna Serebrennikova was born in 1885 in Saratov. She worked as a village schoolteacher. Serebrennikova became a sister of the Dominican order in 1916 and took the name Sister Imelda. She was known in the community for her beautiful voice. Serebrennikova was arrested in Moscow on November 26, 1923, in connection with the case of the Catholics of the Eastern Rite. The OGPU Collegium sentenced her on May 19, 1924, to eight years of corrective labor in the camps. She spent her sentence in the Solovetskii camps, then in exile. She left the Dominican order in 1934 or earlier. No further information on her life is available.

21. Bamlag (1932–1938) was the camp system that provided labor for the construction of the Lake Baikal–Amur River Railroad. The construction began in 1933 to connect Taishet in the Trans-Siberian Railroad with Komsomolsk-na-Amure via the area north of Baikal. The prisoners who had built the White Sea–Baltic Sea Canal were brought here in 1934.

22. Vera Emmanuilovna Krushelnitskaia was born in Kiev in 1915. She studied in Moscow at the Vocational School of Precise Measurement Technology, and was expelled from the school on April 4, 1933. She worked as a draftsperson in the shops of Moscow Central Telegraph. She was arrested in Moscow, in connection with the case of the Catholics of the Eastern Rite on November 8, 1933. On February 19, 1934, the OGPU Collegium sentenced her to five years in the camps. She served out her sentence in Bamlag. No further information on her life is available.

23. “Blue” was slang for “homosexual.”

24. Naftalii Aronovich Frenkel (1883–1958) was born in Jaffa, Turkey. An agronomist by profession, he was both a businessman and a secret agent of the GPU. Frenkel was arrested on November 16, 1923, on charges of illegal border crossing and swindling. The OGPU Collegium sentenced him to ten years in the camps on January 14, 1924. He arrived in Kern from Moscow’s Butyrki Prison on May 3, 1924. Frenkel was in the Solovetskii camps from May 22, 1924. There he worked as head of the economic section of the Administration of the Solovetskii Camps. He introduced and put into practice the idea of the commercial use of slave labor. By decision of the OGPU Collegium of May 24, 1926, Frenkel’s sentence was shortened by five years. He was released before his term was up. From July 1927, he worked as head of the production department, then as the assistant to the head of construction, and later, as the head of construction of the OGPU White Sea Construction Project. He was awarded the Order of Lenin. In 1933, Frenkel became head of the Gulag Administration in Dallag (a special camp complex in the Irtysh Basin). In 1936, he became head of administration of Bamlag, and in 1940 head of the main administration of railroad construction of the USSR NKVD. In 1943, Frenkel was awarded the second Order of Lenin. He retired from the MVD in 1947 at the rank of lieutenant general. He died in Moscow in 1958. Mikhailova’s brief encounter with Frenkel revealed one more facet of his work in the gulag: Although his colleagues in the administration realized the absurdity of the petition and tried to protect the young girls from the hardships of menial labor and life in railroad construction, Frenkel immediately signed the petition.

25. Erofei Pavlovich is a station on the Trans-Siberian Railroad named after Erofei Pavlovich Khabarov (1610–1667), a Russian traveler and geographer. The prisoners at the camp near the railway station worked mainly in railroad construction and in the neighboring gold mines.

26. Mikhailova was prohibited from living in six major cities. After the introduction of the internal passport system in December 1932, the number of cities off-limits for former prisoners was increased. Former prisoners were also prohibited from residing within a one-hundred-kilometer radius from Moscow and Leningrad.

27. Pavel Semenovich Khomich (1893–1942), born in Volkovysk, in the Grodno Province, finished a three-year program at the Petrograd Theological Academy in 1916 and was ordained that year. In 1918–1920, he was the priest in Vyritsa near Petrograd; then from 1920 to 1923, he was the senior priest of the Catholic church in Pskov. In 1923, Khomich was appointed to be the senior priest of the Church of St. Kazimir and the head of Ligovskii Chapel in Petrograd and of the church in Petergof. On April 2, 1926, he was sent with a mission to Kronstadt. He was arrested on January 28, 1927, in Leningrad. The OGPU Collegium on June 22, 1927, sentenced him to ten years in the camps. He spent his sentence in the Solovetskii camps (from July 3, 1927), first at the kremlin, then on Anzer Island. In June 1932, Khomich was arrested in the Solovetskii camps in connection with the prosecution of the Catholic community. From June 1933, he was in Svirlag where the GPU Collegium sentenced him to one year of punishment isolation. In 1935–1936, he was in the Solovetskii camps. In a letter written in May 1936, he notified Ekaterina Aleksandrova of her father’s death. Khomich, released in 1936, was prohibited from living in twelve major cities. He nonetheless settled illegally in Leningrad, and on July 15, 1942, he was rearrested there. The three-member board of the NKVD of Leningrad Military District on September 1, 1942, sentenced Khomich to execution by firing squad. He was executed on September 10, 1942.


CHAPTER SIX
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Aida Issakharovna Basevich 1905–1995

Aida Issakharovna Basevich was born in St. Petersburg to the family of a well-known construction engineer. She studied at Vyborg Commercial School1 in Petrograd. In 1924, she became a student at the State Institute for the History of the Arts.2 Interested in politics, she also joined an anarchist group. She was arrested in Leningrad in February 1925, and was sentenced to three years of exile, first in Orsk, a small town in the southern Urals, and later in Orenburg (1926). While in exile, she met a number of committed anarchists, and her political convictions grew stronger. In Orenburg she also got married, and in 1928, had a daughter, whom she named Marianna. Basevich was arrested a second time in connection with the escape of several political prisoners. She was sentenced to three years of exile in Minusinsk, but in 1929, was released due to pregnancy. She returned to Leningrad, where in 1930 she had a daughter Tatiana. In Leningrad, Basevich graduated from civil engineering school and worked as a technician. In 1937, together with her children, she was exiled from Leningrad to Kaluga. In June 1941, she was arrested and sent to Tula Prison, while her daughters were sent to a special orphanage in the settlement Berdy, in the Cheliabinsk region. Basevich was sentenced by military tribunal to ten years in the camps to be followed by five years of political and individual civil disfranchisement under Articles 58.10 and 58.11 of the RSFSR Criminal Code (anti-Soviet agitation and propaganda and participation in the anti-Soviet organization). She was sent to a camp in the settlement of Sama, in the Sverdlovsk region. In the camp, she gave birth to her son Mikhail (1944). In 1947, Basevich was released from the camp (before the end of her term), as a mother with a young child. She was exiled to Syzran and then to the settlement of Pokhvistnevo, in the Kuibyshev region. Basevich was rehabilitated on September 1, 1956. In 1957, she returned to Leningrad where she worked as a technician until her retirement in 1979.
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Aida Issakharovna Basevich

Basevich was an active and communicative person, maintaining contact with former schoolmates as well as with people she met in prison and exile. She had a phenomenal memory: She clearly remembered events that happened long ago and names of people she just came across during the numerous prison transports. Aida was one of the few who in her memoirs and in her stories did not recognize any taboo topics, writing openly about childbirth and menstruation. Marriage was not of great importance to her—she raised all of her children by herself. She remained a devoted anarchist until her death in 1995.

How I Became an Anarchist

I was born to a wealthy family. My father was a construction engineer who helped build our city, St. Petersburg: He was one of the builders of the Vitebsk Railway Station. Although my father did not belong to any political party, he was a revolutionary-minded person. While still in gymnasium, he participated in a workers’ strike and was expelled as a result. Although he managed to graduate from the gymnasium, for a long time he could not gain admittance to the university. All of his life he was sympathetic to the revolutionary movement. My father had many books on populism, and he collected and read everything that was published in those years. Particularly much was published in revolutionary 1905, in small booklets, among them Stepniak-Kravchinskii,3 Vera Figner’s4 A Work Engraved in Memory, Kropotkin’s5 The Notes of a Revolutionary. . . . I read all of them, and my entire moral upbringing was based on these books.

We lived on Petrogradskaia Storona. Our family had a huge apartment with many rooms, a spacious drawing room with an excellent grand piano. Music filled our house. My father was quite a good singer, my mother played the piano, and my brother Mikhail was a cellist. Everybody loved music, and among our guests were quite a few future music stars. I was the only one who did not have an ear for music. Sometimes my father arranged concerts to benefit the indigent students of St. Petersburg Conservatory. The tickets for these concerts were very expensive, and father invited the wealthiest people. We lived on a grand scale, loved guests, and a lot of people enjoyed our hospitality. I am Jewish, but our family did not follow just one religious tradition—we used to celebrate both Passover and Russian Orthodox Easter.

Since my father was definitely possessed by some revolutionary spirit, I was sent to the most liberal school of the time in St. Petersburg—Vyborg Commercial School. This school was opened in 1906, right after the revolution of 1905. It was founded by a group of teachers, including Petr Andreevich German,6 who became its principal. They started it without any means. The school budget came entirely from the contributions of parents and benefactors. An apartment house was rented and slightly remodeled for the school’s use. All the students had to pay tuition. But we had indigent students as well. Their tuition was paid by other parents, who contributed as much as they could. Financial aid was given very tactfully, so that the students did not even know about it.

My mother was on the Parents’ Committee. The parents were involved in organizing various field trips, providing excellent school lunches, organizing fund-raising concerts, and participating in all major school events. The Parents’ Committee was an integral part of the school.

Very interesting people taught in our school—Olga Iafa,7 for example. The school had a wonderful doctor, Ekaterina Petrovna Ivasheva.8 She was not only the school doctor, but also a member of the Teachers’ Council. She was such a wonderful person, we adored her. She treated indigent students free of charge; moreover, she made house calls to them. She was the life and the soul of our school—we used to go to her with all our problems and troubles. Ekaterina Petrovna died when she was 111 years old; we used to visit her up to her last days, and she remembered and recognized everybody, all of us. Remarkable memory!

Our school was famous for its students’ interest in politics. Everybody—from elementary to senior grades—was literally infected with politics. No wonder, since among the students of our school were the children of Gessen,9 an editor of Russkaia Rech, all four sons of Petr Struve,10 Trotskii’s daughter,11 and Bonch-Bruevich’s daughter.12 In the senior grades, there were also Tatiana Knipovich,13 ballerina Nadezhdina,14 Botvinnik,15 Uspenskii16—all of them studied in our school. In short, a lot of famous names.

Our school was like one big family. This school was responsible for our keen interest in politics; it prepared me to understand and get involved with politics. There was such a variety of political opinions there! Political struggle was always going on. In my brother’s class—he was two years older than me—they had confrontations of the most opposite political views. They had debates, arguments; they published a very interesting newspaper. I used to keep it as a memento, but everything was confiscated when I was arrested. Unfortunately, nothing is left.

I studied at my school up to the end of 1919. In 1919, my brother died of appendicitis. Petrograd was seized by hunger, I did not have the strength to walk to school from Petrogradskaia Storona to Vyborgskaia, and the trams did not go there. I got tuberculosis, and we left Petrograd for my mother’s native home. But we kept in touch with my school: My mother would send food parcels to the school, thus supporting the teachers and the principal.

I stayed home for about a year, and then we returned to Petrograd and I went to an evening school for adults. Back then, students were not required to work; only two or three students in our class worked, and the rest of us did not. In this school, there were people who just started learning the alphabet when they were around forty. Of course it was difficult for them. At the same time, there were people who had been expelled from everywhere else because of their social status—that is, social undesirables. Thus, in this school we had both the Bolsheviks and the children of the generals who hated Soviet power. Of course, any political discussions were entirely out of the question! I was quite lonely there, since there was no one like me. In this school, there were several self-sacrificing, dedicated teachers who gave themselves entirely to their work. But in spite of their efforts, we did not learn much, because times were different then, the times were not for studying.

Back then, the Bolsheviks were not so numerous, and there were not too many sympathizers, either. I was very active by nature, and I wanted to become a Komsomol member.17 It seemed to me that the Komsomol would give me a chance to reveal all my talents, that if I could join the Komsomol, life would be more interesting and exciting. I wanted to be actively involved in life. Most likely, I would never be accepted to the Komsomol, since I was from a very wealthy family. At that time, no white-collar workers were allowed to enter the institute or join the Komsomol. Only blue-collar workers and peasants could join. But I had friends among Komsomol members, and I was preparing myself for this work.

One day—it was either 1922 or 1923—I was walking along Bolshoi Prospekt in Petrogradskaia Storona, and a Komsomol agitation group, an antireligious group18 that looked like a small demonstration, was walking toward me. They were carrying effigies of priests, rabbis, mullahs—representatives of all religions—and even of some saints. They carried them up to Tuchkov Bridge, where they started tearing them apart with bayonets and sticks. On top of this, they were yelling the words of a song, “Down, down with rabbis, priests, and sextons! We will climb the skies and drive away all the gods!” It was such a brutal and ugly scene, so awful to watch! I could not calm down for a long time; although I was not a religious person, at that time I was interested in religion, especially in Hinduism. In any case, any struggle with religion was out of the question. That was the first blow.

A few days later, I saw another horrible scene. Not far from Tuchkov Bridge is St. Vladimir Cathedral. The Communists came to this cathedral to take down the bells and to confiscate the icons. That was the first harbinger of the coming plunder of the churches. What I saw that day was an open smash-and-grab raid: They climbed the belfry, tore down the bells. . . . There was a crowd of the faithful around the cathedral: Some were crying, some were grieving in silence, and some were threatening the looters. But in spite of the general indignation, the Communists broke into the church and began to ransack it. Suddenly I heard someone almost whispering next to me, “There, we managed to save it just in time—to take it home and hide it.” I realized that I sympathized with those who managed to take a religious object home and hide it. This scene of robbery in the open daylight was hard to watch and to live through. Would I join the Komsomol?!—never in my life! These events obliterated my dream. That’s how I broke with everything connected with Communism.

During my last year at school, one event directly or indirectly influenced my future fate. At that time, I had just begun to learn about the revolutionary movement in the sense we understand it now—that is, about the protests of the 1920s. I heard about the arrests of 1921; I knew that there had been some meetings, heard the names, but personally I knew only Mitia Snisarenko,19 the brother of one of my former classmates. At the very beginning of 1924, one of my classmates from the evening school came up to me and asked, “Want to hear an interesting story? Get your friends together, I’ll bring an acquaintance of mine to you.” I did not know what she had in mind, but I invited seven or eight friends to my home. So that evening, a man in a worn-out soldier’s overcoat from someone else’s back came to our apartment and introduced himself, “Call me Comrade Kamenev.” He told us about the Solovki execution of 1923.20 Nobody among those present was ready for that, but I was the only one who really took it to heart. Even my very close friend, Iura Smirnov, did not feel it the way I did. Of course, it is understandable—he was an art historian from day one and politics had never interested him. But I was nervous and worried. I began watching very attentively what was going on around me.

I saw “Comrade Kamenev” once again, a few years later, in the Institute of History for the Arts. At first, I did not recognize him, although his face seemed familiar. This time he was dressed not in a soldier’s coat but in an old-fashioned, prerevolutionary student’s blazer. In the institute his name was Barmin.21 (Later, he became a children’s writer.) A few times I tried to draw him into our group but he avoided me and my friends. Still he was listening to our conversations, and listening attentively. Exactly at that time, the arrests started at our institute—one after another. Many years later, comparing my observations to my friends’ stories, I understood that he was simply a provocateur—that is, he got people together in order to have them arrested later. Just think—he came to a stranger’s house to talk about the Solovki execution! If I had only known it then. . . . How many scoundrels and secret agents were around us, but we did not understand anything and did stupid things!

In June 1924, there was one more episode that was probably connected with “Comrade Kamenev” and my arrest. My friends and I went to Maiakovskii’s poetry recital.22 Of course, we did not have money to buy tickets. Somebody told us that Maiakovskii had arranged for a group of young people and students to attend his first concert free of charge by using unsold tickets from the ticket office. We decided to get to this concert the same way. We came early and gathered in the square near the entrance to the Philharmonic Society. We waited a long time. Maiakovskii was staying in the Evropeiskaia Hotel, right across the street. Suddenly, he appeared in the street. I ran up to him and boldly said: “Vladimir Vladimirovich, please let us in. We don’t have money for tickets, and without tickets we cannot get in!” He said, “I know that you are my audience.” He asked the administration to let us in. Everybody who somehow managed to get in later told us that Maiakovskii interrupted his recital several times and asked the administrator, “Let the best part of my audience in! You left it outside the doors!” And yet they did not let us in. In any case, this concert ended badly for us.

The fellows who gathered on the square were all interested in poetry. So they organized an amateur concert: They found some boxes at the store next door and made up a podium. Everyone took turns reciting poetry of their choice. We recited almost all of Maiakovskii’s, then Gumilev’s.23 At first, policemen tried to make us leave, but we stayed. More and more people joined us, and the poetry reading was going on the whole time. There were many of us. We stopped the traffic, and policemen appeared again, now a whole detachment of them. We still did not want to leave. In the confrontation with the police, our side put up some resistance. In the scuffle—accidentally and unexpectedly!—the door to the Philharmonic Society was torn down. Then a detachment of mounted police arrived on horseback. They surrounded us and herded us to the police station. The majority of the participants ran away on the way to the station. Back then, there were no passports, only ID’s. One was supposed to carry it all the time, but in reality nobody did. When they brought us to the police station, we did not have any documents. The majority of those detained lied about their identities and where they were from. But we idiots told them everything—who we were and where we went to school. Moreover, I told them that in a month I would be a student at the Institute for the History of the Arts, and I gave them my home address.

A month later, during entrance examinations at the institute, I received a summons to the Special Department in the Hertzen Pedagogical Institute. By this time, my girl friend had left the city, and my other friend had left for Ukraine to visit his mother. I was left alone, and I was really scared. Long before that, right after Maiakovskii’s concert, we had made up a story that we had been waiting for Maiakovskii to present him with an appreciation album and had been collecting signatures. So I went to the special department. A good-looking man sat behind the desk, smiling. He asked me with sympathy, “How come this happened to you?” I told him our story. Suddenly, he became very unceremonious: “C’mon, c’mon, better tell me what happened to the others! Where did they disappear to?” He laughed, slapping my shoulder lightly.

In fall 1924, I entered the Institute for the History of the Arts which then was on Isaakievskaia Square, housed in the former residence of Count Valentin Petrovich Zubov, now the Museum of Musical Instruments. They say that the old count believed in socialism and donated this building to the Soviets. He kept nothing for himself—neither his paintings nor his art library, which, I think, was one of the most famous in the world. Part of his art collection was taken to the Hermitage, and the rest was cleaned out. Zubov himself stayed to teach at the institute, he taught Italian art. Yet later, he had to emigrate. How much he did for people! Among our teachers there were Eikhenbaum,24 Tynianov,25 and many other stars! Piotrovskii26 was the rector of the institute. Of course, he carried out party policy, but only to the extent necessary. He was an understanding and perceptive person. This institute accepted students regardless of social background, and thus, only intellectuals were there. We had students of all ages. At that time, there were not a lot of party members among university students or professors in general, and in our institute the numbers were especially paltry: We had only eight Communist Party and Komsomol members.

When I entered the institute, the new student class quickly formed informal circles. As a joke, we called our circle “Buffaction” because we skipped classes to go to the buffet. Times were tough, and the buffet sold only hard candy and tea—nothing else. But we used to go there to talk, not to eat. I had already read both Kropotkin and Proudhon. Kropotkin was my idol then. I was very enthusiastic about the anarchist movement. There were about ten or eleven of us; we formed a circle, and of course, we criticized the existing regime. But not everybody expressed it clearly, not everybody participated actively in it. We did not have enough time to do anything. It would be wrong to say that we all considered ourselves anarchists, heart and soul. Only Iurii Iakovlevich Krinitskii was a complete anarchist. Krinitskii went to Moscow to see Karelin,27 a former anarchist, who probably worked for the OGPU. Karelin issued something like party membership cards, so Iura brought me such a card—“Member of Anarchists’ Union.”28 I was indignant, since it was common knowledge that everyone who belonged to the Union was registered at the GPU. The Anarchists’ Union raised doubts as an organization. Besides, I did not consider myself sufficiently prepared to be a 100 percent anarchist. It was a mean trick on his part.

It was fall 1924, and there was a high rate of unemployment in Leningrad. It was very hard to find a job. At our institute we had a committee that had to take care of the everyday life of the students, to find part-time jobs for them—for example, as a dock worker at the port. One of the students, a Komsomol member, was in charge of this committee. He and his wife both worked there, and all work assignments went to his connections instead of the needy students. We had to elect a new committee. The whole institute came to the meeting, which took place in the Assembly Hall. Suddenly, four people climbed onto the stage. One of them was a student at our institute, and the other three were strangers. It turned out that the Komsomol district committee, Communist Party committee, and some city trade union had sent their representatives to conduct our meeting. They told us: “We suggest you vote for the list of candidates. We have thirteen people on the list, and we will vote by the whole list.” At that time, fear of the existing regime had already become well rooted, and to express oneself openly was dangerous. However, we said that we would not vote for the list, we would vote for every candidate individually. We knew that among those on the list were students whom we did not trust. One of them was a sly guy, and we didn’t want him. At this point not only our Buffaction but also the whole institute as a man elected to vote for every candidate personally instead of the list. And then, for the first time, I saw the teeth and fists of Soviet power—they were quite menacing! The chairman of the party district committee was shouting, “I’ll force you into revolutionary order!” and pounding his fist on the table. He had been yelling this way for several hours. It became clear that we would have to vote for the list. However, to this list we added several of our friends. There were three of our people there—Iura Krinitskii, Veniamin Rakov, and Shura Kvachevskaia. We were happy with our victory; it was a triumph for us.

Next day, we came to the institute and walked around the building looking for our candidates, but could not find them. They were nowhere to be seen. We got scared and immediately rushed to their homes, because back then nothing was obvious. It turned out that all three of them had been arrested the previous night. They were arrested because they had been elected. Of course, these three were anarchists; however, officially they did not belong to any party.

That same day, we started collecting money to help them, and I headed the support group. We had to find out where they were, and to see what was what. I did not even have a purse, and collected the money in a glove. I was simply standing at the door and literally everybody was giving me some money. There were so many beautiful stories, people were at their very best! Zubov’s wife called me aside and also gave some money, although I knew they were not doing well financially. Students gave money openly, but the Zubovs were former counts. Lida Chukovskaia29 helped a lot—she went around to the writers and collected money. She was a wonderful friend, responsive and truthful, although she was not an easy person to get along with in everyday life.

We collected as much money as we could and began to take parcels to the prison. Shura Kvachevskaia had been living with the Bianki family, so her parcels came from them. Veniamin Rakov had a sister who took his parcels to him. Krinitskii’s sister was an old woman who could not deliver the parcels, so I did it, especially since we were good acquaintances, almost neighbors. He often used to come to my home, since he rented a room from my aunt who lived in the apartment upstairs. In prison, when I brought parcels to him, I did not call myself his fiancee; but each time, my name was written down. The case had been investigated for a little longer than a month.

After these arrests, our group became very close and congenial. We were constantly worrying about our friends, and I would take the parcels to the prison. They were kept on Shpalernaia,30 but taken to interrogation on Gorokhovaia Street. At that time everything was different, the screws were not turned so tightly, and the regime in the prison was different. We managed to learn the day and the time when they would be transported. They were to be taken from Shpalernaia just before dawn. We got together a large group of students, about twenty people, and began watching the prison that evening. And indeed, toward dawn, the door was opened and a large group of prisoners was led out. In those days, the prisoners went out on foot. In this group were two of our students and many sailors. (Krinitskii was sent separately). We yelled, talked to the whole column of prisoners, cracked jokes—all in all, our behavior was subversive. We managed to see the transport off at Rzhevka.31 The train was there, and only after the prisoners were on the train did we learn their destination. We gave some money to our friends. As for Shura, we even managed to dress her up a little bit. The girls told me what she needed, and we bought everything. Otherwise, she would not have had even a change of underwear. Shura did not have any relatives in Leningrad. She was from Biisk, from a family of teachers. She had been brought up on the idea of going out among the people. . . . Shura and Veniamin were exiled to different places, but not far from each other. Shura ended up in Kazakhstan, and she got off relatively easy—just three years in exile.

They were transported at the end of January 1925, and I was arrested on February 8. They were arresting anarchists all around Leningrad. The reception room on Shpalernaia was overcrowded while they were registering us. I did not recognize anyone there, only Olga Ershova from our Buffaction. So many people were arrested: Even my two cousins, who lived in the same building with me. They had nothing to do with anybody or anything. Maybe they played chess with Iura Krivtsov a couple of times. Both of my cousins were detained for a few days and let go. All in all, six people from our group were arrested. Gradually everybody was set free but Kolia Prus and me. They did not even interrogate us. Only once was I taken to the investigator: “Last name? First name? Patronymic? Do you plead guilty?” “Guilty of what?” “Didn’t you write the proclamations?” “No, I did not.” “That’s all, you may go.” I was taken back to my cell. In two weeks, I was called again to sign the sentence. “What am I accused of?” “You are against Soviet power.” I said, “How do you know that? Where did you see it?” “You may go.” And that was all. In my sentence, they wrote that I was an anarchist.

In prison, I was the only one from our group; all the rest were workers from the Putilovets and Bolshevik,32 sailors, or military men. Everybody was accused of being an anarchist. There were fifteen people from Vologda. This Vologda group was very tight. I got acquainted with some of them in prison—Katia Malinovskaia and Vera Maslova were very active there.

How unpredictable people’s fates are! My second husband, Sergei Nikolaevich Byzov, a Vologda native and laborer at the Putilov works, was also a part to this case. But then I did not know him; I met him much later, we corresponded, and I helped him. There were thirty-eight people in this case. Maybe they had arrested more, but by the time of the trial there were thirty-eight of us. The GPU let all the rest go, because many had connections and then it was still possible, the GPU was a different organization back then.

Bolshoi Dom had not been built yet, there was an old circuit court building at police headquarters, and we were taken there for interrogation. We were kept in the prison on Shpalernaia. (By the way, the prison building was built by the father of one of my schoolmates in Vyborg Commercial School. His name was Kestner. He built it on state order; and later on, when he was imprisoned there, he hanged himself.33) The solitary cells were sealed by an iron door with a peephole. Communal cells were open, the kind they show in American films now. We were always in full view of a guard, every one of our movements was in the open. The toilet was a little bit aside, behind a partition; but if one wished, it could be seen. The toilet was real; everything was quite European. Nowhere else in prisons did I come across real toilets—a bucket at best, sometimes even nothing at all.

When we were in the prison on Shpalernaia, the special regimen that had existed for political prisoners under the tsar had not yet been completely dismantled. Political prisoners enjoyed special treatment, different from that given common criminals. First of all, by the rules, we could not be housed together with common criminals, although they had already started doing this. When I was first taken to my cell, there was a common criminal there, not a bad girl, but she used only foul language and could not speak Russian. I spent two weeks in this cell, and then I was transferred to a communal cell where there were mostly Article 58 prisoners.34 Among them were several very interesting people: wives of Aleksandrovskii Lyceum alumni35 and the mother of Engelgardt, the principal of the lyceum. She was very old. The limit of old age, it seemed to me then. Usually my parents brought me very good parcels, and I shared them with all my cell mates. She always refused to sit down at the table with us; only later would she sit, but she would not touch anything. I used to approach her to talk, she was very polite, smiled but remained so very aloof from the rest of us. It was as though she was made of stone: She did not shed a single little tear, no emotions, nothing on the outside. She was allowed to have what others were not—a comb (she had long gray hair) and a hand mirror in a leather frame; I remembered it because it was like my mother’s.

The wife of a lyceum alumnus, Matveev,36 told me why all of them were arrested. Of course, it was her version of the events. Every year on October 19, Pushkin’s day at the lyceum, they all gathered at Kazan Cathedral for a service. In 1924, they gathered for the service as usual. However, the priest was tipsy that day, and by mistake, he chanted the prayer for the health of Nicholas II.37 She considered that the main reason for their arrest, because everybody who was at the service was arrested. Apart from this service, she could not think of anything she or her husband had done that could be construed as criminal. A lot of people were arrested in connection with this case; it was one of the biggest mass cases of the time. Afterward, the lyceum alumni tried not to get together any more, they realized that it was not safe to see each other too often. Matveeva got three years in exile, after which she returned to Leningrad, where I saw her in 1932. She was arrested again in 1934, when they arrested all the aristocracy. . . .

From my very first day in prison, my main task was to fight for a special regime for political prisoners. Political prisoners still received better food, and had special rights with regard to the lights—we were allowed to keep the lights on longer. We were taken on “normal” walks—all cell mates together. Until just before we arrived at the prison, politicals had been allowed to walk along the corridors until 6 P.M. Cell-to-cell visits also had been allowed. However, when we arrived at the prison, these acts were prohibited. That’s why we were fighting for our rights. We announced hunger strikes to have visitation rights; for example, to have a visitation before a prisoner’s transport. Our hunger strike was very short. We fought for everything; we did not give an inch. From the outside I received so many letters expressing moral support! I was simply flooded by these letters. Financially I was well off. Lida Chukovskaia did so much for me: She kept sending letters and parcels.

Mariia Poliakova, the famous organizer of anarchists’ groups in Leningrad, was in the same cell as I. She was a leader of our cell—she inspired us to struggle. I had met her before, on the outside. She and Raisa Sheiman came to my home to meet me. They wanted me to introduce them to our anarchists’ group. They were interested in whether we had experienced people. I told them, “Some are experienced, some are wet behind the ears.” Maria said, “You probably belong to the latter?” I said, yes, I am one of those. The next time we saw each other was in prison.

We all decided that we would go with the transport only on the scheduled date—March 22. And our relatives knew the date. Suddenly, the morning of March 21, the guards came to take us to the transport ahead of schedule. We confronted the guards and resisted their attempts to take us out. Although I resisted, they simply grabbed me and led me away. Some, though, were fighting violently—Mariia Poliakova, Serebriannikov. . . .

When I was on Shpalernaia, my parents came to visit me. Generally, I was given better treatment than other prisoners, because a number of scholars had issued petitions in behalf of our group. Moreover, they had petitioned for the release of three people from our group, including me. Kolia got two years of exile in Novgorod, and I got three years of exile in Kirgiz Krai. They transported us in an open truck at night, so nobody would see. We were transported through Moscow, then Samara. Generally, they took us short distances. Then we waited weeks for a new transport to be put together, to continue farther. They assigned prisoners to different transports, put together a new transport, and sent it to the next destination. In every transit prison we shared the cells with common criminals, but then they were different. One could get along well with them, they treated political prisoners better than others, and there was no animosity between us. They never betrayed us, and supported the regime we established. There were such interesting people among them, the likes of which one will never see again! Some of them even had higher educations. . . .

My first transport lasted a long time. I was the only one going to this destination. At first I was sent to Kirgiz Krai, but then the destination was changed to Orsk. I spent more than a month in Orenburg. On Jewish holidays, the Jewish community of the city always brought parcels to Jewish prisoners, both political and common criminals. The same was true in Samara. Later on, in exile, I met some Zionists and struck up close friendships with some of them. All of them were very active, well built, physically fit; they were into sports. They were very sociable, very good friends, one could always rely on them. Zionists did not belong to any one political party. Among them were anarchists, social revolutionaries, social democrats, and communists. Their goal was to secure equal rights for all Jews, to get some protection. To leave for Palestine was a political duty for all of them. It seems to me that there was some agreement that if by a certain year the population of Palestine exceeded a certain figure, Palestine would be independent from the British protectorate. In those years, the Zionists were given an opportunity to leave for Palestine instead of going into exile. But if they chose emigration, they could not return to Russia. My Zionist friend Roza Kelper went to Palestine, in spite of the fact that she left her husband in Russia—she had gotten married in exile, while getting permission to leave. Political duty was her top priority, and not to leave for Palestine would have been a betrayal of the cause.

We continued our campaign for a special regimen for political prisoners even during the transport. In Cheliabinsk it was raining, and everybody in the prison refused to go out for a walk because it was wet outside. I liked exercise and hated to miss a walk. So I decided to walk in the rain, and I was the only prisoner in the prison yard. The common criminals were forced to walk in a circle; but we fought to have the right not to walk in a circle, and we simply did not do it. This time, the guard was very young and probably had only begun his service. He had a rifle with a bayonet. He said, “In a circle!” I said, “I won’t!” I explained to him that I was a political prisoner and I wouldn’t walk in a circle. He said “I warn you!” and aimed his rifle at me, its bayonet. I went up to the very edge of the weapon, and he moved it aside. He was scared, and I was scared, but still I did not walk in a circle.

Sixteen years later I was fated to see my children38 taken out for a walk in a prison yard—they walked in a circle, hands behind their backs. They were eleven and twelve. They were arrested together with me and placed in the House of Juvenile Delinquents.39 They were kept behind bars, and no visits were allowed. It was really awful. They were surrounded by common criminals who used knives to take the only bread ration they were given in prison. Later, they robbed them of their clothes and gave them some rags that soon wore out, and my children were left half-naked.

Prison walks and special rights for political prisoners . . . How we were fighting for them in the 1920s! In the summer of 1941, in Tula Prison, I was taken on ten-minute walks twice a week. I had to walk down a long, wooden corridor. There, on the floor, lay a human fetus, about four months along. It was not a human being yet, but one could see hands, legs, and even the sex. Someone probably had a miscarriage right in the yard, and for general terror and intimidation this cadaver was left in the corridor to decompose.

In 1941, they tortured me mostly via my children. For four days and nights the interrogators had me on their “assembly line,” demanding that I sign a testimony against my acquaintance Viacheslav Ivanovich Rozner. Four days and nights on the “assembly line”! At some point, the blood vessels in my legs burst. Only once they let me go back to my cell. As soon as I had lain down, they took me to interrogation again. It was even more difficult then to stand during interrogation. I could barely walk. I had my period, and I was covered in blood. I was not allowed to change. Moreover, I could go to the toilet only once in twenty-four hours and only accompanied by a guard; it was impossible to do anything in his presence. I had such heavy bleeding then, I was very happy that I totally ruined their rug. . . . In the next room, they were beating a woman and she was screaming at the top of her lungs, and my interrogators kept telling me that the same would happen to me. Then the interrogator would pick up the phone and pretend to talk to someone in the House of Juvenile Delinquents where my children were kept. He acted as if he were told that they were evacuating (the Germans started bombing Kaluga during the first days of the war), and one child was seriously ill. What should they do? To hell with her, leave her for the fascists! What’s her name? And he repeated the first and the last name of my younger daughter. It was July, the exact time of my daughter’s birthday and mine. We had three days’ difference between our birthdays, and I spent all three days standing. The heat was awful. There was a carafe with water on the table, and my interrogators kept on adding fresh water to it, but they did not allow me to drink. Neither to eat nor to drink. When I could not stand anymore and fell down, they would pick me up and put me on my feet. Twice I deceived them, just to sit for a minute. I used to say, “Okay, I’ll sign it.” I would sit down, begin to read, and then, “No, I won’t!” and would get up again.

The war was on, and in the cell block there were rumors that they would take the prisoners out for execution at night because the roads were blocked and they could not transport us. Suddenly the door opened. “Basevich, exit with your things!” The cell was seeing me off for execution. But it turned out that thirty people, including me, were taken to Tula. On the way there, though, we were nearly shot. There were three trucks carrying us, each accompanied by an NKVD agent and ten guards with dogs. This was the usual way in which people were taken to execution. They brought us to a clearing in the forest, and we got out of the trucks. We stood there, surrounded by guards, all heads turned in our direction and our fate was in the hands of these NKVD agents. I was shaking as if I had a fever, and I could not say a word. I was sure that they would shoot us there in a few minutes. But they took us to Tula. The road was jammed with troops and refugees, and we could hardly make our way. The recruits, young peasant boys of about seventeen, in bast shoes, with bags, almost without any belongings were walking to the front. Toward them, in the opposite direction, the endless stream of refugees was walking. We had a lot of empty space in our trucks, and old women refugees were on their knees, begging us to take them along because they could not walk anymore. One was shaking her fist at me: “You just wait! You’ll come to a bad end!” As if we could do anything! We were not allowed even to turn our heads.

Notes

1. Vyborg (Vyborgskoe) Commercial School (also known as the Finskii Lane School) was founded in 1906 (from January 1, 1919, it was School No. 157) and closed its doors in 1930. The school got its name from the district in Petrograd—Vyborgskasia Storona. The school was called “commercial” since it was under the control of the Ministry of Trade and Industry, which granted greater freedom in teaching, recognized the rights of parent-teacher committees, and allowed coeducation. The very high level of teaching, and the liberal and humane atmosphere, made the school one of the best in Russia. On Vyborg Commercial School, see V. R. Leikina-Skvirskaia and I. V. Selivanova, Shkola v Finskom pereulke (St. Petersburg: Prostsenium, 1993); N. I. Gagen-Torn, Memoria (Moscow: Vozvrashchenie, 1994); and L. V. Uspenskii, “Moi shkoly,” Semia i shkola, no. 8 (August 1971): 9.

2. The State Institute for the History of the Arts was founded in 1912 by Count Valentin Petrovich Zubov (1884–?). The institute was housed in Zubov’s house at 5 Isaakievskaia Square. Zubov provided his personal funds for the purchase of the initial three thousand volumes of the library as well as for the salaries of the staff. The institute did not charge tuition and served as a center for research, presentation, discussion, and publication of scholarly works. Zubov owned a publishing house called Academia, which appeared under institute auspices. Although Zubov hated the Bolshevik regime, he nevertheless cooperated with the Soviet government and thus managed to retain full control of the institute. He proceeded to enlarge the institute’s library and added three departments: verbal arts, music, and theater. The institute provided to its students and teachers a respite from the surrounding conditions of hunger and the mass denigration of intellectuals as “socially undesirable.” Zubov emigrated in 1925. The institute was closed by the government in 1930. Presently, the building houses the Museum of Musical Instruments. On Zubov and the State Institute for the History of the Arts, see V. P. Zubov, Stradnye gody Rossii: Vospominaniia o revoliutsii (1917–1925) (Munich: W. Fink, 1968).

3. Sergei Mikhailovich Stepniak-Kravchinskii (1852–1895) was a member of Zemlia i volia (Land and Freedom), an underground populist organization. In 1878, he assassinated the chief of the gendarmes, General Nikolai Vladimirovich Mezentsev. Subsequently, he left Russia and lived in Switzerland and England. Stepniak-Kravchinskii is the author of Podpolnaia Rossiia (Underground Russia) (1883), Andrei Kozhukhov (The Career of a Nihilist) (1889), and Tsar churban and tsar tsaplia (King Stork and King Log) (1895). All his works were very popular among the liberal intelligentsia of the turn of the century.

4. Vera Nikolaevna Figner (1852–1942) was a poet, memoirist, and revolutionary. For her participation in the assassination of Alexander II on March 1, 1881, she spent twenty years in solitary confinement in Schlüsselburg Fortress from 1884 to 1904. Her Zapechatlennyi trud (Memoirs of a Revolutionary) chronicles her life experience. Figner went abroad in 1905 and returned to Russia in 1917. She died in 1942 and is buried in Novodeviche Cemetery in Moscow.

5. Petr Alekseevich Kropotkin (1842–1921) was a revolutionary and leading theorist of anarchism. From 1886 to 1917, he lived in England where he wrote Zapiski revoliutsionera (Memoirs of a Revolutionary) (1902). Kropotkin’s influence on Basevich’s ideas and life goes beyond her reading of his works. Kropotkin’s life in Russia after 1917, his death, and his museum were extremely important for the anarchist movement in Russia in general. In May 1917, Kropotkin returned to Russia. He first lived in Petrograd, then in Moscow, where in 1917–1918 he was the chairman of the Federalist League, propagating ideas of decentralization. In May 1918, Kropotkin moved to Dmitrov (the Moscow region). In 1918–1920, he criticized the dictatorship of the Bolsheviks, condemning the practice of taking hostages. Many times, he petitioned for the release of arrested intellectuals and fellow anarchists. Kropotkin died on February 2, 1921, in Dmitrov and was buried in Moscow. Imprisoned anarchists were released from Butyrki Prison in Moscow to participate in his funeral. In the fall of 1921, the All-Union Committee for the Preservation of Kropotkin’s Memory was formed in Moscow. Kropotkin’s widow, Sofia Grigorevna Kropotkina, became the honorary chairperson, and Vera Figner the chairperson. The committee was instrumental in the opening of the 1923 Kropotkin Museum in Moscow. In 1925, Kropotkin’s library, archives, and personal items were brought there from London. By the second half of the 1920s, the Kropotkin Museum was the only cultural organization that was not supported by the state, “the only open tiny island of freedom.” Uncensored lectures, free from ideological pressure, were often given in the basement hall of the museum. These lectures typically attracted audiences of more than a hundred. The museum was supported by contributions and donations from admirers and followers of Kropotkin in many countries. Kropotkina, on moral grounds, refused to accept a state pension. As a result of the arrest of many members of the museum committee and constant pressure from the authorities, Kropotkina was forced to hand over the museum to the state in 1938. It was immediately disbanded and closed.

6. German (1868–1925) was an educator and graduate of the law school (1895) and the Department of History and Philology at St. Petersburg University. He also attended the Higher Courses of Petr Frantsevich Lesgaft. German worked as an educator at the university law school, and taught Russian language and literature at Tenishev Commercial School and the Tagantseva Gymnasium. In 1906, he founded Vyborg Commercial School, a private school. His daughters Vera Petrovna German (1902–1942) and Lidiia Petrovna German (1904–1989) studied there.

7. See Olga Viktorovna Iafa-Sinakevich, chapters 13 and 17, in this volume.

8. Ivasheva (1876–1984) was a physician, a graduate of the Women’s Medical Institute, a granddaughter of Vasilii Petrovich Ivashev (1797–1840), and a participant of the Decembrist uprising in 1825. After 1917, Ivasheva headed the hospital for homeless children in Tsarskoe Selo and Pavlovsk. She worked as a school physician and in family practice at various clinics.

9. Georgii Iosifovich Gessen (1903–1971) graduated from the school in 1919 and emigrated to Finland with his parents (see Evgeniia Isaakovna Iaroslavskaia-Markon, chapter 1, note 20, in this volume). Gessen worked as a translator at the United Nations. His brother Vladimir Iosifovich Gessen (1902–198?), a journalist, also graduated from the school in 1919 and emigrated with his parents to Finland. During World War II, he participated in the resistance movement in France. Vladimir Gessen worked as a journalist for Novoe russkoe slovo (New Russian Word) in New York for twenty years.

10. Aleksei Petrovich Struve (1899–1976), a literary critic, bibliographer, and publisher, graduated from the school in 1917. Gleb Petrovich Struve (1898–1985), a historian of literature, literary critic, poet, journalist, editor, translator, and educator, graduated from Vyborg Commercial School in 1916. He taught at the University of London and at the University of California at Berkeley. Konstantin Petrovich Struve (1900–1949) became a physician and a priest. Lev Petrovich Struve (1902–1929), who also became a journalist and author of books, graduated from Vyborg Commercial School in 1919.

11. Natalia Lvovna Bronshtein (m. Nevelson) (1903–1927), the younger daughter of Lev Davidovich Trotskii and Aleksandra Lvovna Sokolovskaia, graduated from Vyborg Commercial School in 1919. She succumbed to tuberculosis in Moscow in 1927.

12. Elena Vladimirovna Bonch-Bruevich (1904–?) graduated from Vyborg Commercial School in 1920 and worked as an ambulance doctor in Moscow.

13. Tatiana Nikolaevna Knipovich (1896–1975) graduated from Vyborg Commercial School in 1913. She subsequently became a philologist-classicist, an art historian, and a research associate at the Hermitage Museum. She is the author of more than forty works on art history.

14. Nadezhda Sergeevna Brushtein (Nadezhdina) (1904–1979) graduated from Vyborg Commercial School in 1921 and became a ballerina at the Bolshoi Theater, and later the founder and artistic director of the dance ensemble “Beriozka.” A people’s artist of the Soviet Union, Nadezhdina was also awarded the Curie Gold Medal of Peace.

15. Mikhail Moiseevich Botvinnik (1911–1995) was an electrical engineer and chess player. Born in Kuokkala, Finland, he graduated from Vyborg Commercial School in 1927, then from the Polytechnic Institute in Leningrad. He was the first to gain the title “Grandmaster of Chess” (1935). After World War II, Botvinnik lived in Moscow and earned several world championships in chess (1948–1957, 1958–1960, and 1961–1963). He is the author of a number of books on electronics, cybernetics, and chess strategies.

16. Lev Vasilievich Uspenskii (1900–1978), a writer and linguist, was a member of the class of 1917 at Vyborg Commercial School. He graduated from Karl Mai’s Gymnasium. Later in life, he wrote a short memoir about his school years (see note 1).

17. Komsomol (Young Communist League) was a youth organization set up in 1918 to assist the Communist Party. According to its statute, the Komsomol “helps the party to educate youth in communist spirit, to draw it into the work of building a new society.” Komsomol members took part in the civil war, as well as in the industrialization and collectivization of the country.

18. Basevich is describing an activity that was popular among Komsomol members at the beginning of the 1920s. From 1925, antireligious activity was coordinated by the Vsesoiuznyi soiuz bezbozhnikov (All-Union League of the Godless, a mass volunteer organization [1925–1941]). The union conducted atheist propaganda and published a newspaper Bezbozhnik (1922–1934, 1938–1941) and a magazine by the same title (1925–1941). On antireligious activity in the 1920s, see Danil Peris, Storming the Heavens (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1998).

19. Mikhail Moiseevich Snisarenko (1905–1937) was a student in the Department of Social Sciences at Petrograd University and a member of a Social Democratic student group. Arrested in 1924, he was sentenced to three years in the camps. He spent his sentence in the Solovetskii camps and in Verkhneuralsk Special Purpose Prison (isolator). In subsequent exile, Snisarenko lived in Ashkhabad. After exile, he lived in Kazan where he worked as an accountant. Later, he moved to Artemovsk, in the Ukraine, where he was arrested again in 1937 and executed.

20. From 1923, the Solovetskii camp system was one of the places of confinement of political prisoners (i.e., members of competing socialist parties—Social Revolutionaries, Social Democrats, and anarchists—the only officially recognized political prisoners in the Soviet Union). There were about four hundred political prisoners in the Solovetskii camps. They occupied a privileged position, defending their status as “politicals.” They did not work, freely communicated with each other, and had their own administrative unit (starostat). They also received help from the Red Cross. From 1923, the OGPU began infringing on the rights of political prisoners. On December 19, 1923, during a walk, five prisoners were killed and three wounded (one of them eventually died). All of them were members of the Social Revolutionary Party or were anarchists. The incident was well publicized throughout the world. In the summer of 1925, all political prisoners were transferred out of the Solovetskii camps.

21. Aleksandr Gavrilovich Barmin (1900–1952) was born to the family of a forestry specialist. From 1910 to 1918, Barmin studied at Ekaterinburg Gymnasium. He joined the Red Army in 1918. In 1923–1925, he studied at the State Institute for the History of Arts in Leningrad. From 1925 to 1931, he taught at a secondary school in Leningrad. His work was first published in 1926. The main subject of his writing is the history and famous people of the Ural Mountains. Barmin is also known as a children’s writer. Basevich brings to light a previously unknown fact of Barmin’s biography—his work as an agent of the OGPU.

22. During his frequent visits to Leningrad, Vladimir Vladimirovich Maiakovskii (1893–1930), a poet, artist, and one of the leading representatives of the futurist school, used to stay in Evropeiskaia Hotel on Mikhailovskaia Street in room 26, which came to be called “Maiakovskii’s room.” Writers, poets, journalists, and friends used to visit him there. He held his public recitals in the Philharmonic Society (formerly the Nobility Club), across the street from the hotel. Maiakovskii’s recitals attracted a wide audience. At his recitals in the Philharmonic Society, his audience was divided into two unequal groups—a tense and often hostile group in the expensive first few rows of seats, and a friendly and supportive group of mostly young people at the back of the hall and in the gallery.

23. It is important to note that in 1924 along with Maiakovskii’s poetry, the students recited works by Nikolai Stepanovich Gumilev, who had been executed in 1921 (see Evgeniia Isaakovna Iaroslavskaia-Markon, chapter 1, note 31).

24. Boris Mikhailovich Eikhenbaum (1886–1959), a literary historian and theorist, taught at Leningrad State University from 1918 to 1949, and at the State Institute for the History of Arts from 1920 to 1927.

25. Iurii Nikolaevich Tynianov (1894–1943) was a literary scholar and novelist. From 1921 to 1930, he was chair of the division of literature and history at the State Institute for the History of Arts.

26. Adrian Ivanovich Piotrovskii (1898–1938) was a specialist in literature and theater, translator of the Greek classics, professor (1928), and Honored Artist of the RSFSR (1935). Piotrovskii was also rector of the student affairs division of the Institute for the History of Arts. He was arrested in 1937 and executed in 1938. He was rehabilitated posthumously.

27. Apollon Andreevich Karelin (1863–1926), a professor, religious philosopher, and writer, was born in St. Petersburg to an artist’s family. He studied law at St. Petersburg University and Kazan University. Karelin was exiled many times before his emigration to Paris in 1905. In Paris, he founded the Brotherhood of Free Communists, which published anarchist literature and organized anarchist lectures and seminars. He founded the anarchist newspaper Rassvet (Dawn; first published in New York, and later in Chicago) and the journal Probuzhdenie (Awakening; published in Detroit). In 1917, he returned to Russia, where he founded and headed the All-Russian Federation of Anarchists-Communists, a pro-Communist organization. Karelin is the author of numerous works on politics, religion, philosophy, and fiction. He died in Moscow after witnessing the destruction of his All-Russian Federation and the arrest and exile of most of his disciples.

28. “Anarchists’ Union”: Basevich is referring to the All-Russian Federation of Anarchists-Communists and its membership card.

29. Lidiia Korneevna Chukovskaia (1907–1996), a literary critic, novelist, memoirist, and editor, studied at the Tagantseva Gymnasium and graduated from the State Institute for the History of Arts. She worked as an editor at the Leningrad State Publishing House. Chukovskaia’s husband, astrophysicist and science writer Matvei Grigorevich Bronshtein, was arrested and later perished in the camps. Chukovskaia is well known for her support of Boris Pasternak, Iosif Brodskii, Andrei Siniavskii, Iulii Daniel, Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, and Andrei Sakharov. She was expelled from the Writers’ Union in 1974. In the 1970s and 1980s, she dedicated her efforts to her father’s museum in Peredelkino. Her literary works, initially published in Russian and in numerous translations in the West, began to be published in Russia only in 1987.

30. The Shpalernaia House of Detention, built in 1871–1875 (architect Karl Maevskii), opened on August 1, 1875. The first specially planned investigatory prison in Russia, it was to house 700 prisoners and have 317 solitary cells (including 32 women’s cells) and 68 communal cells. The prison also had punishment cells, a hospital, sixteen exercise cells, and a chapel named after Aleksandr Nevskii that was dedicated on June 16, 1875. In 1931–1932, Special Construction Bureau No. 12, also known as “Sharashka” and “Golden Cage” was located at 25 Shpalernaia. Prisoner-specialists worked in Special Construction Bureau No. 12 developing plans for the construction of the Leningrad OGPU Building, the OGPU Garage on Manezh Square in Leningrad, and a number of other structures. Along with free workers, inmate architects and engineers such as Academician Nikolai Lansere, Grigorii Briadov, and Boris Rerikh worked there. The House of Detention was connected by a suspended corridor to the Circuit Court Building (built in 1776 by architect Vasilii Bazhenov). The Circuit Court Building was destroyed by fire in February 1917. In 1932, Bolshoi Dom (Big House), which housed the Leningrad OGPU (architect Noi Trotskii), was erected in its place. The official name of the building was the Administrative Building of the Main Political Administration. Before 1954, the building was under the OGPU–NKVD–MGB administration. From 1954, the MVD administration was also located in this building. Political prisoners, who constituted less than half of the inmates there, were held in the KGB section of the building. Among the well-known political prisoners there were Mikhail Molostvov and Revolt Pimenov, who later became deputies to the Supreme Soviet and the State Duma. Smugglers and high-ranking administrators accused of embezzlement were also imprisoned in this section. In 1970–1980, in the KGB investigatory prison (investigatory isolation department), there were between twenty-three and thirty prisoners at any given time. The last political prisoner there was Nikolai Nikitin who was released in early 1991. The investigatory prison had the best prison library in Russia and in the Soviet Union. In 1906, it contained 7,316 volumes. The library was collected mainly by the prisoners themselves. In 1956, the library held 11,039 volumes. The most valuable books were given to the Library of the Academy of Sciences (1,039 volumes in 1992, and 278 volumes in 1993).

31. Rzhevka is a railway station on the Irinovskaia lines in the southeastern outskirts of Leningrad.

32. The Putilov Works (after 1922, Krasnyi Putilovets, and after 1934, the Kirov Works) was one of the oldest metallurgic plants in Russia. The Bolshevik plant (formerly the Obukhov Steel Mill, which was built in 1863) was a large steel mill and arms plant.

33. Basevich is repeating a popular legend about the architect who built the prison and later died there.

34. Basevich is mistaken—Article 58 appeared only in the 1926 RSFSR Criminal Code.

35. Basevich gives her own version of events. The case of the counterrevolutionary monarchistic organization of former students of the Aleksandrovskii Lyceum was opened on April 25, 1925. According to legend, about two hundred alumni of the lyceum in Leningrad gathered every year to remember and honor the deceased alumni of the lyceum, members of the Imperial family, and Nicholas II. On June 22 and June 26, 1925, the OGPU Collegium sentenced eighty-one individuals to various levels of punishment (twenty-six of them were executed).

36. Olga Afrikanovna Matveeva (1881–?) was arrested in 1925, in connection with the lyceum alumni case. By decision of the OGPU Collegium of June 22, 1925, she was not allowed to live in six cities and was exiled to Orel. Dmitrii Nikolaevich Matveev (1876–?) was born in Dobrye Vody, in the Orel Province, and graduated from the Aleksandrovskii Lyceum in 1902. He later became the vice governor of Orel. Matveev was arrested on February 14, 1925. The OGPU Collegium on June 22, 1925, sentenced him to death. On June 26, 1925, the sentence was commuted to ten years in the concentration camps. From July 1927 on, he spent his sentence in the Solovetskii camps, where he worked as a biologist in the Solovetskii Society of Regional Ethnography. On June 25, 1931, he was released in response to an order for the removal from the Solovetskii camps of the elderly, handicapped, and sick. Matveev was exiled to Severnyi Krai for the remainder of his sentence. No further information is available on his life.

37. The priest accused of conducting a mourning service for the tsar’s family was Vladimir Konstantinovich Lozino-Lozinskii (1885–1937). A graduate of the gymnasium at the Imperial Philanthropic Society (1904), St. Petersburg University, and the Theological Academy at Aleksandr Nevskii Monastery, he was ordained as a priest in 1919. He served at the university’s Church of Peter and Paul until its closure in August 1919. Later, he became a priest at the Church of All Mourners, which met at the apartment of academician Boris Izmailovich Sreznevskii (from August 1921). He was arrested in February 1923, in connection with the case of Russian Orthodox brotherhoods, but released because of poor health. On February 15, 1925, he was arrested in connection with the case of the lyceum alumni. The OGPU Collegium on June 22, 1925, sentenced him to ten years in the concentration camps. He spent his sentence in the Solovetskii camps (1925–1928). In November 1928, he was amnestied and exiled for three years to Siberia. He lived in Bratsk until 1933. In 1934, he went to Novgorod, where he became a senior priest at the Cathedral of the Archangel Michael. Lozino-Lozinskii was rearrested in Novgorod on December 8, 1937. On December 19, 1937, the Special NKVD Three-member Board of the Leningrad Region sentenced him to death. He was executed in Novgorod on December 26, 1937.

38. Basevich had two daughters: Marianna Petrovna Basevich (m. Guseva), born in 1928, in Minusinsk (in exile), and Tatiana Petrovna Basevich, born in Leningrad, in 1930. In 1937, both daughters were exiled to Kaluga along with their mother. On July 7, 1941, following Basevich’s arrest, the girls were sent to an orphanage in Kaluga. From 1941 to 1947, they lived in a special orphanage at Berdy, along the Cheliabinsk Railroad. In 1947, they joined their mother in exile in the Kuibyshev region, where they lived till 1956. Basevich’s son, Mikhail Aleksandrovich Basevich, was born in 1944, in the camps (settlement Sama, Ivdellag—in the Sverdlovsk region) and lived in Leningrad beginning in 1947.

39. The House of Juvenile Delinquents was a special orphanage for the children of prisoners.


CHAPTER SEVEN
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Roza Zelmanovna Vetukhnovskaia 1904–1993

In 1904 and 1905, a wave of pogroms against Jews rolled across southern Russia. Roza Zelmanovna Vetukhnovskaia was born in 1904 during a pogrom in Aleksandriia, in the Elizavetgrad Province. Like many young Jewish people, she was interested in politics. In the early 1920s, she joined the Social Democratic Party. She also participated in one of the youth groups of the Union of Social Democratic Labor. In 1924, she was arrested in Kiev and sentenced to three years in the camps, to be followed by two years in exile. She spent her sentence in the Solovetskii camps in the Muksalma political subsector. In the summer of 1925, when political prisoners were evacuated to the mainland, she was sent to Verkhne–Uralsk Special Purpose Prison (isolator). Vetukhnovskaia was released from prison in 1927 and sent into exile in Surgut, in the Tiumen region. In 1936, she moved to Minusinsk, where her husband, Georgii Razumnikovich Dmitriev (1904–?), was living in exile. After 1937, she moved to Aleksandriia to live with her parents. She was arrested a second time in June 1941. Vetukhnovskaia served out her sentence in Kazakhstan—in Ust-Kamenogorsk and Dzhezgazgan.1 After her release from the camp in 1956, she lived in Norilsk, then in Leningrad.

“Etap vo vremia voiny” (“The Prison Transport in Wartime”) was originally published under the pen name of M. Shteinberg.2

The Prison Transport in Wartime

My arrest in 1941 came as a complete surprise.3 It happened on the third day of the war. So many mobilized soldiers were brought to our district that they had to be housed in private dwellings. The mood in those days was such that nobody protested. On the contrary, people would come out of their houses and offer to billet soldiers. They also brought out food for the army. Generally, everybody helped as much as possible.
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Roza Zelmanovna Vetukhnovskaia

When men in uniform came into my room, I thought that they were planning to house mobilized soldiers in our apartment. From my bed, I shouted to papa, “Let mama move into my room, and give them the other one.” (Mama’s room was large.)

They looked at me in surprise, “What are you talking about?” I asked, “You came to billet mobilized soldiers, right?” “No, we came to arrest you.” As one of them took out the warrant, realization dawned.

They began to search. In fact, there was nothing to search, except my book collection. When I had come to my parents’ house from exile, I had brought no household items, only books. Even now I regret their loss. I had Soloviev’s A History of Russia, the complete Plekhanov, Kautskii. . . . They took every book and leafed through it meticulously, then threw it aside and picked up the next one.

What were my feelings as all this was happening? I was leaving behind two very old people—my father and mother—and two children, my daughter and my niece, the daughter of my older sister. My sister was arrested at the very beginning of 1938, and for several years she had been in the Zheriksk department of Karlag.4 Her husband had been most recently arrested in 1930, and was held in Suzdal5 until 1937, when he was transferred to Iaroslavl and then to Orel; so at that time, he was in Orel Prison.6 So, you can well imagine how I felt.

The search lasted many hours, and I was very tired.

As they were taking me away, both of the girls, my daughter and my niece, climbed out the window to see me off. My arresters started shooing them away. So I told the eldest girl, “I was a mother to you as much as I could be; now you take care of my daughter.”

I repeat, this arrest came as a complete surprise to me. I had crisscrossed Russia so many times that it seemed to me they must have lost my trail long ago. That’s why when they brought me to the local department of the NKVD, placed me in a preliminary detention cell, and then two hours later, summoned me to interrogation, and I saw my file of 1924 on the interrogator’s desk, I was dumbfounded.

In general, the arrest of 1941 was quite different from all my previous arrests. Right from the start, the atmosphere was oppressive and rude. They kept barking at me: “You are not being asked!” “Silence!” “Sit!”.

The first interrogation astounded me also with its emphasis on my nationality. I am Jewish. “What’s your sister’s name?” “Frieda.” “Frieda is a German name, not Jewish.” “Why do you say that? It is very popular among Jews.”

The interrogation was very short and very rude. Immediately, I was charged under Article 58, section 10, and instead of the usual section 11—“the action undertaken by the organization”—under section 1—“treason to the Motherland.”7 I asked why. “They will tell you why during the inquest.” In a few hours I was taken to Kirovograd, our regional center.

Kirovograd Prison was comparatively small, but the number of prisoners crammed in there during the early days of the war was unbelievable. The prison had four floors, and it was intended for about two thousand people. In summer 1941, it was crammed with ten or twelve thousand.

My cell was three big steps or two meters long and two meters wide, and in this cell they put fourteen people during the first day. Maybe it was not four square meters, maybe four and a half, but not more than five. Even judging by my previous experience in solitary cells, it was very small, and there was a whole long hall full of such cells. There was no place to sit, not to mention lie down. You can imagine what was going on in this cell! We used to sit this way: One of us would sit down and spread her legs wide; the next one would follow suit, moving tight up against the first; the third one would do likewise, and so on. It was impossible to sit any other way; so there was no room for squeamishness. Let’s say some woman was not very clean and you preferred not to sit so close to her; too bad, you had no choice.

In Kirovograd Prison, they fed us like nowhere else. As the front moved closer, the cattle were being slaughtered so as not to leave food for the Germans. As a result, we were brought huge bowls of meat. Okay, it was not real meat, but by-products; still, it was filling. There was a lot of meat.

The administration was probably at a loss, because they did not bother us. Nobody was saying “sit” or “stand,” or “no sleeping.”

Who was in my cell? Nobody with any affiliation to a political party or who could even put together two political phrases—no, there was nobody like that, then. The vast majority of cases were what we in the camps called a “she-said.” “You said that the German army is stronger,” or “you said that our crops are poor,” or “you said that we work like slaves in the collective farm and are not paid”—all were reasons for prosecution under Article 58. For the most part, they were common women, peasants. There was one teacher there, though; a colleague had gotten even with her. That is, not really got even, but just wanted to have her position, to become the vice principal at her school. So this teacher was allegedly praising teaching methods in some country, I don’t remember which one, but in any case, it was subverting Soviet power. I was astonished at the childish absurdity of these charges.

My interrogation at Kirovograd Prison was very unusual. Almost each time they called me in, the investigator was new, not the one who had been there before. Where was the previous one? I hadn’t a clue. These were not professional investigators. Only the first one was professional. And the one interrogation he conducted was frightening.

A long room. In front of a curtained window stood the investigator’s desk. At the entrance, there was a table screwed to the floor. They made me sit at this table. The distance between me and the investigator was rather great, and in the half darkness I could barely make out his face. But I saw him open his desk, take out a clock, a common office awl, and a gun. He began very harshly, “Well, shall we talk?” I said: “I don’t know yet what the charges are, what I am supposed to be talking about, or with whom I am talking. What new thing can I be accused of?” “Oh, so you don’t have any idea what you can be accused of?” “No, I don’t.” And at this point Article 58, Section 1-a, crawled out. He started arguing that counterrevolutionary agitation meant betrayal of the Motherland. I said, “Even if that is so, still, Sections 1 and 10 are not necessarily inclusive of each other.”

The interrogation was harsh and rude. The interrogator kept on saying that Frieda was a German name. He used to say, “You can hardly wait for the Germans!” “Of course,” I said, “I cannot wait! The Germans love us so much, wherever they go, they shoot the Jews first; so I have nothing better to do than to wait for them.”

After that, everything was different. No more professional investigators. Now they were from military detachments, just people who happened to be there, sometimes even semiliterate.

The accusation boiled down to the following: Because I had been arrested and served time before, I could not be happy with Soviet power. I said, “Let’s suppose that I am unhappy with Soviet power, just show and tell me how and when I expressed this dissatisfaction. Prove it! You cannot put me on trial for my mood, for my inner feelings. Somehow you have to show what I did, exactly. You have to have some grounds to put me on trial or to charge me with something.”

There were several interrogations of this kind.

At the end of the last, I signed Form 206,8 which meant the end of the investigation. I was charged under Sections 1-a and 10 of Article 58. They asked me to write on the back of this paper why I refused to sign it. I wrote that the law was not retroactive and they could not try me twice for the same offense.

At the interrogations in Kirovograd, they did not beat anyone. I heard nothing of beatings before 1937. In 1928, in a transit prison, a Georgian Menshevik, Vachnadze, told me that in Georgia they used to beat prisoners. But in Russia, I never came across or saw any cases of beatings. The thing is, I was in prison after 1937. But even in 1941, through all the interrogations, they never laid a finger on me.

The mood in the cell was awful. Just awful. Through a tiny hole in the window shield, we saw how literally every day the prison yard was being filled with prisoners. There was a table covered with a red cloth, with a pile of files on it. Five, sometimes three, people were sitting at this table, and one by one the prisoners were summoned. . . .

Two questions, only two questions, of two or three words each. The trials lasted exactly two minutes. Then they would say “Execution.” Nobody who was taken to the yard returned to his or her cell. They were immediately taken to the death ward. They were kept there less than twenty-four hours, and then they were shot.

We saw and heard it all: The accusations were so insignificant, they really were so paltry that there was no assurance we would not get the same sentence. Most likely, we would.

When they took us for a walk, there was a guard there who participated in the executions. His face betrayed him. I am sure he shot people. In the prison yard, there were high stone walls with pockmarks at head level. Where did they come from? They had to be bullet holes.

By the time we were transferred, Kirovograd Prison was almost empty. Only the last transport remained, and I think the administration did not know what to do with it. Either simply to shoot everyone or to send them to the rear. Nobody left had been sentenced yet.

In the evening of July 31, we were taken out to the yard. Nobody was called by her last name. They just opened the doors to the cells, “Everybody out, with your things!” They took us not to the familiar exercise yard, but to some big entry yard. I tried to count how many people were there with me, but I could not. The guards were brutal: They put us on our knees, then made us sit. No turning, no talking—nothing was allowed. I was sitting somewhere in the fifth or sixth row and could not count how many rows were behind me and how many people were in each row. I think there were about twenty rows behind me. Then I tried to do the same during the transport, and failed—the transport extended such a long way. We were in a long column. Why did I try to count people in the transport? I was simply interested in how many people were walking with me.

So we were taken to the yard. Each guard had two German shepherds straining at the leash. The guards could barely control them. The whole transport was huddling together so that the dogs would not get anyone. It was scary, and everybody was trying to get a place in the middle. The commander of the prison (or of the guards) came out. Instead of one gun, he had two, which was unusual. Why it horrified us, I don’t know.

At this time, they brought fourteen people from the death ward. Who these fourteen people were, I don’t know. I can speak only for the women. The majority of them were sentenced for religion. They were accused of having seen some fiery letters. In a word, rubbish not worth talking about. As for the men, I don’t know anything about their sentences.

Just an hour and a half had passed. No sooner had they put the transport together and were preparing to move it out, than a heavy, terrifying air raid started. A huge corner of the prison fell down like a matchbox. It was hard to imagine that the prison was so flimsy and could fall apart so quickly and easily. The walls were falling down flat. And then the guards showed what they were capable of. They began pushing us toward the basement, using their dogs and rifle butts. “Faster!” A normal door. Everybody was huddled outside this door. There was a jam of people, and from behind they pressed and pushed. So they pushed everybody into this basement. Of course, it was awful. Everybody was crammed together: death-row prisoners and us. It was impossible to move, to see anything. And besides, it was scary. We saw one corner of the prison crumble and another one might easily follow suit.

At last, the air raid ended. So, on the morning of August 1, we were taken to the yard again. Again the same commander of the prison came out. Everybody became quiet. It is hard to imagine eight hundred or nine hundred people being so quiet. It seems to me that even breathing makes some noise; such silence was impossible. And still it was there.

A very sick man who had asthma was brought out from the prison hospital. He was wheezing badly, like bellows. The commander of the prison came up to this man and asked, “Shall I shoot you now or later?” The sick man was looking up at him as if the question was about something insignificant, as if he did not comprehend that the question was about life and death.

Then the commander turned to the transport and said: “We don’t have any transportation. Those who reach the destination will reach the destination. Prostheses or no prostheses—everybody will walk. Those who can’t walk we’ll shoot. We wouldn’t leave anyone to the Germans. So, remember, you are the masters of your fate. For the time being.”

We left Kirovograd on August 1, at ten o’clock in the morning. And at two o’clock that afternoon, the Germans were already in Kirovograd. The Germans were in no hurry: For several days after they took each successive town, they would be busy establishing their order. But when they moved, they moved like lightning. I don’t know whether there were any Soviet troops behind us. We heard some shooting, but no retreating Soviet detachments passed us. We walked very fast, however.

Everything was brightly lit by the dazzling sun. At midday, the sunshine became unbearable. It was August in Ukraine. It was about one hundred degrees Fahrenheit. A huge number of people were walking, and clouds of dust were floating above this crowd. Heat, haze, and clouds of dust. . . .

It was not only difficult to breathe, it was impossible. Since the guards were walking close to each other, each of them holding a dog on a leash, everyone was trying to move toward the middle of the column, not even thinking that it meant that someone else had to take a place closer to the dogs. Everyone was trying to get to the middle. Everyone. The guards would not let us. All the time there were shouts, “Don’t switch places! Don’t switch!”

Everyone was carrying a bundle. I had mine also. I even took a padded jacket with me. It is very hard for a prisoner to survive without a padded jacket. It is your pillow, your bedding, your blanket, everything, because in most prisons there are no beds, no mattresses, and no linens.

But when we had covered thirty kilometers in this heat, I quietly set my bundle down on the roadside. I took nothing out of it, not even a needle. I realized that I wouldn’t be able to carry anything. Most of the women did the same. But those who did not drop their bundles after the first thirty kilometers dropped them after one hundred and thirty; nobody brought anything to our destination.

After twenty more kilometers, I took off my shoes and threw them away. I walked barefoot. I was born in Ukraine and grew up there, so I got used to walking barefoot. To walk barefoot is nice and easy. But when you walk barefoot on a mowed harvest field. . . .

When you walk on a mowed harvest field, you squeeze your toes. But this slows you down. And we were being hurried up all the time. You simply cannot manage to squeeze your toes, so by the hundredth kilometer, my toenails were coming off. . . .

Sometimes our guards acted, if not humanely, at least, well, tolerantly. When we were passing by villages, we walked through vegetable gardens where—typically, for Ukraine—the plots were divided by sticks. These sticks were loose. So, we were allowed to pull out these sticks and take them for our support. Some took one, some two. But because of this stick, I had a huge blister covering my right palm. It opened, and I had a sore, then. . . .

By the second day of our walk, I had torn my black dress in half and tied it around me as a skirt. Guards or no guards, men or no men, I did not care anymore. Nobody cared, in fact. Neither we, nor they.

After Adzhamka, for about thirty kilometers, I was dragging my cell mate Sokolovskaia. She was an old, gray-haired woman of about seventy years. She looked very Jewish. Sokolovskaia was a refined intellectual. She was the sister of Trotskii’s first wife and had been imprisoned only because of that.9

It was very hard for her to walk. She was clutching at me, constantly talking about her fifteen-year-old granddaughter, with whom she had been living. Her worst nightmare was that her granddaughter would also be arrested. It was hard for me to drag her along, and I started falling down myself. She said, “Rest a little, and I’ll walk by myself.” Immediately, she would fall two meters behind. We were the last in the column. When I felt that she was lagging behind, I turned back to help her; and so I saw how she was killed. She was stabbed with a bayonet. From behind. She did not see it coming. But they probably stabbed her well—she did not even move. Later, I thought that she died more easily than the others. She did not see the bayonet, she did not have time to get scared.

In our cell there was a woman, I don’t remember her name. She had expensive things: an expensive woolen coat, a suit of genuine tussah silk, a medallion, rings. In a provincial town like Kirovograd, such items were a rarity. Her husband had worked for the Chinese Eastern Railway.10 They had two sons. The elder was nineteen, the younger fifteen. In China, she had not worked, but stayed home and cared for her boys. They went to a Russian school at the Chinese Eastern Railway. She told about how they were greeted in Russia with an orchestra, flowers, music. It was very festive, and they were so happy that they had returned to Russia. Shortly after that, her husband was arrested and shot. She was not allowed a visit, and he did not even have time to send her a note. Then her older son was arrested and also shot. Then the younger one was arrested. By that time, he probably was sixteen. And he was shot. Thus, this woman had lost her entire family.

On the transport, after we reached Adzhamka or Verbliuzhka (these are two villages between Kirovograd and Aleksandriia), we were given food—porridge—for the first time in two days. The collective farm was making this porridge for us in huge cauldrons. But we had nothing to serve this porridge in. I beg your pardon for the details, but it is just for you to get the whole picture: This woman from the Chinese Eastern Railway and I had large-size bras. So we decided to take porridge into the two bras—hers and mine—because all the other women had smaller sizes. There were no dishes, and you had to take this hot porridge either in your bare hands or God-knows-where—and everybody was hungry. And we were shocked when I came up to this woman and told her that we wanted to carry porridge in her bra, and she said no, she could not give us her bra. “Why?” “I need it.”

Well, nobody insisted. But nobody had anything else, either, so another woman went with me and took porridge in her skirt. When we returned and started figuring out how to divide this porridge and how to eat it, this Chinese Eastern Railway woman refused to eat, saying, “I don’t want it.”

We were surprised. For two days we had eaten nothing. And we were so hungry. “Well, if you don’t want it, so be it.” So the woman who had brought the porridge in her skirt sat down, and we all sat down around her and began eating right from her skirt. Like cattle. At first we ate from her skirt, then from my bra. Later, I put it on unwashed. . . . This all happened, and one cannot forget it.

At night, I slept next to this Chinese Eastern Railway woman. We slept in a collective-farm stable, on the floor, because the guards would not allow us to sleep in the manger. She hung her bra on a rail nailed to the manger.

Sometimes you become guilty without guilt. An incredible, totally unnatural snoring woke me up. My hand somehow accidentally found her face, her mouth. Her mouth was wide open, her tongue lolling out. I screamed. I cannot forgive myself for not letting her die. Why should she be forced to endure the torture of this awful transport?

She was already losing consciousness. When I screamed, the guards ran in and dragged her out of the stables. They started pounding on her, pushing on her chest, giving mouth-to-mouth resuscitation. They brought her back to life.

At every stop along the way, literally every one, she did not neglect to remind me, “Did you want this? This?” She went the whole way. She made it. Only to die of pellagra in Ust-Kamenogorsk.

Grandma Shuleshka walked next to me in the column. She was also from our cell. Everybody called her Grandma Shuleshka. She had a sunken mouth with only one tooth. She told us that when she was thirty, she had no idea that women wore bras. But then she had boots that squeaked so loudly, one could hear them on the other side of the street. This old woman had never seen a train, never traveled outside her tiny Verbliuzhka. Grandma Shuleshka was arrested because her daughter-in-law just did not want Grandma Shuleshka to live with her and wrote a report saying that Grandma Shuleshka was waiting for Hitler, or something like that. If she had written it, say, three months before, it would have been checked. But later, during the war, nobody checked anything, nobody investigated anything. They simply arrested the person and sentenced her under Article 58. Grandma Shuleshka was accused of spying. But she did not even know the word “spying.” She signed everything they told her. “It ain’t nothing to me! Let them!”

Grandma Shuleshka also made it to our destination and died in Ust-Kamenogorsk Prison. . . .

The Germans could cover one hundred kilometers a day on their motorcycles, while we, even with our best efforts, could make only forty or fifty. And when the Germans were catching up with us, when they were really close, we were forced to run. The guards were also running, but on the side of the road, in the cornfields. They changed places with each other every thirty minutes to an hour. While some of them rested in the car, others ran with their German shepherds. They were running in the cornfields in order not to be seen, not to be shot. During the air raids, they would not let us move from the road, just yelled, “Down!” We lay down on the road. But I don’t remember any instance of the transport’s being hit by a bomb.

Marusia Katsamai walked with me all the way. Marusia had been brought to Kirovograd Prison after most of the prison had been evacuated. Only one group of prisoners was still there because the prison administration could not bring itself to exterminate this group completely. Marusia was brought to the prison with her child. She had this child when she was thirty-six. Marusia had long, thick braids, the color of flax—yellow with gold. They were so heavy that they made her hold her head very high. Her eyes were so blue—as if you were looking at the sky!

We started talking, and I was very surprised: Although she was from a village, she knew Tolstoy and Dostoevsky perfectly well. Not an educated woman, but she had read so much! And her attitude, her understanding, her intelligence. . . .

When she was brought to Kirovograd Prison, the administration did not know what to do with her. She had a child—how to deal with her? It was July. The heat was unbearable. She was ordered to wait, and was left at the prison gate without any guards. So she sat and waited. She put her baby in her lap and rocked him a little, and the baby fell asleep. At this moment, the prison door opened, and the baby was snatched from Marusia’s lap. Before she could get up, her baby was behind the locked door with the guards. For hours, endlessly, Marusia beat her head against this metal door. A woman who has her first baby at thirty-six is a she-wolf. She is more than a she-wolf—all arguments with her are in vain. Somehow I began to console her, saying that when we got back I would help her find her baby. I myself did not believe that we would ever come back—I had seen too much, too much terror was around, I did not believe that we would ever come back. I did not believe it myself, but I was trying to convince Marusia. I told her that we would come back, and I, through administrative channels, would find her baby. She wanted to believe me so badly! And she repeated with such feeling, “And I have a garden, I have apples there the size of two fists, and I’ll give you honey, and I’ll give you. . . .”

She went all the way to Ust-Kamenogorsk. And died in my arms in the prison there.

Late at night, we were brought to Aleksandriia. We slept in the collective farm stables. But in the morning, at about five o’clock, they began to take us out and put us in lines. It took the guards a long time to put everyone in one column, to take out their German shepherds, to position their machine guns, to count everyone. . . .

Of course, there were many opportunities to escape, one could easily escape. But where could one run to, if the Germans were so close? Who would have helped me, a Jewess? Nobody escaped from the column. Later, there were two attempts at escape, when we were on the train. Both prisoners were shot right on the spot.

Some days, when the Germans were too close, we walked almost without any rest. There was one day—I remember it so well—when we left at five in the morning, and the first rest stop was only at seven on the morning of the next day. We walked twenty-four hours and covered seventy kilometers.

Sometimes I ask myself whether there is a limit to the pain and exhaustion that people can endure. I think, probably not, if you can cover seventy kilometers, and a half-hour later, wake up to the shout “Get up!” when it seemed to you that even if they placed fifteen machine guns in front of you, you still could not get up! And still you got up and kept going! By the way, very few people died on the way. More died later, when they did not have to walk, did not have to hurry, when we were put on a train. Only then, at every stop, did we have to throw out the dead bodies. But on the way, when we were walking, almost nobody died. In any case, it seems to me that no women died along the way.

In our column, there was a man who walked in my line, the first from the left. I don’t remember his name. He used to be a chief engineer at a large agricultural machinery factory. It is very hard for me to talk about him, and it is impossible to retell—one had to witness it. He walked next to me the whole way. He was dressed in a work jacket. He was not a big man, not stout, and obviously not very strong. Very soon he lost his strength. At the first stop, he already did not want to eat. This is the first bad sign, when a person who has walked fifty miles does not want to eat. On our way, we talked constantly—about literature, about books we had read. I was surprised by the variety of his interests, his keen understanding of literary schools, and his evaluation of writers in their attitude toward Soviet power, their sincerity, so to speak. As I dragged Sokolovskaia along, he helped me; the three of us walked hand in hand.

I cannot even remember why and how he broke away from me. I did not notice it, but the next moment shocked me so badly. It happened after Aleksandriia, after Krasnaia Kamenka, on the fifth or sixth day of our journey. It was pouring, and the dirt roads were washed away. It was so awfully muddy and so hard to walk, but the guards made us walk and walk. By the sound of the engine, I understood that a large truck was close behind us. I cannot tell for sure whether this man slipped accidentally or jumped under the truck. I think he jumped. Under the truck there was some kind of a hook, and this hook caught the torn belt loop of his jacket. He was turned under the truck several times, and with my own eyes I saw the wheels run over him. I saw it myself. The most surprising thing was that this man was still alive. The truck went on without stopping. The guards did not stop it. The transport stopped only because a horse cart that followed our column had to be brought to pick him up. The column was so long that those who walked at its head could not see the last rows. When the cart came, two guards picked up my traveling companion—one by his shoulder, the other by his legs. They swung him—one, two, three—and threw him into the cart. I heard the sound his head made when it hit the back rail of the cart. I did not see whether he was conscious, but he was still alive that evening. Next day, when we were given bread, I took a piece, and then I took some water in a tin. I walked up to the cart. He was still alive. He even recognized me. I lifted his head and tried to put a small piece of bread in his mouth, but he refused it.

One remembers, probably, not the main events, but details. For some reason, I will remember forever the sound his head made when it hit the rail, this dull thud. It seemed to me it echoed a long, long time, then slowly died away.

In the evening he was not in the cart. They did not bury the dead, they threw them out along the way. Peasants found the bodies and buried them somewhere.

Yes, I repeat, mostly men died in our transport. I remember another one—Sedoi.11 Before the revolution, he was the editor of the newspaper Odessa News. When he was arrested, he was well over seventy—he was a very old man. I was surprised how the young people took care of him. They supported him by the arms, two others always walked with him. They were Estonians, Latvians. Whether they were his cell mates or not, it’s hard to say. I don’t know what kind of relations they had. I could not leave my place in the line in order to meet him, but I knew that it was Sedoi. I saw him all the time.

They finished him off when the young people lost their strength, when nobody could carry anything.

And we were still moving. The guards encouraged us: “A little bit more, just a little bit more and we will be in Dnepropetrovsk. After that, we won’t have to walk anymore.” But there was no transportation in Dnepropetrovsk. Everybody was being evacuated, everything was occupied, everything was overcrowded. They did not have any transport to put us on.

So we were told that we had to walk to Pavlodar—140 to 150 kilometers from Dnepropetrovsk.12 And we started off. The Germans were not at our heels anymore, and we could no longer make seventy, or even fifty, kilometers a day. We were no longer covering even thirty. I have the impression that it took us a week to cover the last thirty kilometers. Even our guards became kinder and let us pick up as many sticks as we wanted to. But the walking sticks were burning our hands—we had horrible blisters. We had dropped all our things at the beginning of our way and nobody had even a rag to bandage these oozing sores.

How did I walk? Like a wounded dog leaving a bloody trail on the snow, my every step left an imprint. There was not a centimeter of skin left on my soles. No skin, just one big sore. But by that time it did not seem very painful to me—the feeling of pain was somehow dulled.

We were brought up to the train. It was a freight train for transporting ore. The cars were simply giant wooden boxes for coal, with a narrow ladder on the side. But this ladder was attached at head level. (The cars were mounted on very high springs.) What kind of woman could lift her foot so high as to climb this ladder?! Nobody could. Not only me, but even younger women could not. Then the guards went crazy. Four of them stood at the door of the car, pushing and beating us, “Faster, faster!” But even if we managed to put one foot on this ladder, we did not have the strength to climb to the next rung. And even if we managed to get to the top of the ladder, we hadn’t the energy left to jump inside the car. But what could we do? Somehow we jumped. Right onto the grooved floor of an ore train. The car was filling very fast. At first we did not realize how awfully overcrowded this car was. And we would have to travel in this car for almost a month. There were no toilets there, no bucket. If one of us had her period (at that time, many of us were still having them), there was nowhere to wash. But the main thing was that at the top of each car, there was some kind of a seat: A little below the roof, there was a space to put boards. So the guards were sitting on these boards. We had to do everything, perform all the natural functions in front of them. After all that time, we still were unaccustomed to that and were mortified by shame and embarrassment; so we suffered and held everything back till the last possible moment. Can you imagine this?!

The majority of us were so weak that they could not wait for a toilet bucket—they soiled themselves. The stench and filth were horrendous. Then they brought the toilet buckets. We had to empty these buckets over the top of the car, and the car was about one meter higher than a man’s full height. Nobody could lift a bucket to such a height, and there was nothing to step on; so we stepped on people. Not with one person standing, and another one standing on her shoulders. Nobody stood up, because nobody could stand up, so people were simply lying down atop another. And when someone was going to empty the bucket, she would drag someone over to where the first person was lying, put her on top, and step on these two. This flimsy footing on top of two people was not always effective, and often the contents of the bucket spilled inside, on us, instead of outside the car.

The lice, which appeared almost instantaneously, were horrible. There were so many of them, of these lice, that when everybody in the car went to sleep, it seemed that the people were moving, boiling like water in a pot.

There were more than a hundred people in the car. Of course, there were no benches. Since the floor had grooves, nobody could lie down and stretch out. We sat in the car the same way we had in the cell: Each of us moved up tightly against the previous one. Our legs became so awfully numb.

There was a partition in the car. The very first day, they put the dying behind this partition. They put men in our women’s car, hoping that we would take care of them. The partition was low—just two rows of nailed boards, so it was easy to climb over it.

In Kirovograd Prison there was a doctor, Sophia Viktorovna. Her father, a priest, Father Viktor, was arrested with her. Father Viktor immediately wound up in our car, behind the partition. Sophia Viktorovna and I together used to feed these dying people. We took them their rations and tried to make them eat. But almost none of them could eat by that time.

Then we took these rations out to a guard and asked whether we could give them to other prisoners. If he allowed it, we put these rations on the lid of the bucket, and those who wanted to could take them. Many people wanted them. We never took these rations ourselves. Never. Neither I, nor Sonia. Not because we did not want to eat, but in order not to look like we were helping the dying in order to get their rations.

For the first three days, they gave us no food. None at all. And almost no water. On the third day, they made semolina. They cooked it in an empty gasoline or kerosene barrel. And it was brought to us in buckets that were so dirty that one wondered whether these buckets had been used as toilets before.

I had not eaten for three days, but I could not eat the semolina. Maybe a year later, I would have eaten it, but at that moment, I could not. I was not alone. Besides, we had the same problem again—how to serve it, and what to eat with? They brought the semolina hot. What would you eat it with? We no longer had skirts or kerchiefs, or anything like that. I did still have my bra. But to take it off meant to undress in front of the guards. I don’t remember now how this problem was solved. The whole car could not eat it right from the bucket. Only five, or, at best, ten people could sit around the bucket. But the buckets. . . . They looked like used toilet buckets! It was worse than bestiality, just awful, awful. However, people ate. Not everybody, but many. . . .

There was no regular ration, at first. They gave us bread, cut without any calculations—as it came out. We suffered not so much from hunger as from thirst. They gave us very little water. And we were going through Ukraine, in the beginning of August, during an awful heat wave. Only on about the twelfth day did we reach the Urals, and the nights became very cold. But the days were still very hot. At night, we were cold and huddled together. And somehow, we managed to sleep because we were so exhausted.

Our bodies kept on functioning. We had our periods, but it was impossible to wash ourselves. We complained to the doctor that we had bad sores. A lot of people died because of that. It is easy to die of filth.

During the transport we lost the remnants of our clothing. We arrived at Ust-Kamenogorsk in unbelievable rags. We did not have any stockings, or panties, or towels. Really, we did not have anything. Not even a spoon or a mug.

I don’t remember how long we were en route—probably a month. Our train stopped frequently to let other trains pass. Our cars were put onto sidings, where we sat for three or four days. I counted fifty-two other cars in our train. I am not sure that all fifty-three cars were full of prisoners. Some were for guards, some for food, some for incredible numbers of dogs, some for horses, and so on. When we came to the train station Zashchita, there were only seventeen cars with prisoners. I think the people who were in the other cars had died. They did not put anybody else from the other cars into ours, probably because there was no place to lie down in our car. Besides, our car was for women, and mostly men were dying along the way.

If opening the doors and taking out dead bodies was a rarity at the beginning, by the sixth or seventh day it was a daily occurrence. The guards used to go to the station, call somebody, open the car doors on the side that could not be seen from the station, and throw some corpses out through the hooked gates, which are normally opened to unload coal. Usually these corpses were dragged a short distance off to the side so that the train would not catch and drag them.

I don’t remember the last names of those who died. I remember only Khristina from our car. She was German. She had been living in Kirovograd and was arrested there for being a German.

When we arrived at Zashchita, nobody could climb out of the car. Nobody had the strength. The guards could not even make us climb out: Neither guns nor German shepherds helped. It was not that we did not want to obey, but we simply could not. Then the guards opened the gates of the carriage. They would pick us up by our arms and legs and throw us out. They were throwing us out from a height of five or six feet. Then they brought three trucks and started taking everyone to the prison.

Sometime later, I was in a camp in Karaganda.13 At first, I was slowly dying at “general labor,” but then a woman doctor saved me by taking me on as her assistant. I moved to the “specialists” barrack.

Once, in winter, the barrack was snowed in; even the window in the roof was covered with snow. I was inside, standing at the window and waiting: I heard someone scraping the snow away with a shovel, so the window would be clear in a minute. And when the window was clear, through the glass I saw a foot. The foot was in a deep boot. The foot was swollen so badly that the tissue hung over the rim of the boot. The color of the skin was horrible: Yellowish gray, the color of dead bodies.

I don’t remember why, but I had not eaten my soup from the day before. We had put a piece of iron on the stovepipe, and my soup was on this iron. The soup was not hot, but still warm. So when I saw this foot, I knocked, as if to tell him to dig faster, and come in. And so he came in. I gave him my soup. I asked him the usual questions that prisoners ask at a first meeting: Who he was, where he hailed from, in what brigade he worked, what he had been doing before getting sent to the hospital. He said that he was from Kirovograd region, he had been a chief of the NKVD there. I told him quietly, “So, I owe my being here to you, then?” “Maybe not.”

I asked him, “But how come you, a chief of the NKVD, got sent here? What for?” And he told me that as the Germans were approaching, all NKVD investigation files were transferred to the military detachments that were located there, and everybody in the NKVD went to the front. They drove up to Petrovka, thirty kilometers from Aleksandriia (away from Verbliuzhka and Adzhamka). In Petrovka, they were surrounded. They buried their Communist Party cards and disposed of their insignia. Somehow they managed to get through to the Soviet troops.

When they told about how they had been surrounded by Germans, they were asked, “Where are your party cards?” “Buried.” “Aha, so the Germans let you go. They have sent you.”

They were tried on the spot under the most terrible articles, those relating to espionage. Moreover, it was group espionage—can you imagine what such a thing meant, in that environment?!

He looked horrible. The soup that I gave him was left unfinished—he was already losing his appetite. The warmth of the barrack, this relative warmth was even more important to him than food. The end came three or four days later. I myself put the tag on his toe, the tag that we put on corpses.

Notes

1. Ust-Kamenogorsk is a town in East Kazakhstan, situated on the Irtysh River. In 1939, the population of Ust-Kamenogorsk was twenty thousand. Heavy industrial development began in Ust-Kamenogorsk during World War II. Dzhezgazgan was a corrective labor camp in the Karaganda District in Kazakhstan. The prisoners worked in copper mines, on various construction projects, and in agriculture. By January 1, 1943, 2,077 women were incarcerated in the camp; 1,631 of them were accused of counterrevolutionary crimes.

2. “Etap vo vremia voiny,” in Pamiat: Istoricheskii sbornik, vol. 1 (Paris: YMCA Press, 1976), 159–184.

3. The German invasion of Russia was launched on June 21, 1941. The beginning of the war brought on a hysteria of catching German spies and saboteurs. Mass arrests began on June 22, 1941. The grounds for arrests included not only accusations of anti-Soviet utterances, counterrevolutionary conversations, and the like, but also any record of previous arrest or imprisonment.

4. Karlag was a camp complex in Kazakhstan, with its administrative center in Karaganda, the main industrial center in Kazakhstan. In 1939, its population was 156,000. It had coal mining, engineering, and food industries. Until 1959, the convicts worked mainly in coal mines and in the extraction of nonferrous metals.

5. Suzdal Political Prison (isolator) was located in the town of Suzdal in Spaso-Efimiev monastery built in the seventeenth century.

6. Iaroslavl Special Purpose Prison (isolator) and Orel Central Prison were old tsarist prisons in the cities of Iaroslavl and Orel. Under the Soviet regime, both prisons were converted to special prisons for political prisoners (isolators).

7. Article 58.1a of the RSFSR Criminal Code (treason against the Motherland) entailed death by firing squad (in extenuating circumstances—deprivation of freedom for a period of ten years and the confiscation of all property. Article 58.10 (counterrevolutionary propaganda) entailed deprivation of freedom for a period of not less than three years.

8. Article 206 of the RSFSR Criminal Code (on acquainting the accused with the materials of the state’s case file) states that the suspect has the right to inspect the evidence obtained against him or her in the preliminary investigation and provided any relevant exculpatory information, which must be investigated and added to the file.

9. Vetukhnovskaia is mistaken: Berta Ilinichna Sokolovskaia (?–1941) was arrested because her husband, Ilia Lvovich Sokolovskii, was a brother of Lev Trotskii’s first wife (see note 11).

10. The Chinese Eastern Railway (CER) was a railway system built in 1897–1903 as a part of the Trans-Siberian Railway. The CER administrative center was in Kharbin. By 1920, there were about 150,000 Russians in the city of Kharbin and 50,000 more in the surrounding region. The CER company became involved in the construction of schools, parks, and other social projects. From 1924, the railroad was jointly managed by Chinese and the Soviets. In 1935, the Soviet Union sold its share of the railroad to Japan. Tens of thousands of employees came to the Soviet Union at the invitation of the Soviet government, which promised the best conditions upon their arrival. The majority of the workers had been born in China or tsarist Russia and had never been to the Soviet Union before. In 1937 and 1938, almost all were arrested and sentenced on charges of spying for the Japanese.

11. Sedoi was a pen name of Ilia Lvovich Sokolovskii (?–1941), the editor of the newspaper Odesskie Novosti (Odessa News) (1884–1917). Sokolovskii was a brother of Lev Trotskii’s first wife, Natalia Ilinichna Sokolovskaia, and a close friend of Trotskii’s. By the time of his arrest, Sokolovskii was completely blind—this is why the other prisoners assisted him.

12. From Kirovograd to Dnepropetrovsk the prisoners walked about 240 kilometers.

13. Karaganda is the main industrial center in Kazakhstan. In 1939, its population was 156,000. Its economy centered around coal mining, engineering, and food industries.


CHAPTER EIGHT
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Liudmila Vasilevna Klimanova 1939–

Born in Leningrad, Liudmila Vasilevna Klimanova graduated from high school with a gold medal.1 In 1962, she graduated from the Department of Technology of Organic Substances at the Leningrad Technological Institute. After graduation, she was assigned a job as a research associate at the Ministry of Defense chemical weapons testing ground in Shikhany, in the Saratov region. She was arrested on June 20, 1965, in connection with the Kolokol group case.2 On November 26, 1965, Leningrad City Court sentenced her to two years of strict-regime corrective labor for violating Articles 70.1 and 72 (anti-Soviet agitation and propaganda and participation in an anti-Soviet organization). In February 1966, Klimanova was sent with a prison transport to Dubrovlag (camp subsector seventeen at Ozernyi Station) in Mordovia. She worked there at a sewing shop until she became disabled. After her release she returned to Leningrad. She has been working at the Pigment factory since 1967, first as a shift master, then as a senior master, and then a deputy of the head of the shop. She is currently a senior engineer at the factory.

My Meetings with Anna Petrovna Skripnikova

I first heard about Anna Petrovna Skripnikova after Valia Chikatueva3 and I arrived at the camp in Mordovia, in subsector seventeen. About two months later, it was announced that because of Anna Petrovna’s petitions and complaints, a group of the “faithful,” Russian Orthodox women who were older than seventy, had been released. We had just arrived at the camp, had not yet had time to get used to that life—we were overwhelmed. However, I now knew that at least there was a person who was struggling for the truth and having some effect. It turned out that she could help even those who were already in camp. I was really astonished. I did not correspond with her myself then, because I thought it would be immodest.
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Liudmila Vasilevna Klimanova and Anna Petrovna Skripnikova

Later, we found out that she had been corresponding with many people and acting as a public defender, or their unofficial representative. She would write to the prosecutor’s office, to the United Nations, to whomever she had to in order to get the case reviewed.

She was released in 1959, but in 1966 they still remembered her in the camps. She continued to correspond with many prisoners. Everybody knew about her. When somebody would say “Anna Petrovna Skripnikova,” it was almost like saying God’s name. To everybody she represented hope: If you write to Anna Petrovna, she will somehow relieve your burden.

When we came to the camp it was such a shock: We entered the barracks and everything was black. The prisoners were mostly nuns, dressed in black, and all of them were so very old! I thought, Were these old women really so dangerous to the state? Such a shame! And Anna Petrovna had somehow heard about them and wrote to someone—maybe to a Party Congress. As a result of her efforts, they were released. There were many of them, more than ten. After they left the camp, we had more space, and were not so crowded.

These women were so proud! They took life as it came and asked no favors of anyone—not from the state and not from us. Besides, they thought of us as youngsters who needed more than they did. They treated us very well. They loved both me and Valia and treated us like their own children or grandchildren. They were so old and yet they protected us as much as they could.

Each and every one of them tried to convert us to their religion. Then they figured out that we were the victims of their enemy Marx—that’s what they said—Marx’s victims—and let us be.

They had long conversations with us, especially the Jehovah’s Witnesses—how to save our souls and so on. Valia and I used to ask, “All this just to save your soul?!” We were young and stupid, and of course, we were atheists—there was no point in taking care of our souls. Soon they realized that we were still wet behind the ears and stopped their attempts to convert us. But still they took care of us. I used to be sick a lot, and when I was, they never left my bedside. I remember when I had a toothache once, the grandmothers did not sleep a wink, trying to come up with ways to ease my pain.

We were young and many people treated us like their children. Lidiia Petrovna Troitskaia4 used to call us rabbits. Valia still calls herself a rabbit. She often says, “I’ll go outside to air my hide.” Well, we were like children to them. Lidiia Petrovna was a lawyer. Her husband Zinovii Anatolevich5 was in camp together with our guys, and Lidiia Petrovna was with us. They belonged to the People’s Labor Union of Russian Solidarists.6 Although both of them were lawyers, Anna Petrovna petitioned on their behalf from the outside. She tried to help them: If she couldn’t get them released, maybe she could at least have their sentences reduced.

In camp, one did not ask too many questions—about who was a political prisoner and who was a common criminal. It just wasn’t done. There was Chernitskaia—she came from the criminal world. Then she wrote some political slogans with her blood and became a “political” prisoner. This sort of thing happened all the time. Chemitskaia wanted to be among the politicals because she believed that conditions would be better. It was a very pragmatic approach. At the time I did not understand this—I was an idealist—but Chernitskaia did not have anyone outside to send her parcels, so she got some sympathy from the political prisoners. She used to embroider something, and probably it was sold on the outside. This way she managed to send some money to her daughter.

Klara was a real criminal. She was there, I think, because of a murder. She too became a “political” prisoner. One day she announced that she had converted to Sabbath worship and would not go to work on Saturdays. At that time Saturdays were working days all over the country. It was like a ritual for Klara: Every Saturday she would put on her padded jacket, pick up a book, and would be led away to the punishment block. Naturally—it was a fast day, so she just took a day off. She considered herself one of the faithful and that was that. She would refuse to work, and they’d take her off to the punishment block. Without any fuss. She had everything ready—her pockets were full of tobacco and whatever else she needed. On Sundays she would come back. She treated us well.

Valia and I were always together. It was easier for us to survive this way. We felt more secure, knowing that there were two of us, in all senses. It was easier even to talk to people when you knew that you were not alone. When newcomers used to arrive at camp, everybody would descend on them in a rush, even the religious prisoners. One had to protect oneself literally from everybody—they were all trying to take possession of our souls. Jehovah’s Witnesses were very active in that respect.

Before every fast, they used to ask our forgiveness. The first time this happened, I was stunned, I did not understand what was going on—all of them began falling to their knees and asking us to forgive them. One fell to her knees right in front of me: “Forgive me, my dear!” For some reason, they did not ask forgiveness of each other, but only of nonbelievers. Of the two of us, they used to choose me—probably because I was milder than Valia. Valia was opinionated and had a sharp tongue, so they used to fall at my feet. Well, we got used to that. Both of us knew that before every religious holiday, they would ask us to forgive them.

They all used to gather in separate groups for something like secret political studies. Jehovah’s Witnesses had handwritten prayer books. These books were often confiscated during the searches, so they were constantly making new copies. They all gathered together and had their meetings. The Russian Orthodox did this too, separately from the Jehovah’s Witnesses. Of course these meetings were secret and someone was always on the lookout, since they were not permitted to have these studies. We also helped them. All this went on in the barracks; there was no other place. We lived all of life in the barracks.

There were a lot of old people in subsector seventeen. There was Teofiliia Ivanovna Bogushevich, who was eighty-two. She had committed some terrorist act—something to do with a pilot and an airplane, but I did not ask her about it. Teofiliia Ivanovna was from Belorussia. Allegedly she had planned to fly to America, and some pilots had been involved. . . . She had been sentenced to twenty-five years. When I met her, she had been in camp for twenty-two or twenty-three years. Her term was almost over. She did not remember what had actually happened. There had been some kind of a set-up. But she really wanted to go to America. With her son or someone else.

She had a granddaughter who used to send her letters, but Teofiliia Ivanovna did not know how to read. When she was eighty-one, I taught her the alphabet and she began to read. Later she used to write me letters, and I would send her children’s books. She was so interested in knowledge, it was just remarkable! She used to go to all the movies with us. We would sit next to her and start explaining something—she would absorb everything like a sponge! She did not communicate too much with the faithful. They did not really want to accept her into their circle, probably because they knew that she had been convicted of a terrorist act. For religious people such a thing was hard to accept.

I knew that people wrote to Anna Petrovna Skripnikova from the camp but I wrote to her only when I was released in 1967. She was a lonely person then, and very sick. Anna Petrovna had helped so many people, I thought, and I had to help her somehow. So I wrote to her asking whether she needed some help or medication. At that time, it was hard to get anything. She wrote back and invited me and Ira Ronkina7 to come and visit her. I wanted to meet because she was the first person I came across in my life who was utterly fearless and altruistic, and I was fascinated. I have never met anyone who helped others on such a global scale. I saw with my own eyes that without her help, these people would have perished in camps.

Then I found out that she herself was very sick—an invalid—and living alone. Her personal life did not come out right. She had been taking care of other people, and I wanted to do something for her. I went to see her not because of some political reasons, but simply to help her. I wanted to make her living conditions better, maybe to help her relax a little. She was very beautiful, had a very good complexion in spite of having gone through all these hardships.

When we came to visit her, she was happy. She lived alone, and although she had many visitors, she still was happy to see us. She asked us about our friends and about our case. She was not interested in the little details. But she was happy that we young people did not accept lies. She even wrote to Solzhenitsyn about us, “Not everybody is against you. I know a wide circle of people who support you. Young people come to visit me and tell me that they understand and accept your ideas and your books.”

She did not accept our political ideas completely. She was critical because we did not have any constructive program. She asked, “And what next? Have you thought about it? What did you want to achieve?” To tell the truth, I could not answer her, because we really did not have any positive program. We had negated a lot of things that had been clearly unacceptable to us. But what to do about it, and how? She said, “You guys should know when you start something what you are doing. It is easy to destroy, and it is hard to build.” But still she felt very good about our group; she realized that we deserved love, respect, and so on. Our point of view was probably too far away from her ideas. She still was a product of her time. But she hated the Communist regime, all this lie that permeated everything all these years. Considering the years she spent in camps—she could not have felt any other way.

I think she was happy with our friendship. I used to read to her. At that time she already had cataracts and her vision was deteriorating. But she could not live without books. I read to her about Kennan’s travels across Siberia, about the prisons and all that. She used to compare the conditions in prisons then and now. It took us a long time to finish this book. She would listen and then talk about what she remembered.

She was very sensitive to negative answers to her petitions. She had hypertension, her blood pressure would go up, and she would develop a high fever. She lived with other people’s troubles and grief. Each time I looked at her I was surprised—she was such an unusual person! She was an unbending person. She was fighting for truth. She wrote and petitioned not only about prisoners and rehabilitations. In the town where she lived, she was also fighting for justice. She wrote to all kinds of commissions about the unjust distribution of living space. Once a son of a city prosecutor was mixed up in some criminal activity and she would not let it be: She kept on writing until a commission from Moscow came to her town. The local administration hated her. They deprived her of her retirement money. So for a year she did not receive her pension! But it did not stop her. She was fighting for truth and justice in all aspects of life. And she was helping prisoners up to her last days—she was sending parcels every month, out of her own pension. When she was not able to send these parcels, she asked others to help her with them.

Even then she lived with the feeling that she had to rush, to hurry up, and help anyone who was in trouble.

She got so many letters! She corresponded with people she did not know personally. Somebody would write to her about someone, knowing that she was a literate person and could possibly help. People would write about their acquaintances, about Jehovah’s Witnesses, religious prisoners. . . .

She had a strong feeling that she should help all of them. Sometimes she did not even know all the details and she could not go into them. But she tried to do whatever she could to get a case reexamined. She did not know who was right and who was wrong, but she was convinced that if a three-member board had sentenced someone in absentia,8 she had to get their case reviewed. And she wrote—to Kosygin,9 to Tverdokhlebov,10 to Sakharov,11 to the United Nations—literally to everyone.

She was very straightforward, and she was not intimidated by anybody. She did not give a hoot about status or reputation—she would pick them all apart—Tvardovskii,12 Sakharov or Tverdokhlebov—telling them they were not doing the work they were supposed to do as members of this or that committee. She not only did this work herself; she demanded that others do it, too!

When Solzhenitsyn published One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich, she wrote to him, criticizing him for limiting his tale to such a puny scale—a single day—and for shrouding it all in such oblique language. There should be a monument to everyone who had suffered unjustly. With his talent, he could show the true scale of the repression. It was his mission in life. I think she gave him the impulse to write The Gulag Archipelago. Anna Petrovna’s letter was probably the only “negative” one, and Solzhenitsyn came to see her. She told me that when he came, they sat opposite each other and talked for four hours as if they had been acquainted for ages. They had a very good rapport. After that, he often wrote to her and sent her parcels. She corresponded a lot with his first wife, Natalia Alekseevna. Solzhenitsyn wrote about Anna Petrovna in The Gulag Archipelago. In turn, she introduced him to many of the other people he wrote about in that work.

Anna Petrovna herself wrote an autobiographical novel, Solovki. Solzhenitsyn told her, “You should have written an autobiography, a first-person narration. It would have been priceless. You should not have given fictitious names to your characters. You should have used the real names of all these people you wrote about.” But she told me later, “Liusenka, I was afraid.” Those years were still dangerous and she was afraid to give real names since people could have been punished. She was afraid of bringing them harm. And besides, she thought of herself as a writer.

She was a maximalist. And she thought that she had lived her life 100 percent according to her principles. She never betrayed her principles—to live honestly and morally. It was not that she rejected the government completely—just that she did not accept certain instances of injustice that had happened here and there, at particular times. She fought against them, fearlessly, against all odds. She would have stopped in front of a machine gun if it was necessary. She was a fighter.

In her own way, she resisted the system. Single-handedly she performed the functions of the whole Red Cross—except that her petitions were so courageous and open, so critical of the government and the KGB, that it was amazing! She was more open and critical of the system than many of the dissidents who were imprisoned at that time. Although all of her letters to the Communist Party Congress and to Literaturnaia gazeta were about specific cases for the rehabilitation of particular political prisoners, or in defense of Solzhenitsyn—still they were like a program of action. If she had lived to our day, she would have had her political platform. In her own way, she made the present possible.

Notes

1. To get awarded a gold medal a student had to have As in all subjects in the last two years of school. All graduation examinations must also be As. A gold medal gave the student the privilege of taking only one entrance examination into any institute or university.

2. The case of the Kolokol (Bell) group in Leningrad in 1965 was the first major political trial of the post–Nikita Sergeyevich Khrushchev administration. The group was formed mostly of alumni of the Leningrad Technological Institute, and was active in 1963–1965. In 1962, the leaders of the group, Valerii Efimovich Ronkin and Sergei Dmitrievich Khakhaev, wrote a book titled Ot diktatury biurokratii k diktature proletariata (From the Dictatorship of Bureaucracy to the Dictatorship of Proletariat) that became the ideological foundation for the group. The book was distributed in photocopies. The main activity of the group included the dissemination of leaflets and the publication of the journal Kolokol. The leaflets were distributed on June 9, 1964, among the students on a train going to virgin lands (virgin lands and waste lands in western Siberia, northern Kazakhstan, and the southern Urals where semicompulsory recruited young people were brought to cultivate the land and secure an adequate supply of grain), and in the fall of 1964 at Leningrad State University and at student retreats in the Leningrad region. Two issues of Kolokol in April and May 1965 were published in “not less than fifteen copies.” The third issue was ready for photocopying in June. By the spring of 1965, Ronkin had prepared a cycle of lectures on the history of the Soviet Union and the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU; Kommunisticheskaia partiia Sovetskogo soiuza). On June 12, 1965, the members of the group Ronkin, Khakhaev, Vladimir Nikolaevich Gaenko, Valerii Manuilovich Smolkin, Sergei Nikolaevich Moshkov, and Veniamin Viktorovich Iofe were arrested. Klimanova was arrested on June 20, Boris Malkielevich Zelikson and Valeriia Innokentevna Chikatueva (see note 3) were arrested in August. The trial took place on November 12–16, 1965. Ronkin and Khakhaev were sentenced to seven years of corrective labor followed by three years of exile; Smolkin, Iofe, Chikatueva, and Zelikson, to three years of corrective labor; and Klimanova to two years of corrective labor. The RSFSR Supreme Court upheld the sentence. At the end of February 1966, the members of the group were sent to the Mordovian camps (Dubrovlag). In 1972, Ronkin and Khakhaev were sent into exile: Ronkin to Nizhniaia Omra, Komi ASSR; and Khakhaev to Ust-Abakan, Khakas ASSR.

3. Valeriia Innokentevna Chikatueva (1939– ) graduated from the Department of Chemistry at Saratov State University. After graduation she worked at the Ministry of Defense chemical testing grounds in Shikhany, in the Saratov region, then at the military enterprise in the Leningrad region. She was arrested in August 1965 in connection with the Kolokol case and sentenced to three years of strict-regime corrective labor. She spent her sentence in the Mordovian camps (Ozernyi and Molochnitsa) working at sewing shops and doing agricultural work. She was released at the end of her term. In 1972, when her codefendant Sergei Dmitrievich Khakhaev was sent to exile in Ust-Abakan, she joined him there. She married Khakhaev and stayed in Ust-Abakan, where she found work at a factory. In 1976, she and her husband moved to Luga (in the Leningrad region), where she worked as an artist and as an engineer at various enterprises. In 1990, she moved to St. Petersburg.

4. Lidiia Petrovna Troitskaia (1923–1989) was born in the village of Lunino, in the Penza region, she graduated from the Department of Law at Perm State University. Troitskaia worked as an attorney at the Central Technical Supply Department of the Main West Ural Construction Company (Glavzapaduralstroi) in Perm. She knew Esperanto and corresponded with Esperanto speakers in many countries. Through this correspondence, she became acquainted with members of the People’s Labor Union (see note 6). She was arrested in Perm on March 26, 1965, on charges of collaboration with the People’s Labor Union and possession and dissemination of the People’s Labor Union program. The Perm Regional Court tried Troitskaia on July 26–August 2, 1965, under Article 70.2 of the RSFSR Criminal Code (participation in the anti-Soviet organization) and sentenced her to three years of strict-regime corrective labor. Troitskaia pleaded guilty on one count. She served out her sentence in the Mordovian camps (Ozernyi and Molochnitsa). After her release on March 26, 1968, she lived in Perm working as an accountant and later as an attorney at the Office of Agricultural Machinery and at consumer service companies. She retired in 1979.

5. Zinovii Anatolevich Troitskii (1923–1990), born in Staryi Oskol, in the Belgorod region, was a professor in the Department of Law at Perm State University. He was arrested in Perm and accused of disseminating anti-Soviet leaflets and the program of People’s Labor Union. The Perm Regional Court tried Troitskii on July 26–August 2, 1965, under Articles 70.1 and 72 of the RSFSR Criminal Code (anti-Soviet agitation and propaganda and participation in an anti-Soviet organization), and sentenced him to six years of strict-regime corrective labor. Troitskii pleaded not guilty. He spent his sentence in the Mordovian camps (Iavas and Umor). After being released on March 23, 1971, he lived in Perm, where he worked as an attorney at the Consumer Service Company. Troitskii was rehabilitated under the RSFSR law “On the Rehabilitation of Victims of Political Repressions” of November 10, 1991.

6. Narodno-trudovoi soiuz russkikh solidaristov (People’s Labor Union of Russian Solidarists) was founded in 1930 in Belgrade at a meeting of young émigrés. The meeting approved the party rules, and elected an all-union council and an executive bureau. Young people (born in 1895 or later) of patriotic orientation were allowed to join the union. The union was founded as an alternative not only to Bolshevik ideology, but also to émigré monarchism and democratic liberalism. The main goal of the union was to further the people’s revolution in Russia. Their main slogans were: “We are not right, we are not left, we are in the middle!” and “Let our names perish but Russia be extolled!” By 1941, the union had about two thousand members in seventeen countries (mainly in the United States, Australia, Bulgaria, and Holland). Until 1941, the party headquarters were in Belgrade; after 1941, in Germany (underground until 1945); from the late 1940s, in Frankfurt. In the 1930s, the union was active in the Soviet Union, mainly disseminating political literature but also sending activists there to carry on underground political work. (The majority of union members in the Soviet Union were arrested and executed). During World War II, more than two hundred members of the union were sent to the German-occupied territories of the Soviet Union to found the movement known as Vozrozhedenie Rossii (Russia’s Rebirth). The Gestapo persecuted the members of the union both in Germany and in the occupied territories. About two hundred members perished in Nazi concentration camps and prisons. After World War II, the union resumed its work of sending literature to the Soviet Union. In 1988, the union legalized its work in Russia, and in 1996, it was registered by the Ministry of Justice of the Russian Federation. The first meeting of the union on the territory of Russia was held in 1996, in Perm. On the People’s Labor Union of Russian Solidarists, see A. P. Stolypin, Na sluzhbe Rossii: Ocherki po istorii NTS (Frankfurt: Possev Verlag, 1986).

7. Irina Timofeevna Ronkina (b. Gulevskikh) (1941– ), born in Leningrad, graduated from Leningrad Technological Institute in 1963. She married Valerii Ronkin in 1962. Ronkina worked as an engineer at the Leninskie Iskry (Lenin’s Sparks) factory. In 1964, she had a daughter. In 1972, she joined her husband in exile at Nizhniaia Omra in the Komi ASSR, where she worked as a librarian and a chemistry teacher. In 1976, she moved to Luga in the Leningrad region, where she worked at the Agricultural Technology Enterprise. From 1980, until her retirement, she worked as an industrial engineer at the Luga Factory of Abrasives. Ronkina retired in 1997.

8. Here, Klimanova is referring to sentencing in absentia by the OGPU Collegium, NKVD special boards, or two- and three-member boards. All such boards administered in absentia sentences of varying severity, including death by firing squad. These boards were abolished by a September 1, 1953, decree of the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet of USSR.

9. Aleksei Nikolaevich Kosygin (1904–1980) was a member of the Politburo of the CPSU Central Committee and chairman of the Council of Ministers.

10. Andrei Nikolaevich Tverdokhlebov (1940– ), a physicist by education, on November 4, 1970, founded (together with Valerii Chalidze and Andrei Dmitrievich Sakharov) the Human Rights Committee, with the aim to defend human rights in the Soviet Union. Tverdokhlebov was also a member of Amnesty International’s USSR chapter. He wrote numerous letters of protest and petitions against the abuse of human rights. In 1974, he started publishing the unofficial journal Amnesty International. He was arrested in April 1975. At his trial in April 1976, a large crowd of his supporters and foreign correspondents gathered around the courthouse. The publicity of the trial prompted a comparatively lenient sentence—he was sentenced to five years of exile.

11. Andrei Dmitrievich Sakharov (1921–1988) was a famous physicist and dissident, Nobel Prize winner (1975), and one of the founders of the Human Rights Committee (1970). On Sakharov’s political activity, see Andrey Sakharov, Moscou; and Beyond: 1986 to 1989 (New York: Knopf, 1990); Aleksandr Babyonyshev, ed., On Sakharov (New York: Knopf, 1982); and Elena Bonner, Alone Together (New York: Knopf, 1986).

12. Aleksandr Trifonovich Tvardovskii (1901–1971) was a poet and editor in chief of Novyi mir (New World), the most liberal literary journal of the post-Stalin era. Tvardovskii was well known for his aiding individual political prisoners.
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Irina Zalmanovna Tsurkova 1959–

Born in Leningrad, Irina Zalmanovna Tsurkova (b. Lopotukhina) graduated from high school in 1976. She applied to a medical institute but was refused admission because she is Jewish. She then enrolled in evening classes at the Leningrad Textile Institute (1977–1978) while working days as a typist at the same institute (1977–1979). During this time, she also participated in the publication of a samizdat journal, Perspektiva (Perspective).

In 1979, she married Arkadii Samsonovich Tsurkov, a student in the department of mathematics at the Leningrad Pedagogical Institute. The marriage ceremony took place in prison where Tsurkov had been under arrest since October 1978. He was sentenced to five years in the camps followed by three years of exile under Article 70 of the RSFSR Criminal Code (participation in an anti-Soviet organization). Summoned as a witness in the trial of her husband Arkadii, she refused to testify, and was sentenced to three months of corrective labor at her place of work.

Tsurkova worked actively for the Fund for the Aid of Political Prisoners.1 After her father’s death she lived alone in a three-room apartment in Leningrad. Her friends and acquaintances often met at her place and those from out of town often stayed there with her. That her apartment was the locus for informal meetings was one of the main reasons for her arrest, which occurred on December 20, 1982. On March 20, 1983, Leningrad City Court sentenced Tsurkova to three years in corrective labor camps under Article 190 of the Criminal Code of the RSFSR (failure to report crimes). She spent her sentence in the camp in Bozoi (1983–1984) and in Plishkino, in the Irkutsk region (1984–1985). Following her release, she lived in Troitse-Pechersk, where her husband was in exile. She returned to Leningrad in 1987. In 1990, Tsurkova emigrated to Israel, where she lives now with her husband and three children.
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Irina Zalmanovna Tsurkova

Perspective

Prison life, with the silence, the absence of external stimuli, and the stark simplicity of our daily routine, was ideally suited to the reading of classical literature. I read and reread everything I could get my hands on—Dostoevsky, Shakespeare, Schiller, Merezhkovskii, Cervantes. I had realized that prison threw a whole new light even on books I already knew almost by heart. Whether because of my religious experiences around this time or the sudden alteration in my life course, every book—even Don Quixote, which I had loved since childhood—seemed more interesting and meaningful. Reading a book outside of prison might be compared to glancing around inside a house where you have dropped in for just a moment, whereas reading a book in prison was like living in that house. All the furnishings were the same and all in their proper places, but you saw them in quite a different light when you lived among them and knew every scratch on the table, every spot on the upholstery of the armchair. . . .

We used to study languages there, with the same passion we applied to our reading. Liuda2 studied German with a textbook she borrowed from the library; she memorized words by using flash cards. To my great surprise, I remembered a lot of Yiddish words and found that Yiddish was even closer to German than I had thought.

In my nightstand were several hundred flash cards in English and I would go through them as I paced back and forth in my cell. I got even greater enjoyment from reading English novels. The originals were still beyond my abilities, but consulting the dictionary took more time than the reading itself, and time was precious; so I used to check out simplified editions. I could read these without any dictionaries. After finishing Treasure Island, I began to read The Gadfly. After The Gadfly, I started Great Expectations by Dickens. . . . My linguistic exercises were uninterrupted until my transfer to the camps.

Very often, Liuda and I would speak English for a while just to make our guards angry. Then the eye peering through the iron frame in our door would linger long, and the metal disk that covered the peephole would make especially angry sounds.

Totally unexpectedly, we found a new entertainment—reading the newspaper Pravda. Outside, it would never even have occurred to me to get information from this source. But it turned out that even Pravda could provide a lot of information to someone who could decipher its crazy language. We took turns reading the newspaper aloud, with our own running commentary—most of it absolutely unprintable. Our reading was accompanied by such uproarious laughter that our guards would open the wicket and ask us to laugh more quietly, if we could not contain our mirth. I can imagine what a picture we made—two women in a prison cell, laughing their heads off at an editorial in Pravda. One or two articles in every issue were always debunking one or another canard from the Western press and furiously rebuking those slanderers, on behalf of the working class. Thus, we managed to learn how and when the Soviets had fallen on their faces for the umpteenth time. We especially liked the news from Poland and Afghanistan. Behind the brave tone, the pitiful helplessness and weakness stuck out as plainly as donkey’s ears. Reading these notes, I always remember my favorite joke, about a man who was summoned to the Bolshoi Dom.3 There he was told, “You are disseminating slander about Soviet power everywhere. You say that in our country there is no food, no clothing, no medicine. In the past, we would have executed you for that, but now we are giving you a warning and letting you go home.” The man ran to his friends’ house and yelled from the doorway, “Now they are out of bullets too!”

After supper, we used to read a little, take walks in the cell (it was impossible for both of us to do so at the same time), do some fitness exercises, and sing—if the guard was nice. Then lights-out would sound, and after that, the best part of the day would start. In advance, we would place two stools in the narrow space between our beds, cover the stools with plastic, and serve our supper: Sandwiches, cookies, hard candy, and wedges of oranges and lemons. They brought us a kettle with hot water, as part of the standard prison supper. We used to cover it carefully with all the woolen things we had, and the water stayed hot till the next morning.

This was a classic evening pastime in dissident and pseudodissident circles, intellectual and pseudointellectual groups—all-night tea drinking (instead of tea, we had sweetened water with dried orange peels) and endless conversation about everything under the sun. We talked about politics, fashion, friends, acquaintances, husbands. My husband Arkasha had been in Perm camp number thirty-seven for four years, and Liuda’s husband Iura had been arrested with her. When Liuda passed by his cell, she used to greet him by clacking her heels loudly on the floor and coughing lightly. To sit on the beds after lights-out was not allowed, so we reclined during our nightly feasts; it was a scene straight out of classical antiquity.

At first, the guards on duty tried to put an end to our conversations and talk us into going to bed. But in reply, we expressed our indignation so noisily and tediously that soon they left us in peace. Only Uncle Seriozha, as we called him—the oldest and kindest of the guards—used to open the wicket and knock on the frame with his plump, short finger, saying, “Okay, gals, cut the chit-chat! Put out those cigarettes, go to bed, close your little eyes, and go to sleep! I won’t let you sleep in tomorrow. I’ll be getting you up for interrogation, and you won’t be sleeping there, will you?”

This comment was far from a jest: Once, the KGB investigator Kachkin summoned me to interrogation at about ten o’clock in the morning, and that was exactly the time when I normally slept the soundest! Maybe because I was half asleep, this time the interrogation was especially boring. I goggled at him, pinched my hand, shook my head; but sleep was gently embracing me in a soft cloud, and I heard Kachkin’s voice coming through this cloud as through a thick comforter. Tiring of this hopeless struggle, I wrapped my coat around me tightly and fell asleep to the accompaniment of Kachkin’s quiet, monotonous monologue.

“Irina Zalmanovna, Irina Zalmanovna! What’s with you, are you sleeping?! I am asking you for the third time!”

I started and opened my eyes. Kachkin was outraged. I felt bad. Indeed, it was rude to fall asleep when someone was talking to me. “I am sorry, Vladimir Aleksandrovich.” “When did you go to bed last night?” “Around five.” “So what were you doing all night? Reading under the blanket?” “Sure, sure, when the lighting in your luxury suite is so poor that even after two hours of reading outside the blanket I would be seeing spots.” “So, what were you doing?” “I was having tea, talking to my neighbor.” Kachkin chuckled. “Even at our place you manage to continue your former way of life. Well, I’ll have to let you go back to your cell. I’ll call you after you have had a good sleep, so that later you won’t be telling stories about how we tortured you with lack of sleep.”

“Ah, so you think that I’m a slanderer, just because they pinned that label on me? Let’s continue this interrogation! I don’t feel sleepy anymore.” After that, Kachkin never summoned me for interrogation in the morning. Maybe he was really scared of my future slander, or maybe he could not stand to see his prisoner under investigation sleeping so peacefully during her interrogation.

Anyway, by and large, Kachkin left me alone. Every night, Liuda and I recalled our other favorite joke, the one about Slippery Joe, who was armed to the teeth and would never be taken—because nobody wanted him. From the time Liuda had been transferred to my cell and we became close companions, I considered the time spent at interrogation to be completely lost, and I stopped trying to hold up my end of the conversation with Kachkin. Because Kachkin was not very eloquent, he could not keep the conversation going. The investigation was withering like a huge burdock planted in the desert by an idiot gardener.

In the meantime, our life in the cell was blooming.

I did not notice the flight of time, not only because we had no clock or watch in the cell but also because time, which only a month ago had tortured me with the necessity of filling it, somehow had suddenly picked up speed and was galloping away. Suddenly I noticed the old, familiar sense of fleeting hours: Every night, before going to bed, I sighed about things I did not have time to finish.

My next discovery was that time could take the place of space. I was surprised that the cell had seemed so small to me before. It housed so many things to do, so many ideas and conversations; and it seemed to me that when I stood in the middle of the cell with my arms spread and palms turned toward the walls, the walls moved apart. This feeling of the fullness and joy of life was surprising and exciting. I was delighted and thrilled at being in complete control over a situation, that logically speaking, was supposed to be in control of me. For such a long time they had been scaring me with prison, but I had been here for only a month and was no less happy than I had been outside. What will you be scaring me with now? With camp? But now I knew for sure that I would be able to get used to any conditions; it would only be a question of time. What was this whole Soviet state worth, with all its laws, investigators, cells, and guards, if it could neither make a person do something against her will nor even feel unhappy?! It should be pitied as one would pity a clumsy dinosaur with a huge body and a tiny, cretin’s brain.

I was becoming a part of prison, was getting used to it; it was becoming my home. I understood the slightest rustle in the corridor. I could distinguish among the footfalls of the guards on duty as they walked toward our cell, on the soft carpet runner. Liuda and I knew almost exactly how many inmates were in the prison at any given moment. We knew when someone was being taken to interrogation or being transferred to another cell or sent out with a prison transport. We knew when a new prisoner was brought in. On these days, we used to sing with special inspiration, in order to make our voices heard by the newcomer everywhere—in the cell or in the exercise yard.

I looked back on my life outside with some bewilderment. Why did I need such an abundance of space and things? They only took up precious time, of which I never had enough. You have a bed, a stool, a nightstand, you have a tap with clear, cold water and a space of five steps from the door to the window. Wasn’t that enough?

The memory of freedom was no cause for despair but merely evoked an elegiac sadness such as one might feel not being able to visit faraway, exotic countries that one would like to see. But if there were no tickets to get there—well, so be it, one could do without.

Only in dreams did my past haunt me. In one of his works, Aleksandr Grin wrote, “The island was as beautiful as a prisoner’s dream of freedom.” I have seen a lot of beautiful places and I have lived in one of the most beautiful cities in the world, but never in my life have I seen anything more magnificent than those prison dreams. In my dreams, all the colors were bright and clear; moreover, I even experienced smells! The dreams were more like daydreams: I saw the glistening golden cupola of St. Isaac’s; the Hermitage appeared bluish in a blue mist, as if emanating a moonglow. I walked in a gloomy, dark green forest, breathing in the smells of pine needles and mushrooms, and somewhere in front of me, behind the crowns of the tall trees, was the sea. I could hear its solemn rumble, as I rushed to meet it. Or I was walking in a blooming garden in Moldavia, with magnolia trees on both sides of a white road, warmed by the sun, blooming with huge, white flowers. I was hugging their branches, burying my face in the flowers, dizzy with their sweet, intoxicating scent. But the most peculiar image of my dreams was prison. It was always present, in all my dreams. The plot of all my dreams was the same, as if my brain had been programmed with the same endless Indian film. I was arrested, and then, on my word of honor, I was set free for several hours or for a day. During my walks, I was constantly looking at my watch, knowing that soon I would have to return to prison. Sometimes it turned out that I was late, and then I was running, drenched in sweat, hardly able to lift my feet off the ground. I knew that if I did not get there in time, something awful would happen. But strangely enough, the necessity of coming back to prison did not upset me, even in the dreams: I was happy to accept everything—going up the stairs of St. Isaac’s Cathedral, walking in the forest, smelling the blooming magnolias, and the prison gates opening in front of me.

The feeling of my own strength was so great that I was not very surprised when I discovered I had absolutely unexpected abilities. It happened like this: Liuda suffered from horrible headaches; the attacks began right after her arrest, after she had pneumonia. Throughout her illness, she stayed on her feet. Every day, with a high fever that left her dizzy, she went to interrogations. I asked her why she did not go to the prison doctor. There was no doubt that she would have been ordered to stay in bed. Liuda answered, “I want them to know that whatever my condition I can conduct the investigation the way I want it.” She soon had the occasion to prove the point again. One day, before dinner time, the wicket was opened wide and the guard, having asked for Liuda’s bowl, poured some soup into it. At that time, Liuda was sharing a cell with Rita Klimova,4 and naturally she asked why they hadn’t asked for Rita’s bowl. “Because you will be summoned to interrogation very soon. Eat fast.”

Marveling at this novelty of prison service, Liuda had eaten several spoonfuls and had been getting ready to go to her interrogation. But nobody was in a hurry to call her. The cart with dinner for all the other prisoners had already rumbled through the hall. Rita had already received and eaten her dinner, when Liuda was finally summoned. She was going downstairs when she was struck by a splitting headache the likes of which she had never before experienced. Almost blind and deaf with the pain, she could barely make it to the investigator’s office. He looked at her attentively. “What happened, Liudmila Nikolaevna? You are so pale. Maybe you don’t feel well and we should postpone the interrogation?” Liuda answered that she was fine and he could start the interrogation. As she sat in front of the investigator, listening and responding to his questions, the pain kept getting stronger, although that seemed to her an impossibility. A few more times the investigator, Aksakov, inquired about her health and again she answered that she was just fine. She had already put two and two together and concluded that the personal serving of soup, the sympathetic questions of the investigator, and the splitting headache were somehow connected.

After that, Liuda’s health began to decline quite noticeably. Almost every day she lay on her bed, her head tightly wrapped in a towel, silently staring at the wall. I contemplated her in silence, in anguish. To expect any help from our prison doctor, an awful alcoholic with a meaty nose the color of an eggplant, was absolutely hopeless. If she had complained, it would have been easier for me to take; but I could not stand watching her suffering in silence. Suddenly I remembered Liuda’s story about some psychic with extrasensory powers having cured her once.

“Liuda, take off the towel and sit on the stool. I’ll ease your pain now,” I said bravely. “Can you?” “Yes, I can.” Of course, it was not true. I had only overheard conversations about the extrasensory powers, which were fashionable, about miraculous cures and mysterious transmissions of energy from one person to another. But I was sure that if such transmissions were at all possible, I would be able to transmit my overwhelming energy to Liuda. I was in better shape, and I desperately wanted to help her—surely that must count for something?!

Concentrating hard, I imagined the rays of energy emanating from my palms. “It will work, now, it must work! It cannot be otherwise!” I repeated passionately to myself, moving my hands over Liuda’s chestnut hair. Suddenly, I felt a slight burning sensation at the tips of my fingers. With every minute, it became more and more intense. Then my temples and the back of my head started aching, and I knew with certainty that there was some contact between Liuda and me, a contact that I could not define in any words. This moment had to come, I had been waiting for it; but still it shocked me as much as any miracle.

Liuda turned her head, her face still pale but not as immobile and deathly looking as before. “Irina, I am better, much better!” “I know,” I said with joy and excitement. “Sit still, we’ll try once again.”

The miracle gradually became part of our semifantastic prison life. Approximately a week later, Liuda’s attacks stopped; but after that, from time to time, she still would ask, “Irina, charge me a little bit, please.” And I myself felt the need to experience this sensation again.

Soon we realized that our contact had a life of its own; moreover, it demanded certain things of us. Once, Liuda and I quarreled. There was no reason, but it would have been impossible for two people forced to do everything in full view of each other not to quarrel at some point. We spent half the night in stupid arguments, each trying to hurt the other more painfully. Toward morning, we tried to fall asleep, but sleep escaped us. I looked at Liuda tossing and turning, moaning in her half-sleep, and I felt a heavy heartache. The sharp jangle of the wake-up bell made us both jump. We looked at each other and burst into laugher. Both of us were ugly as witches after the Sabbath: Our faces were sallow, our eyes puffy and sunken. “Well, it looks like we can’t quarrel anymore,” Liuda drawled.

The morning and evening bells shrilly counted out the hours of our still unknown terms. It was hard to imagine two people more different than Liuda and me, but we were united in one respect, which turned out to be the most important of all: Both of us had been so happy with life outside of prison that now we were ready to pay any price for it. And unexpectedly this readiness deprived our imprisonment of its main purpose—punishment. We were as joyful and playful as kittens; everything, from the newspaper Pravda to going out for exercise, became a source of entertainment. So did the guards on duty. We summoned them with the bell in order to find out what the weather was like today and what time it was, since we were in a hurry to get to an important date. We asked for champagne for dinner, preferably semidry, and don’t forget the ice! Some guards would slam the wicket shut in anger; others had enough brains and sense of humor to participate in the joke—they, poor things, were also bored to death, walking back and forth along the gloomy hallway, passing the same cells all the time. One of the guards, knowing our love for buffoonery, used to put on a show when we returned from exercise. He would stand at the door of our cell, frowning, his legs wide apart, pretending he was holding a Kalashnikov at his thigh. We would put our hands behind our backs (usually this was not required of female prisoners) and, proudly throwing our heads back, would pass by him with the solemn expression of those being led to the scaffold. This little pantomime greatly entertained all of us.

We knew the personalities of all the guards and knew what we could get away with when each was on duty. The best was, of course, Uncle Seriozha; he openly did not give a damn about any prison regulation. He encouraged me in every way he could, right after my arrest, when I was in solitary confinement. When he was on duty, we could sing and laugh at the top of our voices, we could endlessly ask for a needle and thread, and even use the open section of the window as a mirror (we used to slide a book with a dark cover behind the glass). This was an open breach of the rules, because in order to look in the “mirror,” we had to stand on a stool at the window. We paid no attention to Uncle Seriozha’s use of the familiar form of address with us, his constant “come on, gals,” although we never would have allowed anyone else such liberties. Some others were all right, too—Gulliver, Mishka, Rook—they did not kill themselves and us by following all the crazy prison regulations. But all the rest—Borman; Seriozhka; the gloomy, thin Raven with the face of a religious fanatic; the short Karlson, who preferred to wear parakeet-colored jackets, shoes, and tasteless ties instead of a military uniform; and many, many others—emphasized by their every gesture the importance and secrecy of their mission. Moreover, they were certain that the very security of the state required that they perform their duties to the letter.

The worst of them was Goebbels—a middle-aged, dark-haired, short man who walked with a limp. While all the rest were mostly pretending that they were doing a very important job, Goebbels seriously believed it. He managed to turn even a simple distribution of gruel, soup, and tea, into a sacred ritual in service to the God of Regulations. He refused to put the mugs with hot water on the stool that we brought to the very edge of the wicket. He demanded that we took them in our hands, although it was impossible to do so without spilling boiling water on our feet. When I burned myself this way the first time, I yelled at him, “Are you afraid to put your hand inside the cell five centimeters? I don’t bite, for God’s sake!” He grumbled, “Not allowed!” and slammed the wicket shut. A few times, Liuda and I started singing, unaware that Goebbels was on duty. He would immediately jump to the wicket, his sharp little face, which was usually blue from shaving, turning purple; and spattering in indignation, he would yell, “Stop this disgrace! Singing is not allowed! Not allowed!” He took this monstrous infringement of the rules as a personal insult. “Are we allowed to cry?” we would ask in unison, and without waiting for his answer, would start wailing loudly. The wicket would open again: “Stop it!” We would answer: “But we are supposed to cry here. Maybe we are not allowed to laugh or to sing, but we are allowed to cry.” “But you are howling.” “No, we aren’t. This is our Russian-Jewish lament for our lost freedom.” Giving us up as hopeless, he would limp away.

Once we managed to make Goebbels see red, without any evil intentions on our side. The lights-out bell had rung. Liuda was sitting on the bed, dressed in a man’s white shirt. It was one of the touching details of prison life: Every Friday, after bathing we were given bed linen and men’s underwear—a shirt and long johns, size extra large, stamped in every imaginable place with the words “Investigatory Detention, KGB.” Usually we used these shirts as nightgowns. Dressed in a similar shirt, I was finishing my evening toilet at the sink when Liuda’s scream deafened me. She was sitting on her bed, and with an expression of utter horror, pointing at something under mine. I looked, and the next moment, I found myself sitting next to Liuda and screaming in a wild voice. A large, gray insect, probably a spider, was crawling under my bed. At this moment, the flop window was flung open and Goebbels, stammering so badly that it was almost impossible to understand him, yelled, “What the hell is going on here?!” We answered together, interrupting each other, interchanging our explanations with the same panicky screams: “Over there! It’s a spider! We’re scared! Come in and chase it away!” Naturally, Goebbels saw this as our usual mockery. He was especially pissed off that we timed our joke to coincide with that most important moment for the KGB investigatory prison—immersion into the silence of lights-out. Barking something inarticulate, he slammed the wicket closed. Seeing that we were left alone with the spider, we began screaming even louder. Goebbels immediately appeared again and probably understood from our faces that we were really scared. We started arguing. Goebbels demanded that I go immediately to bed, while we demanded that he come into the cell and catch the insect. Our passions subsided only when we realized that the spider, scared by our screams, was probably sitting in the darkest corner and would hardly dare appear again.

When we had almost calmed down and were lying on our beds, smoking, Liuda suddenly laughed. “What’s so funny?” “I was just thinking that your Kachkin is a fool. He has been fussing with you for almost two months, to no avail. And it would be so easy to make you testify.”

But all in all, our guards treated us well. They usually gave us a full kettle of hot water, so every day we either did our laundry or washed our hair. If there were some tasty morsels left over after dinner—a bit of stew, salad, meat, or fish—they brought us the extras. Once, after dinner, Gulliver barked into the flop window with uncharacteristic rudeness, “Hand me your bowl!” I pushed the bowl out and could hardly hold it: Something heavy was plopping down into it. “Hold it tightly!” When I carefully pulled the bowl back into the cell, we could not believe our eyes—six chopped-beef steaks with onions were piled in the bowl! We could hear Gulliver’s giggling behind the door. . . .

The same Gulliver utterly surprised me once. It was one of the first days of the early, warm spring. Pigeons filled the whole yard with their loud passionate cooing. The blue color of the high spring sky sharply contrasted with the yellow prison wall, which was brightly lit by the sun. Liuda and I felt slightly dizzy and weak from the air, the light, and the cooing pigeons. Gulliver was slowly leading us from the exercise yard to the prison door when I said, squinting at the dazzling, bright wall, “Even a prison seems beautiful in this weather.” “Our prison is beautiful in any weather,” he replied. Liuda and I turned around sharply, and I froze—was I astonished? Stunned? It was no joke! He said it very seriously, “Our prison is beautiful in any weather.” Tenderly, lovingly, he was gazing at the yellow wall with its ugly, tiny, muzzled windows.

“You like it here, don’t you?” Gulliver asked me. “Oh, yes,” I smiled. “Of course you do,” he replied. “There is no other prison like it!” After this exchange, I took a second look at our guards and discovered that all of them, like Gulliver, were proud of their place of employment (a rare quality for a Soviet person!). It was such a high honor to work in a prison guarding not just some drunken riffraff but noble people: dissidents, smugglers, speculators in foreign currency, the richest and most famous people in the country. If any of the guards turned on the radio in the evening and tuned in to the Voice of America, the BBC, or some other, similar broadcast, through the noise of jamming and interference he inevitably would hear one or two names that were inscribed in his daily log. And these people were kept not in God-knows-what awful conditions, but nobly, in cleanliness and quiet, with good food, newspapers everyday (how can they be without news?), library visits (and what a library!) every Thursday, and a shower and a change of bed linen every Friday. Everything was as it would be in a good spa (they often called the prison “our spa,” and we picked up this name too). It was quite different from the lockup across the Neva, the prison called Kresty,5 where prisoners in jam-packed, stinky cells sodomized each other, and where to contact your codefendant in another cell on a different floor was as easy as making a phone call to your friend on the outside.

One Saturday morning when I was still half asleep, I was summoned for interrogation. This was an extraordinary event, because normally there were no interrogations on weekends.

Kachkin solemnly offered me a chair, cleared his throat, and announced, “Well, Irina Zalmanovna, we are parting with you today. Today the investigation of your case is over.”

I was so surprised that I could barely whisper. “What do you mean, it’s over?”

“Just what I said; it is over,” Kachkin repeated with some irritation. “Today is February 20, and the two months are up.6 The prosecutor won’t give me an extension, and you refuse to testify. What should I do—yell at you, beat you up?”

I tried to sort through the whirlpool of my thoughts. On the one hand, I felt great joy—my ordeal was over. It was not a huge ordeal, judging by the effort I had expended, but still it was an ordeal. On the other hand, I was sad because this meant I would have to leave soon, to part with Liuda, with Petersburg, and with the prison—my last home in my beloved city. But these feelings aside, I was gloating—absolutely nothing worked out for you guys, zilch, zero! The case was not worth a damn; and yet after this, you can no longer tell a newly arrested person, “Oh, come off it! Everybody breaks when they get to us!”

“But what are you going to take to court, Vladimir Aleksandrovich? Soviet court may only be Soviet court but still it is not a three-man special session. What can you bring to court, but a collection of anecdotes7 and hearsay?” “I think it will be enough. The court will consider that it is your second offense. The most important factor is your behavior at the investigation.” “Well, if you consider it enough for the court, the court would most likely agree with you,” I grinned. “By the way, when will the trial begin?” “I think, in a month. I see you don’t want to leave us. Right?” “Right,” I confessed. “Well, and after your release you will write your memoirs, in which you will recount horror upon horror about the prison, and the investigation, about how we harassed you here.” “You are wrong about me. I’ll write only the truth, honestly!” “Oh, well, if you give your word of honor, I can sleep well!”

At this moment, Gordeev came in and sat next to me. I had noticed earlier that he put in an appearance at key junctures of the investigation. “Well, Irina Zalmanovna,” Gordeev began quietly but with feeling. “You have kept silent throughout the investigation. You got what you wanted, but what’s the point? You know, yesterday I was looking through your file, and I was simply dumbfounded at the stupidity and uselessness of your actions. All these recent years you have been bubbling with energy, rushing back and forth around the city. Leaflets, more leaflets, a journal,8 another journal,” Gordeev was counting on his fingers. “This fund of yours, Radio Liberty, samizdat, some Englishmen, Dutchmen, and the anti-Soviet seminar at your apartment in the end. Think about it yourself, Irina. You are a smart person: You could have gone to medical school, you had a wonderful apartment in the center of the city9—anyone would be envious. What did you hope to achieve, and what did you get in reality? Leningrad is lost forever for you—when you come back from the camps you will be allowed to live only in the suburbs—in Luga,10 at best. I am really sorry for you, Ira. You are only twenty-three, your youth is ruined, and your future is bleak. Here we deal with many ruined lives but yours seems to be especially tragic, Irina. Is it okay for me to call you by your first name?” “So, you seriously think that my fate is tragic?” “Of course.” “You are mistaken, then. I think that only a person herself can determine how successful her life has been. But following your logic, I would have to see you as the most unhappy person in the world.” “Why?” “Because if I had to become a KGB investigator starting tomorrow, I would commit suicide today. But in my present position, I am quite happy and free.” Kachkin and Gordeev chuckled simultaneously.

“Oh, yes, you just don’t understand! Now, it might be difficult for you to believe that I am telling the truth. I consider myself absolutely free. I have been living as I wanted since I was sixteen. And I am free now, because I do what I think is right. Freedom is not the possibility of going somewhere or eating something. I am talking about real freedom, the freedom of choice, freedom of action. Do you understand? Unlike the majority of citizens of this ill-fated country, I was lucky enough to know what I wanted and to be able to realize my wishes. I could not have lived any other way, I don’t know why, but I could not. As to the results of my activity, I never had the goal of saving the country from the Communist yoke and leading the lost nation to the next level of yawning heights. As Vladimir Aleksandrovich has correctly noted, I am an egotistical person; that is why my only goal was to save myself from floundering in this huge common garbage dump into which all of us have blundered. It was my only opportunity not to participate in everything that goes on in this country. So I acted according to my physical and mental abilities. I don’t know how successful I was; but although you say that the effectiveness of my activity is equal to zero, in reality, your own evaluation of it is rather high. To tell you the truth, I thought that I had not had enough time to do anything serious. But now I have begun to respect myself. You don’t arrest women very often; so if you arrested me, it means I have done something. After all, you are professionals, you know better!”

I was speaking in all sincerity. It seemed to me very important to make them understand that I was telling the truth. They thought something was wrong with us, that we had all kinds of complexes and became dissidents only because we were unsuccessful and unlucky in everything else. They were sure that whoever came to them was bitterly repentant deep down inside. I had to prove to them that I was happy even here and now, and that their power over me was minimal.

And the moment came when something in Gordeev’s face changed, he turned haggard and a little pale. I knew that he believed me. He believed me, and he was scared. With excitement and inspiration, the shivers running up and down my spine, I continued, “Just think, I’ll be given three years, only three stupid years for seven years of a free and wonderful life. I see myself as a winner in this exchange. If it were seven for seven—it would have been normal, we would have been even. If it were fifteen for seven, it would have been too much, but possibly, I would have agreed to that too. I don’t have another choice, and I could not have lived in a different way.”

In delight, I gazed at my poor investigators. They were pale, and so disconcerted, that when I finished, the silence lasted several minutes. They believed me! Not often did I have a chance to see their real faces, which usually were hidden under the business-like, ironic mask that had become their second face. When they were able to speak again, it turned out that there was nothing to talk about, and I was sent back to the cell as if they had summoned me in only to hear my speech. The investigation was over.

On Monday, Kachkin called me to sign Form 201,11 that is, to let me read my file. The night before, I had a dream that they brought me a whole baking sheet of pure white, granulated sugar from the prison kitchen, and I was making an even layer of sugar on this baking sheet. Liuda, a great master at interpreting dreams, said without hesitation, “Soon you will have a lot of sweet, happy papers.” “Well, tomorrow I’ll have enough papers, but there won’t be anything sweet about them,” I answered.

So it was. Kachkin solemnly placed on the desk in front of me two huge volumes, swollen like drowned people. What I read in these volumes surpassed all my wildest hopes. Suddenly, I realized that my case, with all its simplicity, was unique and had no analogy in the history of the KGB. All of the potential witnesses who had been questioned, save two, had refused to testify. Some provided only their biographical data and then fell silent. Volodia Sytinskii12 refused even to give his name, on the grounds that his moral principles did not allow him to talk to the executors and the direct heirs of the satraps of 1937, who had persecuted people for their moral convictions. All this was written in the protocol! (The KGB, however, did not forgive Volodia—within a few months he would be arrested and sent to a prison psychiatric hospital.) My other friends praised me highly and eloquently, and after that, refused to answer any questions.13 As I read the protocols, I thought that if it had not been for this arrest, never in my life would I have read so many wonderful things about myself. I turned crimson, and my eyes teared. My hands were shaking. I smoked one cigarette after another, but I could not calm down.

One more piece of news: My Auntie Sonia14 also had been there. I looked at Kachkin, “Why did you need to call my aunt in? Isn’t it clear that she wouldn’t have anything to say to you?” “Read carefully,” Kachkin said, “Nobody called her, she came herself.” Yes, that was right. She had come here on her own, hoping to help me and to make them treat me nicer. My dear, naive Auntie Sonia, what she must have endured on her way here, to the Bolshoi Dom! It was a real deed for her, being up in years and having lived most of her life under “the Boss.”15 How could she have hoped to help me? But her main help was the fact that I was reading her kind, nice words (how did they get into the protocol?) about me and thanking God for sending me people who loved me so much. A powerful stream of love emanated toward me from the official, bound pages. I basked in it and exulted. Liuda was right a thousand times over: Never in my life had I the chance to read so many happy papers!

Then I spotted some completely unfamiliar names. Excited by my previous reading, I had to stare at the protocols in order to make sense of the words. Oh, so that was it! Kachkin, driven to despair by my friends, had begun to question my neighbors. As a result, the investigation was enriched by the most invaluable information, such as stories about family arguments between my father and my grandmother and about my frequent guests. Although these young people looked peculiar (most of the guys had beards), all in all they behaved well: They did not yell, did not blast the neighborhood with loud music from a boom box, and most importantly, nobody was drunk.

As before, my tension released itself in laughter, particularly since there was ample cause. “What’s so funny?” Kachkin asked with irritation. “You have collected such incriminating material!” I said, choking with laughter. “Beards, patched jeans. . . . What did you need that for? You would have done better to call me—I would have told you some jokes.”

Kachkin looked as dark as a thundercloud. Every new fit of mirth on my part plunged him into a deeper depression. If anybody had looked into the office, he would have been very surprised to see the prisoner bubbling with laughter at the volumes of her file, and the gloomy, silent investigator. At last, rocking forward in my chair, I collapsed, face down, onto the open volume and burst into such loud laughter that Kachkin came up to me with a worried look. “What’s wrong, Irina Zalmanovna? Don’t you feel well?” “Thank you, I am fine, I feel great. May I step out?” Having rushed from the office, I ran into Egerev,16 the KGB agent who had interrogated me in connection with my husband’s case. I remembered him as the only agent who had shown at least some human traits. He seemed glad to see me, greeting me like a long-lost friend. “Oh, Irina Zalmanovna! Hello! I heard that you are already leaving us. Is it true?” he asked, as if we were at a reception. “Yes, it is true.” “It’s a pity.” “I am sorry, too.” “Did you like it here?” “Very much!” “You look so happy. What happened?” “I have just been reading my file. It is wonderful!” Considering this explanation more than sufficient, I hurried to the rest room. There, bending over the sink, I splashed my face with ice-cold water, drank some, splashed again. Kachkin waited patiently for me in the hall. When we returned to his office, Kachkin put a glass of water in front of me and said, “Well, no more hysterics, okay?” “It was not a fit of hysterics, Vladimir Aleksandrovich. Perhaps you have never seen people who are really happy. And I am happy now, very happy, that’s why I am behaving this way. I am really sorry if it’s annoying you.”

“Why are you so happy, Irina Zalmanovna? I still don’t get it! You will still be serving time.” “Oh, please, stop it—the term doesn’t matter to me. I never had any doubt that I would get my three years, if you wanted to have some rest from me. These three years don’t matter! I am not interested in the judicial aspect of the case—it’s bullshit! But from a moral and ethical point of view, the case was very successful. I would not have dared even hope for this.”

“Okay, let’s not waste our time. Read the files; I’ll have to leave soon.” I was turning the pages with trembling hands, my cigarette jumping in my ice-cold fingers, scattering ash in all directions—I forgot to knock it off into the ashtray. I was close to the end now. Thinking that I had not retained much, I went back to the beginning of the second volume. But Kachkin did not want to stay with me overtime, and I was too thrilled to argue with him. The egg-headed prosecutor Bykov appeared in the office again, and in his presence I signed the form.

Liuda was waiting for me, dying of impatience. I fell on my bed and bursted into laughter. “Liuda, you are a genius!” “I know,” she said impatiently. “What is the matter?” “What I just read was not just sugar, it was pure crystal glucose!”

From then on, the time belonged entirely to me. My first prison spring came. We used to go out to the exercise yard with our coats thrown over our shoulders, next to the concrete wall, and slowly, like gourmets, savor the air. I never would have thought that the air at the beginning of Liteinyi Prospect was so clean and tasty. We inhaled the aroma of melting snow and damp earth; but strongest of all was the smell of the Neva. The great river exuded the scent of vast, watery freshness, of water weeds. For some reason, I associated this smell with freedom. We distinctly heard traffic noises from Liteinyi Prospect; we could tell when trolleys were slowing down at the stop not far from the Bolshoi Dom and when they were starting up. We did not envy the people who elbowed each other on the trolleys; we thought of them with a certain pity and scorn—the usual attitude of prisoners toward “free people”: We live here and enjoy it, but would you rabbits be capable of that?

However, the sounds that reached us were coming not only from Liteinyi. Our neighbor in the next cell turned out to be one of Liuda’s acquaintances. He was probably bored to death in his solitary cell, because he had suddenly become interested in me. He would constantly ask me to sing, and would use the services of every more or less decent guard to try to find out something about me. Or he would sing verses that he wrote himself, about an unexpected and pleasant encounter with a stranger with black tresses in a crimson coat. How and when he managed to see my hair and my coat is still a mystery to me. Liuda was hustling between us with the energy of a professional matchmaker hoping for a great reward. She described the virtues of my prison fiancé in such vivid colors that I gave in. As a result, from behind the concrete wall, I received a promise of a huge bouquet of flowers and an invitation to a restaurant after our release.

With these peaceful pastoral entertainments and our reading and nightly tea parties, three weeks flew by. My summons to Kachkin put me in a melancholy mood, because it could mean only one thing—the trial would take place in a few days. I was right. Solemnly, in the presence of Bolshakov, Kachkin handed me the indictment and announced that the trial would begin March 11. “They purposely timed it to coincide with Arkasha’s birthday,” I thought. After all the official papers were signed, Kachkin unexpectedly produced a stack of letters, both Soviet and foreign, and put it on the desk. “Here, have a look. This is your confiscated correspondence.” I snatched up a letter from Arkasha’s friend, who had recently been sent into exile, and began to read. But I had barely finished reading the first line, when Kachkin grabbed the letter from my hands. I had never seen him so indignant. “What do you think you are doing, Irina Zalmanovna?!” “What? I am reading a letter.” “You are continuing to gather information for your fund! Even now, even here! What blasphemy—and in the presence of both of us!” both Kachkin and Bolshakov were yelling. “Listen, you have read my letters, now let me read them. Looks like I have a right to do so.” “Never in your life!” Kachkin, puffing up with indignation, shoveled all the letters back into the drawer of his desk. “It seems to me that even here you consider yourself an agent of your fund!” Prosecutor Bolshakov could not calm down. Their indignation was so sincere that I decided to have some fun. “And who said that I don’t still have my position with the fund? I did not resign.” “We, we made you resign!” “Really? No doubt you think that I am incompetent and send low-quality information to Radio Liberty. That’s why you decided to send me on a research trip to learn more about what I am writing about. Right?” “Well, we will make sure that in coming years you will not have an opportunity to communicate with Liubarskii17 and Davydov!”18 “You won’t shoot me, so I’ll get out and I will have the opportunity to communicate.” Bolshakov could not stand such blasphemy and ran out of the office. Kachkin had nowhere to run, so he retaliated. “Today I went to the Main Post Office and collected your correspondence. By the way, besides the letters, there were several parcels from abroad. One of them, from Sweden, contained a nice pair of boots. Very stylish, with natural fur lining. And the customs duty was really insignificant—only 30 rubles.” “So, what did you do with them?” “Returned them to Sweden.” “Too bad. You should have paid the 30 rubles and taken them to your wife. Or does she wear a different size?” “I don’t do such things” “Then you did right. These parcels will be mailed to someone else. In any case, I will not need any boots but kersey ones in the next three years. After that, the fashions will change, and then I’ll buy whatever I want!” “I have no doubt about that! You only say you are fighting for your ideals, but in fact . . . your apartment was stuffed with Western things!” “So? It’s great that there are people in the West who care about our problems. If not for them, you would have eaten us alive a long time ago. And I am grateful to them for their help. But do you seriously think that when I was distributing leaflets in 1977 or typing Solzhenitsyn, I counted on getting paid in some way?” “Then, maybe you did not . . .” “And now even more so. You have arrested me, and what do I need those rags and food for? Material wealth is not the issue. Even if every week I had received a trunk full of dresses from Dior, I would not agree to risk my freedom for them. Do you really think I cared so little for it?”

Kachkin laughed. “Well, judging by your actions in recent years, you could not wait to get here. How many years ago did we have grounds to arrest you? Remember?” “Yes, I do. Seven.” “Right. You were a minor then. And since that time, we have been baby-sitting you, talking to you, warning you; but you behaved as though you were sick to death of freedom. Well, what’s the point, now! Nothing can be changed! So tell me, what are you going to do at the trial? Refuse again to testify?” “Yes.” “But that’s insane! Now you see for yourself that we managed fine without your testimony. Even if you wished to testify right now, nobody needs it. Understand? And the court doesn’t need your testimony either. Still, if you answered questions in court you would make a better impression.” I pushed the cigarette stub into the ashtray with such force that I burnt my fingers, and with my hand shaking, I replied, nearly shrieking, “Do I have a date there, that I should think about making a better impression?”

“Oh, God!” Kachkin sighed quietly and looked at me the way a doctor looks at a patient who rushes back and forth around the room trying to catch green devils. “Tomorrow you will see your attorney. Maybe he will be able to convince you. I give up.” A guard came to the office. I headed toward the door, but Kachkin stopped me. “Irina, wait. Remember, even when Galileo renounced his views as heretical ones, the earth did not stop turning because of that.” I laughed. “You know, I like Jordano Bruno much more.” “Is that so? Well, then, I wish you happiness as you burn at your stake.” “Thank you. I believe that your wish will bring me luck,” I said sincerely.

The attorney appeared the next day, as promised. He introduced himself as Leonid Georgievich Popov; I had heard a lot about him. He laid his notes down in front of him and started talking very fast. His plan for my defense was unfolding in minute detail. I listened, absolutely stunned. All my guilt, so copiously documented in the two heavy volumes that had slammed shut on my unlucky life, disappeared like smoke into the air. But along with that guilt, I, a happy, joyful person quite satisfied with my fate, was also disappearing into thin air. In my place Popov had conjured up some pickled creature whose short life was just a chain of mistakes and misunderstandings. At the age of sixteen, this creature fell into bad company, and being stupid and helpless, became a plaything in other people’s hands. The only feeling this creature had was a grudge against the institution that had arrested her husband. Only because of that grudge did this creature collect and pass to the West information about political prisoners (instead of, say, picking pockets at train stations). Finding herself in the role of defendant, this creature was whining, shedding floods of tears, and remorsefully begging for mercy. Popov said all of this very fast, looking at his watch from time to time and brooking no interruptions. Many times I took a deep breath and tried to interject a word, but he would not let me. At last, he stood, saying, “So, you and I have come to an agreement.” “But we did not agree on anything!” I was in despair. “What do you mean? You understood everything, didn’t you?” “Of course I understood everything. But don’t you see, I cannot say it!” Popov slowly sat back in his chair. “That’s what I thought. I heard a little about you from your friends. Well, let us try to sort things out and see what you disagree with. But please understand: I am your attorney, I have to defend you. As I see it, you are giving your prosecutor more to go on than you’re giving me.” Popov’s plans collapsed. Our conversation was long and difficult. I felt bad, rejecting every suggestion of such a prominent attorney, who had come here to help me. However, it was impossible for me to agree with him. At the very end, I was sorry that I had not waived the right to an attorney. Before leaving, Popov said, “Irina, if it is not too difficult for you, at least say in your final statement that you expect a lawful and just decision. Believe me, this phrase might give you a better chance.”

I returned to the cell all sweaty and dead tired. After resting briefly, I began preparing for the morrow. I did not think about what I would say, since God had never abandoned me before and would not leave me then, so the words would come by themselves.

The only thing that seriously worried me about the day to come was whether I would have a chance to see at least some of my friends. Just the thought that maybe I would see them tomorrow was incredibly exciting. But most probably I would see the courtroom filled with KGB agents, bored to death, and the halls emptied by the same agents long before my arrival. That had been the case at my husband’s trial, when six agents knocked me around, dragging me from the stairs where Arkasha was supposed to be taken on his way to trial.

Actually, my main preparation for trial had begun two weeks earlier: I had decided to lose weight. My aim was not to display my emaciated self in court. The reason was funny: Just a short time ago, I had discovered that I could not fit into my own slacks, which were brought to me in a parcel. It was extremely difficult for me to lose weight: I would moan as I threw gruel into the toilet, thinking about how I would remember this awful deed a few months later, in the camp. But anyhow, I managed to squeeze into my slacks.

The night before the trial, our cell was converted to a beauty salon. I washed my hair with cold water, and Liuda began applying a facial to my rather faded prison face. Being inventive and energetic, she put on an incredible mask made of tooth powder, sugar, and bread soaked in water. Later, she washed the mask off and rubbed my face with lemon peel. Wishing to see the results of her labor, several times I jumped onto the stool, trying to see my reflection in the open section of the window. But the guards were not friendly, and after two warnings, when I heard them threaten to forbid me to use the prison store, I stopped trying.

All night I had joyful, bright dreams about bouquets of flowers and dazzling patches of sunlight on the waves of the Neva. In the morning, I awoke with the same feeling I had on the morning of my birthday. It was a magical, half-forgotten feeling: Not yet completely awake, I was very happy about something—maybe about anticipated presents or maybe because I had had a wonderful dream.

The first present on that day was the weather. The prison yard, surrounded by huge walls, smelled of the seashore on a clear, breezy day. Droplets of thawing snow were cascading from the roof, glistening and ringing like a thousand small orchestras. The dazzling sun rolled through the sky with the clear intention of coloring the world brightly for me.

I was rushing back and forth in the yard as if I had half a bottle of champagne poured right into my veins. My neighbor, throwing caution to the wind, talked to me at full volume and loudly sang joyful Jewish songs. I hummed them, too, and the guard in the tower was silent, as if such a concert was a part of our everyday routine. For some reason, Liuda was awfully nervous. She stood in the corner, looking like a drowned woman who had spent a long time in the water. I tried to calm her down, telling her not to worry because there was nothing to worry about: I would not get less or more than three years. Liuda nodded in agreement, but turned paler and bluer with every passing minute.

At last they came for me. There was a whole crowd of them, and the guards looked as solemn as if we were heading for a wall and a firing squad instead of a banal Black Maria. Liuda openly made the sign of the cross over me several times, and my neighbor began to sing “Yerushalaim.” To this accompaniment, I slowly proceeded into the yard, at the head of my numerous retinue.

The solemn atmosphere made me feel very playful, and I tried not to laugh, realizing that this would be—to put it mildly—most inappropriate at such a moment. Well, say what you like, but we had become spoiled. Not long before, they used to hand out fifteen-year terms like coupons for soap rations—you just sign the receipt! And now they were taking such trouble and escorting me with such pomp, only to give me a pitiful three-year term! Of course, one would like to strike a pose and cry out something dramatic—what are you supposed to yell when you are going to be shot? “Long live private property!” he cried under the muzzle of a gun. Yeah, that was it. . . .

The van stopped and I heard the clanging of the doors. What a pity that it was only a ten-minute drive from the Bolshoi Dom to City Court!19 The guards took me to a big hall where every wall was a row of rather low doors very close together. It buzzed like a beehive: The walls were not soundproof, and prisoners talked to whomever they liked. The guards unlocked one of the doors, and I found myself in a small cell without a window. The cell looked even smaller because of the low, vaulted ceiling. Three women were sitting on narrow wooden benches, eyeing me curiously. I stared back with even more curiosity. Although they were the very same common criminals with whom Kachkin used to threaten me so regularly, there was absolutely nothing scary or even repulsive about them. They had ordinary, even nice faces.

“Where are you from?” “From the Bolshoi Dom.” “So, you are a political one?” “Yes.”

The buzz of men’s voices in the cell next to ours died as if on command. Somebody tried to continue the conversation, but he was hushed, “Quiet, you! Shut up! They brought in a girl from the Bolshoi Dom.” “Is it true that they keep you in the cellar deep under the ground?” asked one of the women. Her voice trembled with the knowledge that she was about to become privy to a great state secret. “No, it is not true. My cell is on the fourth floor.” “Did they torture you at interrogations?” “No, not at all. They were very polite, I did not hear even one rude word.” “And how do they feed you?” “Oh, the food is excellent. They serve potatoes with meat patties, macaroni with ground beef, sometimes they even give us fried liver.”

The opinions of my shocked listeners were divided. “It is all true,” mumbled the voice in the next cell. “They are political prisoners, so they should be fed well. Unlike us bums from the railway station.” “Leave her alone,” a hoarse, old man’s voice on the right side was saying. “It’s a great secret how they are kept there. Fat chance she’ll tell you the truth! If she does, she will be shot in the back of the head tonight. My interrogator, the sucker, smashed my kidneys with his boots only because of some knifed motherfucker! And we are talking politics here! You girls, look at her hands. I heard they used to squish fingers with the doors there.”

Three pairs of eyes stared at my hands. To show them was really stupid, but to hide them was even more stupid. So I showed them. Because of the infection I had had some time before, the nails on the second and fifth fingers were half gone and looked rather bad. “Oh, my God!” gasped one of my neighbors. “What’s wrong with them?” asked another, in a trembling voice. “Well, there were boils . . . under the nails,” I whispered, nearly losing control because of the absurdity of the whole situation.

The silence that cloaked this overcrowded human anthill was impossible to imagine. “So, that’s it! Is it clear to everyone?” someone in the faraway cell dared break the silence. “That’s what goes on, just think—they beat you up and don’t even let you cry!” answered somebody closer. “Can you tell us why you were arrested?” a beautiful bass asked in the next cell. “Or are you forbidden to talk about it?” “Of course I can. I was arrested for anti-Soviet literature, for helping prisoners’ families, and also for sending information about camps to Western radio ‘Voices.’ ” I did not dare mention the political jokes—I was tired of looking like a liar in the eyes of my invisible listeners. The cells exploded with furious obscenities addressed to the communists in general and KGB agents in particular. “And about what camp did you sent the information?” asked someone. “Well, for example, about Iablonevka.”20 “Wow, Iablonevka was my very first camp! Such a shitty place! So, you, little sister, stuck feathers up their asses!” “Turns out I did.” The response was general gleefulness. All of these people, who had been brought here for their own trials and were waiting for their court decisions, seemed to have forgotten about their cases and to be interested only in mine. My three neighbors started offering me cookies and cigarettes, and though I was not hungry at all, I had to eat in order not to offend them. One woman took a mirror out of her purse (they were allowed to have purses!). “You have mirrors here?” I was surprised. “And don’t you have them?” It was her turn to be surprised. “How do you put on your makeup, then?” “With what? We don’t have any makeup.” “How awful!” In a flash, they produced a complete set of makeup—mascara, eyeshadows, powder, and three colors of lipstick. I started making up my face while I answered the questions flying at me from all directions.

My hands were trembling, whether from lack of habit or because I was nervous, and I immediately got the mascara brush in my eyes. Floods of tears streamed down my face. My cell mates started helping me. I felt the touch of their soft, warm hands on my cheeks and forehead, and I wondered again and again, why did I deserve such happiness? It seemed that God’s hand was carrying me, and every threat and intrigue crashed at my feet. For four years they had been threatening me with arrest, and now I was happy that prison had become a part of my life, and a part that I would not like to part with. They were forever trying to frighten us with the possibility of our being thrown together with common criminals—and here was just such an encounter. Strange and unfamiliar people, who had never seen me before (and some of them did not see me even at that moment) loved me and called me their little sister. But the main thing was, it came through no effort on my part; it was purely the hand of God!

Hardly had my neighbors put the finishing touches of silver eye shadow on my lids, when the doors clanged. Straining to grasp the letters, the guard called my name.

At the entrance to the corridor, there was a large mirror on the wall, and seeing my reflection, I froze on the spot. Whether it was due to the joint efforts of Liuda and my present cell mates or to my mental state at that time, in the large mirror I saw a beauty such as I had never been. Never before had my face been so pale and matte, never before had my eyes been so large or my hair so thick and shiny.

My six guards and I made a striking group. Once before, I had seen the amusing and pitiful sight of six huge, armed soldiers escorting one petite woman; but I swear, our group was even more ridiculous. In the large mirror one could see a reflection of the procession: Three puny soldiers with shaved heads, in uniforms that were too big for them; a tall girl with abundant hair and a fulsome figure, and behind her, three more puny soldiers. This army was no taller than my ear. If only one of my friends could get to the corridor to admire this picture!

What I saw in the hallway on the fourth floor blinded me for a second, and a spasm gripped my throat. As soon as we came up from the narrow, dark stairwell, we found ourselves in a living, human sea. The long, spacious hall was crowded end to end with people. They stood shoulder to shoulder, my friends and the KGB agents, the regular attendants of all political trials. The crowd formed a narrow, living corridor, and our procession, trying to make its way, started moving slowly down this corridor. We were surrounded by the excited, happy faces of my friends and the blank faces of KGB agents.

I was smiling, catching at the hands that stretched toward me, and happily repeating, “Hello, hello! Everything is fine, I am fine, I am so happy to see you! Natasha, Sveta, Iura, hello! I am glad! I am so glad!”

We entered the enormous, empty courtroom and I stopped in excitement: Through a huge window, beneath the horizon I could see the wet, glistening roofs of the old city. The sun was trying hard: Along the eaves, the last icicles were raining down; a light, white mist was rising from the roofs. And the rows of multicolored roofs were overshadowed by the blinding golden cupola of St. Isaac’s Cathedral, which was shining as if a piece of the sun had fallen accidentally into the middle of the huge city. I saw this golden cupola in my prison dreams so often; I never hoped to see it in reality! And now—what a present!

Suddenly, there was a commotion in the doorways: I could see the KGB agents trying to block the entrance with their bodies and let in only their own.21 But they were pushed in by a powerful onslaught; and my friends, looking rumpled and torn after the short scuffle, poured into the courtroom. Again, I was saying hello to them, gazing hungrily at their faces. How much they had changed! As if they had lived five years in these three months. I knew well how it went after an arrest: At first, it was a shock, impossible to believe, and there were endless phone calls. Then, the next day, the stress manifested itself in spasmodic, almost insane mirth. Gathered in the apartment of their friend who had just been arrested, people would suddenly have fits of loud laughter, remembering the search, the KGB agents rumbling through the pots and pans on the kitchen shelves, meticulously exploring the toilet tank and garbage can. . . . They would laugh so hard that they cried, almost choking on the strong tea and cigarette smoke; then suddenly, one and then another would stop and stare straight ahead vacantly. And then, gradually, life would go on, but it would be a different life. Someone would be summoned for interrogation; someone would start carrying along a toothbrush, a pair of warm socks, and a supply of cigarettes, in case of arrest.

The large courtroom was filled in a second, and the doors were shut. Immediately, people started banging on the doors from the outside. I looked around the courtroom—everybody was there, together, and it was impossible to figure out who was in the majority. Hundreds of eyes stared at me, and I felt like an actress playing the starring role: I was afraid of doing something wrong. But up to now, everything was perfect, better than I had expected.

At last, all the necessary officials had arrived and the trial began. It was extremely boring, and I stopped listening after the first words of the charges were read. From time to time, I was asked to confirm my personal data, and I jumped up from the bench like a straight-A student and sat down reluctantly: I could see the roofs and St. Isaac’s cupola only while I was standing. Having verified my identity, Judge Volzhenkina began questioning me about my crimes. I pled not guilty and refused to answer any questions, but the questions were asked anyhow.

The first day of the trial was over. The secretary solemnly announced the next date of the trial, March 15. Really, it was my husband’s birthday present!

Back in prison, Maria Vasilievna, a guard, met me with a long, attentive look and the question, “How are you, Irina Zalmanovna? You must be very tired?” “Not at all, I feel great.” “You look very good, indeed. You are just a beauty today. Oh, are you wearing makeup?” “A little bit.” For some reason, I had become as shy as a schoolgirl. “That’s what happens in bad company! You have such an intelligent face; why do you need eye shadow and rouge?” Masha was giving me a lecture. “By the way, over there, in Kresty, people are allowed to have all kinds of makeup,” I blurted out and Masha became purple with indignation. “Are you saying that things are better in Kresty? You would like to stay there, wouldn’t you?” Masha was bitterly offended. “No, no, of course not!” I cried in horror. “I like it here, to hell with makeup, it doesn’t matter!” My sincere patriotism placated Masha, and after a quick search, she let me go. I arrived at the fourth floor, treading on air. Liuda was lying flat on her bed, her face gray and lifeless, eyes closed. “How many?” she asked, not opening her eyes. “Nothing. What happened?” “How many did they give you?” she asked, her face rumpling. “The trial will continue on March 15. And what happened to you?” Liuda confessed that she had not slept all night due to her nervousness on my account. And when I was taken away, she had a headache attack, the likes of which she had never had before. By the time I got back, she was almost unconscious. I was very surprised, because I had had a good sleep the night before and felt that if I pushed on the vaulted ceiling of the cell, I could bring the prison walls crashing down around us. “Sit down, I’ll fix everything,” I said. But hardly had I laid my hands on Liuda’s head when she turned to me in fear. “What are you doing? It hurts; your hands are sending out electric charges.” “It seems to me I can produce enough energy for a small power station.” “Tell me how it went.” “Are you better?” “Yes.” I began my story, swallowing the words and choking on cigarette smoke; but at this moment, we heard a desperate yell, “Irina, how many?” This yell seemed to fill the whole cell. Liuda gave up, “Go and answer, quickly. He’s asking for the fourth time. I am surprised they haven’t sent him to the punishment cell.” Putting my drinking mug to the wall, I yelled the answer. The wicket opened, and I froze with the mug in my hand, caught on the spot. But—oh, the next miracle of this miraculous day!—Misha’s voice asked from beyond the wicket whether he should warm up my dinner or would I like to take a shower first.

Shaken by this magnanimity, I murmured hurriedly that I would eat the dinner the way it was. But Misha, the very same Misha who had given me a lecture for laughing too loudly in the exercise yard, now smiled into the wicket, “Why should you eat a cold dinner? Today we had your favorite, potatoes with meat, and I kept the best for you—just meat with gravy. Now I’ll go to the kitchen and warm it up, and you go to the shower. And,” Misha nodded at the mug, which I was still holding, “stop this.”

Three days flew by, rushed by my impatience. The long-awaited fifteenth came, and again I rode in a rattletrap Black Maria with the same thought: Would my friends manage to get into the courtroom? The holding cells of the City Court greeted me with loud cheers, although of all of my former neighbors, only one was still there—the owner of the beautiful bass. My story was well known because the wireless telegraph in Kresty worked superbly. I was alone in the cell, as my neighbors had been taken to trial. As before, a conversation ensued among numerous invisible interlocutors. Somebody was calling the KGB every name in the book; somebody else, in all this noise and din, was telling me the story of his unjust case in the touching hope that tomorrow it would be on Radio Liberty.

“Irina, do you need anything?” the beautiful bass in the next cell asked. “Cigarettes, if possible,” I said, without any idea how he would manage to get them to me. “Hey, you, boss!” my neighbor started banging on the door. “Open the door, pass these cigarettes to the girl!” “I can’t, the head warden has the keys.” “You, motherfucker, I’ll show you . . . and . . . and . . .!” Never before in my life had I heard such elaborate curses. They were drowned out by a hellish din: The inhabitants of the neighboring cells were banging on the doors with all their strength. In a minute, a door was flung open, and through the bars of my wicket a pink-eared, embarrassed soldier handed me a whole pack of Marlboros and a matchbox—a kingly gift from the owner of the intelligent bass, who had such a rich vocabulary.

My fears of being alone in the courtroom that day proved unjustified. The commotion in the doorway once again ended to the visible advantage of my friends.

Notes

1. The Fund for the Aid of Political Prisoners (1974–1988) was organized by Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn. The main financial foundation for the fund came from royalties from the publications of The Gulag Archipelago (New York: Harper and Row, 1973).

2. Liudmila Nilolaevna, Tsurkova’s cell mate, was under investigation for smuggling.

3. See Aida Issakharovna Basevich, chapter 6, note 30, in this volume.

4. Born in Iaroslavl, Margarita Mikhailovna Klimova (1938–1994) graduated from the department of philology at Leningrad State University. She worked as head of the technical archive of the Leningrad scientific research enterprise Factory of Abrasives. She was arrested in Leningrad in November 1982. On July 7, 1983, Leningrad City Court sentenced Klimova to eight months of deprivation of freedom followed by three years of exile, under Article 70.1 of the RSFSR Criminal Code (anti-Soviet agitation and propaganda). She was exiled to the village of Kazakovskii, in the Baleiskii District of the Chita region. She was released on May 9, 1986, and settled in Luga.

5. The Kresty (Crosses) Prison at 7 Arsenalnaia Embankment in St. Petersburg, was built in 1867. The prison functioned until 1886. In 1884, the construction of the new Vyborgskaia solitary confinement prison designed by Anton Tomishko began. The first block of the prison was opened in 1886. The prison complex consists of two five-story buildings. These two buildings form a cross. The prison had 960 cells and was built to accommodate 1,150 prisoners. The construction of the prison church of St. Blessed Aleksandr Nevskii was funded by donations only. The church was closed in 1917. From 1921 to 1923, the prison housed the Kresty concentration camp. From 1937 to 1953, Kresty also housed Special Design Bureau No. 172 (“Sharashka”), where prisoners worked on naval defense projects. Presently, the building houses the investigatory prison of the State Administration of Internal Affairs and the prison hospital. There are about ten thousand prisoners in Kresty. The prison also has a museum; the admission, however, is restricted.

6. According to Article 131 of the RSFSR Criminal Code, the preliminary investigation was to be completed within a period of two months. The period of preliminary investigation could be prolonged only by order of a procurator of the Soviet Union. For political cases, this period might be prolonged by as much as six to nine months.

7. More than five hundred political jokes were collected by Tsurkova. During the search, only the short version of the collection—a list of key words—was confiscated. The complete text was given to Valerii Repin for safekeeping and was confiscated during a later search of his apartment.

8. Tsurkova was a member of an unofficial youth organization that in 1976 disseminated leaflets at the opening session of the Twenty-fifth Congress of the Communist Party. She was also a typist for Perspektiva (Perspective), a youth journal (1978).

9. After her father’s death in 1982, Tsurkova lived alone in a three-room apartment. According to Soviet regulations, any apartment remaining unoccupied by its legal resident for six months (for any reason) was subject to confiscation.

10. Luga was one of the closest towns to Leningrad where former prisoners were allowed to settle (they could settle no closer than one hundred kilometers from the city).

11. Article 201 of the RSFSR Criminal Code (acquainting the accused with all the materials of the state’s case) states that the accused has the right of acquainting him- or herself with the case file, and to copy the necessary information from it.

12. Vladimir Igorevich Sytinskii (1958–), an embryologist by specialization, graduated from the Department of Biology at Leningrad State University. He worked as a technician in the Specialized Adjustment Control Office of Industrial Sewage Treatment. In December 1982, Sytinskii became a member of the council of representatives of the Free Interprofessional Union of Workers (Svobodnoe mezhprofessionalnoe obedinenie trudiashchikhsia [SMOT]). He was arrested in Leningrad on July 19, 1984. On December 13, 1984, the Leningrad City Court referred him for psychiatric evaluation, and he was declared mentally ill. On May 14, 1985, the Leningrad City Court found him in violation of Article 70 of the RSFSR Criminal Code and had him confined to a general psychiatric hospital. In 1986, Sytinskii was transferred to a special psychiatric hospital (with prison regime). On May 28, 1987, by decision of the Leningrad City Court the compulsory treatment was suspended. On July 9, 1987, Sytinskii was released, and in March 1989, his name was removed from the rolls of the psychiatric clinic. After his release, Sytinskii became head of the Leningrad (then St. Petersburg) chapter of SMOT and a representative of the information bulletin of SMOT.

13. At the end of the 1970s and the beginning of the 1980s, participants in the dissident movement became more confident and less afraid of the KGB. At the same time, the refusal to testify on moral and ethical grounds ceased to be the only acceptable mode of behavior at interrogations (as had been maintained earlier by the leaders of the dissident movement). More and more often, witnesses won moral and judicial victories in their dialogues with investigators. One of the first dissidents to use this tactic during an investigation was Maria Rozanova, Andrei Siniavskii’s wife, who in 1965 absolutely won over the investigators.

14. Sofia Borisovna Palchik was Tsurkova’s only living relative.

15. Stalin was often referred to by the nickname “the Boss” (“Khoziain”).

16. V. V. Egerev, a major in the KGB, was the KGB investigator in the Georgii Davydov (1972), Arkadii Tsurkov (1978), the journal Zhenshchiny v Rossii (Women in Russia) (1980), Lev Volokhonskii (1980), Valerii Repin (1982), and Rostislav Evdokimov (1982) cases.

17. Kronid Arkadievich Liubarskii (1934–1996) was a graduate of the mechanics and mathematics department at Moscow State University (1956), a research associate of the Institute of Physics and Geophysics of the Turkmen ASSR (1957–1962), and a graduate (with an advanced degree) of Moscow State University (1965). Liubarskii worked as a senior research associate on the journal Astronomiia (Astronomy) (1965–1971), and as senior research associate at the Scientific Research Institute of Content and Methodology of the Academy of Pedagogical Sciences and at the Institute of Solid State Physics (1966–1972). Liubarskii published a number of works on space biology. He was arrested on January 17, 1972, and sentenced under Article 70.1 of the RSFSR Criminal Code (anti-Soviet agitation and propaganda) to five years of strict-regime corrective labor camps. He spent his sentence in Mordovia. In 1974, he was transferred to Vladimir Prison. In 1975, he was awarded the prize of the Fund for Freedom and Human Rights (Switzerland). Following his release from Vladimir Prison on January 17, 1977, he lived in Tarusa, in the Kaluga region. In 1977, he emigrated to West Germany. Until 1992–1993, he lived in Munich, where he was an editor of the bulletin Vesti iz SSSR (News from the USSR) and editor in chief of the journal Strana i my (The Country and We). After 1993, he returned to Russia and became deputy editor of the journal Novoe vremia (New Time). Liubarskii died in a drowning accident in Indonesia in 1996.

18. Born in Baku in 1941, Georgii Valentinovich Davydov graduated from the Leningrad Mining Institute in 1967. After graduation, he worked as a senior laboratory assistant at the Leningrad Institute of Geology and Geochronology of the Pre-Cambrian Period, at the Academy of Sciences of the Soviet Union. He was arrested in Leningrad on September 22, 1972, and charged with compiling and disseminating anti-Soviet literature. On July 17, 1973, the Leningrad City Court sentenced him to five years of strict-regime corrective labor in the camps, to be followed by two years of exile, under Article 70.1 (anti-Soviet agitation and propaganda). He spent his sentence in the Perm camp; in 1974, he was transferred to Vladimir Prison. Following his release to exile in September 1977, he lived in Tulun, in the Irkutsk region. Davydov emigrated in 1977, immediately after his return from exile. He currently lives in Munich.

19. The Leningrad City Court was located at 16 Fontanka Embankment in the center of the city.

20. Iablonevka was a corrective labor colony of general regime within the Leningrad city limits.

21. Tsurkova probably slightly exaggerated the obstacles her friends had to overcome in order to attend the court hearing. Other observers recall that her friends tried to throw flowers to her right after the announcement of the sentence. Even chants of “Shame!” did not result in any scuffle or subsequent arrests. In the spring of 1983, a number of other cases were tried in the Leningrad City Court: Besides Tsurkova’s trial in March, there were trials on March 28–April 4 (Rostislav Evdokimov and Viacheslav Dolinin), on April 5 (Aleksandr Skobov), on May 11–17 and 23–24 (Valerii Repin), and on May 19–20 and 23–24 (Lev Volokhonskii). Friends and relatives of the accused did not encounter any serious obstacles to their attending these trials. Some of the trials were also attended (with the consent of the accused) by a group of journalists from Leningrad Television. Later, a series on “repentance trials” was aired on television.


PART TWO
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Camp As a Way of Life

The memoirs included in this section deal primarily with everyday life in prisons and camps. The authors describe prison and camp conditions, routines, and the atmosphere within the camp compound. Kseniia Dmitrievna Medvedskaia, Liudmila Ivanovna Granovskaia, and Iadviga-Irena Iosifovna Verzhenskaia were arrested as “family members of traitors to the Motherland.” This formula, along with “wife of a traitor to the Motherland,” testified to the real state of affairs in the country that had officially declared the equality and independence of women. In this sense, the Soviet state continued to define women as appendages to their husbands. Among Medvedskaia’s prison mates were former lawyers, administrators, accountants, and housewives. Almost all of these women obeyed the camp rules without question. Only Liudmila Kuzminichna Shaposhnikova, who was accustomed to making decisions on her own (she had been the director of a factory in Leningrad before her arrest), actively protested the conditions in the camp. However, her effort to organize women and to find active support among them failed. Significantly, Medvedskaia compared her women prison mates to children who were watched by smiling male camp administrators. The gendered power and the infantilization of women expressed the very essence of the Soviet patriarchal state with Stalin as father-figure, and all the population, his dutiful children.

As a rule, “family members of traitors to the Motherland” did not question the political system: It took Verzhenskaia several years in the camps to realize that her arrest was not due to a mistake but to a state policy. This realization came to her only when she was transferred out of the special regime camp for family members of traitors to the Motherland. Her work as a nurse also brought her into contact with different groups of prisoners and helped her to see the bigger picture.

The theme of family is codominant along with the personal in this group of memoirs. Family was not only a significant aspect of these women’s state-defined identities; it was also how most of them defined themselves. When the ties with their families were severed, some no longer saw any purpose in living. Granovskaia describes the mass hysteria and suicide attempts that resulted in the Potma camp. The separation of mothers and children is the most common theme of the women’s memoirs. For these women, children symbolized “normal” life on the outside—a life that at times seemed to be lost to them forever.

The similarity between the gulag and the society as a whole, explicitly noted by memoirist Vera Fedorovna Shtein, was also reflected in the camp slang “small zone” (gulag) and “big zone” (the rest of the country). Olga Viktorovna Iafa-Sinakevich describes how she was allowed to leave the camp for a day to get food in the nearby village. It might seem a perfect opportunity to escape, but she had nowhere to go, since the outside, “free” world was at best indifferent to prisoners. Traditional Russian compassion and sympathy for convicts, who in prerevolutionary Russia had been pitied as unfortunate ones (neschastnye), had given way to mistrust and fear. Whereas in the nineteenth century the local population had used to bring food and gifts for the convicts, by the late 1920s, prisoners could not even buy food from the villagers. A simple act of kindness—such as, opening the store after hours—is a miracle that marks the beginning of Iafa-Sinakevich’s account.

For Mariia Vasilevna Kovach-Astafeva, life inside the Solovetskii camps at times seemed almost perfect—she was allowed to stay together with her husband and to bring up her children. Details of the everyday life of her family fill the pages of her letters to her relatives. She worried about her children and her husband’s future but reality turned out to be worse than anyone expected. Separated from her husband, Kovach-Astafeva was rearrested in the camp. Her last prison transport took her along with other inmates to Kem and then to Medvezhegorsk. Every morning a group of 200 to 250 prisoners was called out and ordered to undress. Then the prisoners were bound, piled like logs onto trucks, and taken to the vicinity of the Karelian village Sandormokh, about sixteen kilometers from Medvezhegorsk. There they were taken to a pit, where Captain Mikhail Matveev personally shot each of them in the back of the head. It took five days to execute 1,111 prisoners.


CHAPTER TEN
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Iadviga-Irena Iosifovna Verzhenskaia 1902–1993
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Iadviga-Irena Iosifovna Verzhenskaia

Iadviga-Irena Iosifovna Verzhenskaia was born in Sestroretsk in the suburbs of St. Petersburg in 1902. In 1914, her family moved to Vitebsk. Several years later she returned to Petrograd, and in 1926 she graduated from Leningrad University. In 1926, she married a Red Army commander, Adam Ivanovich Verzhenskii.1 She moved with her husband to Orsha, then to Chernigov, Tbilisi, and Kharkov. Iadviga loved music and graduated from a vocational school of music in Tbilisi. She continued her musical education at the Moscow Conservatory. In 1937, Verzhenskii was arrested in the Far East. In July 1938, Verzhenskaia was arrested in Moscow in connection with her husband’s case. On August 5, 1938, she was sentenced to eight years in the camps, under Articles 58.8, 58.10, and 58.12 of the RSFSR Criminal Code (commission of terrorist act, counterrevolutionary propaganda, and failure to report a counterrevolutionary crime). She served her sentence in the Akmolinsk Camp for the Wives of Traitors to the Motherland, in Solikamsk, and then in the Kraslag camp complex near Krasnoyarsk (Reshety Station). Following her release on April 7, 1946, she lived in Vitebsk, working at various temporary jobs—at a construction site and other milieus. As the wife of a traitor to the Motherland and a former prisoner, she could not find a permanent position until 1951. In 1951, she got a job at the Regional Consumers’ Union, where she worked until 1956. In 1957, after being rehabilitated, she moved to Petrodvorets, where she worked as a librarian and later as head librarian at the Children’s Tuberculosis Sanatorium. In 1975, Verzhenskaia moved to Leningrad, where she lived until her death in 1993.

Episodes from My Life

Sometime at the beginning of April 1938, I found a postcard in my mailbox. I held it in my hands for a long time. The postcard said that I was to report to the Lubianka on April 7. I remember that night I went to bed early and had a dream. In my dream, I saw myself walking to some building and standing at a huge door. I managed with great effort to open it, and saw a very long corridor on both sides of which were many closed doors. At eye level, on each door, a yellow circle was painted, the same color as the walls. The ceiling was very low, and the corridor ended in darkness.

I awoke, as usual, at 7 A.M. and wrote a note to my brother Stasik. I got dressed and went directly to the Lubianka. I opened the door courageously. Of course, I didn’t believe that they would take even innocent people. I entered, and my eyes caught a man passing by. It seemed to me that I knew him, but I thought maybe I was mistaken. But he came up to me himself. “You don’t recognize me, do you, Iadviga Iosifovna? I worked with your husband in Chernigov!” I remembered then, of course. I remembered—it was Frolov!

“What do you know about Adam Verzhenskii? Our lawyer’s wife told me he is an ‘enemy of the people.’ But that is ridiculous! Utter rubbish! In 1917, together with other officers, he brought a whole regiment to Russia, and now this accusation. But you knew him. Help him, for God’s sake, see if you can find out something!”

Frolov showed me to his office and motioned toward a seat near his desk. “I understand everything. As soon as I find out anything, I will let you know. In the meantime, please sign this paper; it is necessary.” I signed a slip of paper that stated that my house had been searched but nothing illegal had been found. Frolov gave me back my passport and saw me to the door, saying, “Don’t go anywhere else. Leave Moscow for sure. It is better, if you go to some village. Don’t go to any town. Make sure you take your child out of the city, because the summer will be very hot. You have not been here, and you have not seen me.”

It was easy enough to say “I’ll go to the village” but where could we go? We could go to Vitebsk; my father lived there. Well, I would go to Vitebsk, and then we would see. I prepared everything for our departure, but then I got strep throat and had to stay in bed for several days.

And so on April 22 I heard a car pull up near our house. Iurii Verzhenskii’s2 wife Nina burst into our apartment. She looked ghastly. The news that Adam had been arrested as a traitor to the Motherland had come like a bolt from the blue. Of course, Iurii, as the director of an aviation plant—a high-ranking manager in the defense industry—had been one of the first to hear the news. He sent his wife in his car to Moscow to find out why Adam had been arrested and what the charges were.

I really did not want to go near the Lubianka; besides, I still had high fever. But Nina kept repeating that Iurii would have to turn in his party card, and that would be the end of everything. For me, it was not so clear. I did not think that it really was the end. How could I refuse?! So I dressed warmly, tied a woolen scarf around my throat and put on a wool jacket and a warm heavy coat. We took a car and went to the Lubianka. But as we were going downstairs, my son Iura3 suddenly started crying, “Don’t, don’t Mommy, no!” His scream would echo in my mind long after. . . .

We left the car on Kuznetskii Most, and I walked up to the heavy oak door. I took out my pass and started climbing the stairs. And suddenly I came face to face with Frolov. Seeing me, he flushed crimson and gasped, “You?! You?! Well, now it is your own fault!” and passing me, he ran downstairs. I was stunned and uncomprehending. But from inside the room the voices were calling to me, “Come in, come in, don’t hesitate. Oh, we are so tired today!” They took my passport and the pass, put both documents under the glass, and with a smile, pointed me in the right direction. I opened the door, behind which there was a staircase leading to a corridor. Here I stopped, dumbfounded: I had seen this corridor before, in my dreams, the corridor with walls painted yellow and with many doors that had “medallions” at eye level. The voice of the woman who took my purse brought me back to reality. The woman emptied my purse into an empty bucket, and put back the twenty-five rubles with which I had been planning to buy meat. At this point I exclaimed, “What are you doing?! I have valuable things in there: A silver powder case and a crystal bottle of French perfume!” But the woman handed me the purse wordlessly, and then pointed, “Go through the last door!” I opened this door, which had the same medallion at eye level, and saw some women sitting on benches. “Well, come in, come in, girl! Move, give her some space!” “I will be called soon,” I said sitting down on the edge of the bench. “They will call you . . . in about five years,” one of the women spoke up. “Or maybe in eight,” answered another. Then there was silence. Some were dozing, some crying, but everybody was silent. We sat this way through the whole night. In the morning, another woman came in and ordered us to give up our watches, rings, and other valuables. I gave her the address of my brother who lived in Moscow. It turned out, they were on the up-and-up: He got a postcard instructing him to come to such-and-such a place to get my watch. The watch had a platinum band that Iurii had brought me from America. When a tractor plant was being built on the Volga, he had gone to America to look for specialists in conveyer construction. Ah, well, I hadn’t even had it long enough to appreciate its beauty.

So we handed in everything we had. All at once we heard an engine running behind the door. The door opened, and a Black Maria stood waiting at the threshold. We were asked to take our seats. I was the last to enter and had to search for a place to sit. The driver closed the door, and we were off. Everybody was silent. I tried to guess where they were taking us. I saw that the car had turned onto Smolenskaia Street and had entered the yard of a two-story building with bars on the windows and women’s faces all around. Later, we learned that this was a prison for streetwalkers. They were placed in the cells on the lower floor and we were sent upstairs. I ended up in a cell with six beds attached to the walls. And there were sixty-eight of us in there! We took turns sleeping on these folding beds. Someone slept stretched under the bed, someone slept curled up, some took their place next to the toilet bucket. This order was established by those who had been in the cell since March. Since we came in April, we slept any which way we could.

At 8 o’clock the next morning the door opened. “Washing time!” Then each of us was given two sugar cubes and a piece of bread, and they brought twenty mugs. These last were probably for us newcomers.

We suffered this way for three months, with no news, in complete isolation from the world. If only I could send a message. Professor Sposobin probably thought that I had run away, because I had been unable to pay him. And what was going on at home? It was awful to contemplate. But I shed no tears, showed no despair; I was seized by a deep apathy. It seemed that I was in a dream world, and in spite of my strong wish to wake up, I couldn’t do it. Life blurred into a long line of days, each like the one before.

Time stood still. One day, at the beginning of August, after spending three months in this cesspool, we were let out into the corridor. There three men in military uniform read out our sentences: Some of us got eight years with disenfranchisement, and others got five.

Two days later we were summoned in groups of twenty-five people and loaded into Black Marias. Nobody knew where we were going or why, which was very unnerving.

When the car made a sharp turn off the highway, we saw a train with many heated freight cars. We were on the circle line. We were ordered to go to the next-to-last car, where a soldier was taking roll-call, making sure everybody was there. Then he ordered, “Board the train in groups of twenty-five!” He called out my name and announced, “You will be a senior medical worker; at each stop, you will report whether everybody is alive and well.” Of course I agreed.

We traveled for three days. Along the way, we tried to let our relatives know that we were alive, writing on rice paper and using lipstick as a pencil. We wrote, “Look for us in Kazakhstan,” since we immediately had surmised that we were on the Kazan Railway. We put these notes through a hole in the floor, meant for call of nature. The train used to slow down at switches, and then we would throw our notes out. Many of these letters found their addressees. It turned out that the women who operated the switches picked them up and posted them. The notes with Moscow addresses were even put into envelopes. When Adam’s sisters received my note, they burst into sobs: “Iadviga wrote with her blood!”

On the fourth day, before noon, we arrived at the railway station. We were let out of the car and taken to the square, where we saw the name of the station—Akmolinsk.4 Then we were put on trucks, and we started off. It was August, and the yellow-green steppe unfurled around us. On the right we suddenly saw a settlement. It turned out that while we were languishing in prison, “the father of all peoples” was building a town for us, a town without running water and sewers. The single-story barracks made of clay bricks stood in rows. Each barrack was built to accommodate about a hundred prisoners. There were two tiers of plank beds, made of freshly cut wood, which had a pleasant smell. On the clean floor were clean boards and sacks for mattresses and pillows. Everyone got hay to stuff their pillows and mattresses in the old buildings. The hay did not smell the way it did in Russia; it looked more like dry, hard grass. Thanks to large windows, it was always light in the barracks. In addition, we had electricity there. But we did not use it a lot; the sunlight was more than enough. It might seem that after the horrendous prison conditions on Smolenskaia in Moscow, these barracks would have seemed a paradise; but many of us newcomers immediately fell to this clean, new floor and cried. In a word—penal servitude.

One used to wake up in the morning and hear someone groaning, and someone else calling her baby in her sleep. Later, you would learn that in this or that barrack, a woman had lost her mind. Sometimes, when you had listened long enough to these groans, you wanted to groan yourself, to scream, to go crazy.

A week after our arrival, more trucks came, carrying more women. Three hundred had arrived at the camp before us; then came our transport of three hundred; and now, probably, three hundred more were coming. I stared, bug-eyed, at a woman bent over by the weight of two tightly packed suitcases. My God, it was Masha Frolova, my friend from Tbilisi! We rushed to hug and kiss each other. From that day forward, we were inseparable. I thought that if our husbands had known we were together, maybe the idea of their deaths and our future fate would not have been so frightening to them. Ivan shared Adam’s fate; his party card was no help to him. When they came to arrest Masha, she was allowed to take everything she wanted and could carry. They told her that “she would go far away.” Where? To Siberia? To the North? She hadn’t a clue. Masha took two suitcases of warm clothing, including a coat, jackets, and pants. Thanks to her wardrobe, I had a few things to wear. I had not been arrested at home, and the flannel shirt I had been wearing was already threadbare.

Barinova from the Bolshoi Theater and Oloveinikova from the Kharkov Opera were also allowed to leave home with their things, and each of them had brought two suitcases of sheet music.

The time came to choose work, and Masha and I opted for the hardest jobs: We thought they might release us earlier on account of that. “Irena, let’s go weed wheat!” Well, there we stood, in the field. But which was the wheat and which was grass? I did not know, and neither did Masha. We asked, and they showed us. We started weeding. And then I fainted. Masha got scared, and I was taken on the stretcher to the zone. I was not allowed to go to the field any more, and we had to choose another job. We decided to go to the laundry, because the work there was very hard. But in the laundry, too, I disgraced myself: On my fourth day there, I fainted again. A number of doctors whom I knew from my time in Evpatoriia had arrived at the camp with the second train. They listened to me, poked around, and decided that my fainting was due to malnutrition. I had not had any food parcels from home: Only those who had children in the orphanages were allowed to receive parcels. And where was my two-year-old son?

After the arrival of the fourth train, there were one and a half thousand of us, and the administration allowed us to organize an embroidery shop. Well and good. But Masha had never tried embroidering even at school, and so we found another job in the outdoors. Masha decided to carry water. At first, I wanted to go to the embroidery shop, but they still had some paperwork to do; so I went to work in the boiler room, to be close to Masha. Masha would carry water from the well on the old horse and hurry to the kitchen. I had to fill a bucket, carry it to the boiler tank, and then climb a ladder to empty the bucket into the tank which had a capacity of about four hundred buckets, if not more. Tea had to be made three times a day.

Some time later, the bundles with linen and embroidery floss arrived. I was happy and asked for a substitute at the boiler tank. New people were still arriving and there were now five thousand of us. From Odessa, from Rostov, from Minsk, from Khabarovsk. My dear Matveeva came! From her, I learned that she had a chance to see my Adam. Wearing his uniform with the tubs torn off, he was being led across the prison yard, and he had given her a tortured smile. She did not remember anything else, because she fainted at the gates and did not come to her senses until she was inside the NKVD headquarters. The doctor took her home and advised her to leave for some other place. But she did not have time to do so, because in the morning, two cars came to her house. Her eight-year-old son and four-year-old daughter were put into one car, and she was put into another. She was allowed to take some of her clothing. In Khabarovsk, she was in prison from August to September, only five weeks; she was lucky, in comparison with us. And then we met in Akmolinsk. Her children were placed in different orphanages; but some good people advised the boy to write to the prosecutor of Khabarovsk to find out where his sister was and his mother’s address. And just imagine, they brought his little sister to him and allowed him to write to his mother once a month! Matveeva was in seventh heaven. Alas, nobody could find me because they did not give information out to adults.

Once, the Moscow doctors took me to work for them. It was when about four hundred people came down with tuberculosis. Food and medications had to be given three times a day. So I had an opportunity to move around and to get acquainted with interesting people. There were people from Vladivostok Radio Station, the wife of Molotov’s son, the singers Barinova and Oloveinikova. I had been studying to become a conductor, and a week before my arrest I had taken an exam in conducting with Melik-Pashaev.5 I had conducted the overture to Evgenii Onegin. I knew all the operas by heart; but just imagine—Barinova in her suitcase brought to this damned Akmola passages from Onegin, Prince Igor, and romances! It was a large piece of luggage, in contrast to the two dresses that she brought from home. Molotov’s daughter-in-law (I don’t remember her name, but I remember well her dark hair and short haircut) could sing beautifully. In a word, there were more than enough music lovers there. All we lacked to distract six thousand women from their grief was a musical instrument.

I liked the embroidery shop very much: Everything there was clean and orderly, and the snow-white linen was being transformed into a thing of beauty. I tried to overfulfill the norms in order to get eight hundred grams of bread. Once I fell asleep, half-sitting, half-lying, and woke up at the sound of a male voice. I opened my eyes and saw a tall man standing in front of me, holding either a briefcase or a binder. “Why don’t you do your sleeping in the barrack?” “It is quieter here than there!” “That’s right. . . . And what’s your professional specialization?” “Well, I dropped out of the Moscow Conservatory when I had my son.” “Why don’t you organize a choir or some other musical ensemble?” “We need instruments, and there are none here.” “I know there are no instruments. But you can sing without any instruments!” “Yes, but we need at least a pitch pipe or a tuning fork. There are professional singers here and we have sheet music. I would have organized an a capella choir. But I don’t have rights to correspondence; otherwise, I would have asked them to send me a pitch pipe from home.” “If you were allowed to write, whom would you write to?” “To my parents.” “Where do they live? Come see me tomorrow. Don’t wait in line, come directly to me. We’ll think of something.”

Courageously, I went to him the next day. He took a sheet from a notepad, and I dictated to him: “I am fine, healthy. Please send me my pitch pipe and conductor’s baton. I live thinking of you and Lura. Love, Iadviga.”

My father and mother, as usual, in the evenings were sitting at home when they saw a postman waving a letter. “Oh, my God, some grief again!” my mama began to wail. But the postman started shouting that everything was fine, their daughter got found and was asking them to send her a pitch pipe. “Oh, God, a pitch pipe, for God’s sake!”

Within a week, I received a parcel from my parents, and three days later I got 250 rubles by telegraph. And a week later, I got another parcel from Adam’s sister, Ianina, and 250 rubles from Novosibirsk. What a parcel it was: Fats and chocolate “Polar Bear.” I also learned that Iura was in Novosibirsk with them.

I revived and at once began to organize the choir. There were more than enough volunteers to sing. I wanted to form a choir of 150 voices. Somehow everything became alive, and there were fewer tears at night. I noticed that in the embroidery shop now one, then another woman would hum tunes they remembered. My brigade leader in the embroidery shop allowed me to take the leftover floss to embroider a shirt for my three-year-old son.

At my request, my mama sent me a meter of linen; and during breaks, when we did not get our linen in time or were waiting for floss, I sewed and embroidered this dear little shirt. It appeared that in Moscow there was an exhibition of our embroidery and the French even bought our beautiful work. The whole shop was delighted when I read a letter reporting that Iura did not want to part with his shirt, and when he went to bed, he used to put it on a chair next to him. It seems to me, he still remembers this shirt.

The concert was a huge success. There were a lot of guests in military uniform. All of the women were crying. Later, in 1956, I used to receive letters from them. After the concert I was awarded an honorary certificate and even had a few poems devoted to me. Today, one of those poems together with a broken conductor’s baton and a sample of our embroidery, are in the Museum of the Revolution in St. Petersburg.6

In 1940, I was brought to Solikamsk.7 What a disgusting place! One never saw any blue sky; either smoke or fog hung perpetually over the city. The camp consisted of old wooden barracks populated by repeat offenders. I was immediately brought to the infirmary, where they were examining the prisoners. The very nice and beautiful woman who headed the medical commission was happy to have extra help, which came just in time. She gave me a coat and a kerchief without even asking about my profession. Actually, I had once been a medical worker. At the university and even earlier, in Vitebsk, in the cold and hunger of 1918, during the epidemic of typhus, I worked in the typhoid barracks. Out of two hundred medical workers, only forty survived. All the rest died of typhus, of both typhoid and spotted fever. Somehow, it passed me by. My girl friend had managed to get cholera somewhere, and I used to bring her food. My friend had gotten well, and I had not gotten sick. And now, once more, I would be a doctor.

First of all, we were given bread and tea. It was then 5 P.M., but the number of patients had not diminished and the waiting room was still overcrowded. It was after 11 P.M. when the commander said that we could go, and we were happy that the working day was over at last.

We collected our things quickly and went home. I was walking with the commander, telling him on the way who I was and where I was from. Suddenly, I saw light in a huge tent. Why weren’t they asleep in there? The commander did not see me enter the tent. “Hey, folks, do you have a day off tomorrow or what? Go to sleep at once, or we’ll be seeing you in the infirmary tomorrow.” Suddenly I noticed a man lying on his back, on the lower plank bed. He was breathing heavily. I asked someone to help me make him more comfortable. Then one of the card players jumped from the upper plank bed, and without a word, turned the man over. In dead silence, I went to the opposite door. I came out of the tent, and found myself in front of some building. “Where are you going?” asked a voice. “Oh, I am looking for the commander, so that he can show me to my place.” “So, you are the one he’s been looking for all around the camp?!” It turned out the commander had raised the alarm. “Where did you go? No women enter this place.” “But I did not know there were bandits here.” “You might have been lost in a card game.” “What do you mean?” “It is simple: The one who loses the game has to kill the first person entering the place!”

My flesh crawled. The commander led me to the so-called clubhouse. I had to share a room in the clubhouse with a young girl named Nadenka. I was glad that there were no plank beds in the room but two iron beds for me and for Nadenka, that the clubhouse was made of logs, and that the doors and windows had iron bars on them. The guardhouse was nearby, and we need not fear any night visitors.

In the morning, Nadenka brought us breakfast; then Olga Ivanovna came in, beautiful and slender, a sight to see. She was also the wife of a military man, and had been arrested because of her husband.

We medics decided who could go to the work brigades, and when. Every day from 2 P.M. until closing we were in the infirmary examining prisoners for their fitness to work. That day, we examined eighty people, but there was still a crowd in a small waiting room. At 11 P.M., Olga decided to see how many patients were still waiting: We decided that if there were just a few, we would see them all before closing. Olga opened the door and at once was struck with an ax that was thrown directly at her. She had a woolen beret on her head, but the ax hit her so hard that she collapsed right on the threshold. An elderly surgical nurse (whose name was also Iadviga) and all five of us rushed to her. We put Olenka on a couch, while Iadviga began to wash her hands. Immediately, panic seized the camp: “The doctor has been killed!” I pushed the confused prisoners, who were standing around and cursing card players out of the room. Only then did I understand what gambling at cards really meant! If you lose, kill someone; better yet, kill a political! We persuaded the commander to send Olenka to Perm: In Solikamsk, the air was horrible because of paper mills, and there were swarms of mosquitoes! I never heard anything more of Olenka or Iadviga, who left with her.

I learned about the war from the guardhouse guards. In the first days of August 1941, two soldiers came to our infirmary and asked for volunteers to accompany four hundred elderly prisoners to Krasnoyarsk in order to examine them there for fitness to work and set them free. But why not organize a commission here? We also had a head of medical services, a civilian, who should have been invited. But, no, everything had already been decided and everybody was ready.

Did I agree to go? Of course, I did. They were taking only me and a nurse. The soldier said that the carts were ready. They had come from a collective farm. We would leave the next day.

This news made me so excited that I got up at 6 o’clock. I sat waiting in the infirmary, I had nothing to pack for the journey. I wore a wool dress, a warm wool coat, and the khaki sandals in which I had left home in 1938. But it was now summer of 1941!

The nurse refused to go; she had decided to stay behind at the mercy of the swarms of mosquitoes. Instead of a suitcase, I carried the small box from my mama’s parcel, in which I put everything my mother had sent me. The pitch pipe I had left in Akmolinsk as a remembrance of my time there. The soldier brought soap, a bucket, and a basin. We stuffed my medical bag with heart drops, iodine, peroxide, cotton, and other little things. We also jammed in some gauze. The commander himself gave me a hospital coat, absolutely new. Oh, God, how loathsome Solikamsk was! The air was like smoke. Our “caravan” was ready for departure. There were four or five people to each cart, with a soldier holding the reigns. Off we went.

It took us three days to travel from Solikamsk to Perm! Because the carts were moving in line, I relaxed; for me, it was a promenade.

The people were not really old, but camp life had weakened them. The carts arrived in Perm, and there we had to leave two people. The rest—428 people—were put onto special trains and sent off.

The head guard gave me a kerchief with a red cross, a band with a red cross on my sleeve, and a black padded jacket. On railway stations, I had to run to medical centers with requests either to take a dead body from our train or to provide us with medications.

The railway was buzzing from the multitude of trains. One special train followed another, all of them headed west. Every fifteen minutes, platforms with Studebakers—military transport vehicles from America—passed by our train. Medical trains rushed by. The railroad was already under martial law. Once, a medical train stopped opposite our train. Suddenly my guard said, “Osipovna, you too should go in that direction. You are a doctor. You would be more useful at the front than here. Don’t you want to go with them?” “Are you crazy? You’re talking escape!” “But who would look for you? They would not even remember!” “And what happens to you?” “I’ll write that at such-and-such station you were relieved of the assignment and went further.” “What if they find out? I have a son . . .”

We continued on our way. At the markets, we tried to persuade, we begged the sellers to give us milk, if only a mug, as a charity. Many agreed without another word. We were transporting people from Riga: Watchmakers and goldsmiths. Almost all of them were Jewish. On the thirteenth day of our journey, I was left at Reshety Station, and they were taken to the nearest camp. A year later, I learned the further fate of these people: There was no medical commission. They were just being taken to a godforsaken camp in Krasnoyarsk Krai.

I wound up in a camp for nonpolitical offenders. There was a grand piano in the club, which a wonderful pianist used to play. I think he was Jewish. I remember his face, remember that he was from Moscow, but the name evades my memory. Then there was Enkel—the brother of the prime minister of Finland. A specialist in papermaking, Ian Enkel was selected to head the planning department of three small camps. I remember the name Shirvindt; as a guitar player he was not sent to hard work, and instead, led some group in the club. I also asked to be allowed to stay with the club, I was tired of medicine, and moreover, the medical center had no openings.

The amateur theater group there was rather unusual. For example, Evgeniia Evkova was there. I remember the names only of some of the participants. There was a laundress, a beautiful Ukrainian with a good voice, who turned out to be rather talented.

Why should I return to Solikamsk, when the forest air was so clean here, with no industrial plants in the vicinity, and besides, the commander encouraged amateur arts?! Still, I was assigned to the hospital, where the woman-doctor was unpleasant; later I was reassigned to the dentist Alesha. I am very grateful to him: He taught me a lot. A Swede by nationality, he had lived temporarily in Moscow until one day he found himself far away from it!

One by one we fished out those who liked to sing, who loved music. And Evkova quickly learned how to dance—she had talent! We prepared a concert in no time. The main thing was that we had a grand piano.

Oh, if we had had a piano or a guitar in Akmolinsk! How many talented people languished there!

Only two weeks had passed since my arrival, and we already had a group. We started to work on songs: We had forgotten everything. One remembered a melody, someone else remembered lyrics, someone remembered the forgotten ending. I wrote out all of the musical notation and within a few months I was able to put together Natalka-Poltavka. The commander had a couple of men’s costumes brought from Kansk. From Solikamsk I had a summer dress, a skirt and a blouse that my mother had sent to me. We were ready for our first performance for our peers. At first, we had great success; but floods of tears were to follow.

Within a month, the commander’s first deputy announced that on Saturday we would go to Kansk. Well, we were glad. But could we go without guards? “Without guards,” said the chief. “I myself will accompany you.” Oh, we were so proud, we had our noses in the air. Evkova stayed right at my heels, vowing, “I’ll be damned if I let you out of my sight!” Looking out of the train window, we decided to count guard towers along the way. And so we saw, here and there a tower with an armed guard on it suddenly pop up among the huge fir trees. Well, it turned out that in Krasnoyarsk Krai camps were everywhere, all along the route to the Far East. Long ago in Akmolinsk, it had seemed to us that we were almost the only ones arrested by mistake. But here, all across Siberia, were hundreds and hundreds of towers, with more “mistakes” like us behind the barbed wire. The thought kept nagging at us, until we finally realized that it was no mistake!

Soon we had prepared a short program. We sang in all the languages we knew—Ukrainian, Byelorussian, Polish. We even performed a Jewish dance. We were a smash hit! All the NKVD people came with their “ladies.” It seems we were the first entertainers to appear in that place. Traditionally, Siberians are silent and stern by nature, and they do much enjoy songs. Their response was miraculous! They brought us a full basket of cedar nuts, and the commander allowed us to take it. One woman even brought a pail of milk and invited us to drink as much as we wanted. . . .

In 1942, I was transferred to the women’s camp, where I had to work and live at the infirmary. It was a completely different world. The “girls” lived in two small, blackened old barracks with old plank beds. The work was in two shifts. They were making nails. The nails were wooden, intended for shoemaking shops. One log building was populated by “wives” from Lithuania. Their barrack was next to the guardhouse. It was much safer, since the “girls” might put their knives to use at any moment.

One of these girls, a curly-haired one, came to the infirmary one day. “Why are you so aggressive?” I asked. She replied: “When you want to see your sweatheart, you have to bump off someone from the administration. You’ll get ‘ten’ and they’ll send you to Magadan. And that’s where I want to go; my sweetheart is already there!”

A few days later, I was checking sanitary conditions in a small barrack where only eight women lived. I opened the door and froze: A horrified woman was running around the table, another one chasing her with a piece of plowshare in her hands. She caught up with the woman, and struck her, first on the back, then on the back of her head, with the sharp blade. The first woman fell down, and her attacker sat on her and began finishing her off. The other six women sat on the upper plank bed and did not interfere. I ran to the guardhouse to tell them what was going on. The guards came and took the murdered woman to the corridor of our infirmary. Her murderer was taken to the punishment cell. I had to be on duty the whole night in the same corridor where the corpse was lying. I stood through the whole night because the infirmary administrator would not give me even a stool from her room. So, till 6 o’clock in the morning, I was alone with the murdered woman. This scene still keeps rising up before my eyes. Early in the morning, the guard came and said, “This whore is calling for a doctor, but she wants only you. She said that she would not talk to anybody else. I’ll go with you for safety.” So I entered the room, “What do you want, you rotten girl? I was on duty the whole night next to your dead friend, and you are the one making a fuss?! Shame on you!” Suddenly she started hugging me. “But I did not know!” She asked me not to be angry with her. She took some valerian drops, and before leaving the room, I made the sign of a cross over her. She was stunned. Thus we parted. The guard was standing close, smiling happily because this time everything had ended well. He had seen all sorts of things and had good reason to be afraid for me. No, enough, I had enough of these lady-bandits! I asked for transfer to work with a civilian doctor, he agreed, and again I was among good people.

And again I had a shock. It was in 1943, probably in spring. The camp administrator came in throwing up his hands, “Look at them all! What am I to do with these newcomers? I have not the slightest idea!” One hundred fifty more people had arrived at our camp, and the same number at the neighboring one. All of them with an illness I had never heard of before—pellagra. They were not people, but shadows. Skeletons, without any human likeness. . . . Where did they come from? They said, from Leningrad.8 From Leningrad? So, they were from my city! What should I do? I ran to the commander. “I need milk. Urgently. A lot of milk.”

Oh, it was the hardest work. My whole body ached, and I was dripping with sweat. We had to pour milk into patients’ mouths by force while they were screaming, “Fascists! What are you doing? You are poisoning us! How can you give us milk when everybody has diarrhea?!” During the first week, four were taken to the morgue. We were being cursed, damned, especially in the mornings, when we, supporting each patient under the arms, took them out for a fifteen-or twenty-minute walk in the yard. Our patients’ legs would not support them, we literally had to drag them along the ground. Our ears rung with their abuse, but we stubbornly kept adding ten or fifteen minutes to these everyday walks. Soon their feet became steadier, they stepped more firmly on the ground, and the swelling in their feet went away. Now, only one medical assistant was needed to help a patient to walk. Within two weeks, people began asking for more walks and willingly drank milk. By September, the progress was noticeable, and within two and a half months, our patients were well. Only seventeen people died in our camp, and only twenty-two survived in the neighboring camp. I was awarded a certificate of honor, but that was not the important thing. What a joy it was to see dying people come back to life. Soon they had almost returned to normal.

“I broke off a twig!” A woman who used to curse me more than everybody else, smiled at me. “Wonderful. You see how well you are. I knew you had to drink milk.” “I didn’t know that.” “What were you arrested for?” “Because we wanted to give up Leningrad to the Germans.” “You? Leningrad? To the Germans? How come?” “Very simple. After work, barely alive, you stand in line for bread. And this bread—two rations would fit on your palm. You have to wait about three hours. You’ll get your bread, but it is not baked, it is moist. So, once when I could not stand it any longer, I said, ‘You scoundrels, what are you doing? People in line are barely alive, and you give them half-baked bread!’ Out of nowhere these NKVD people appeared. ‘What? Are you spreading counterrevolution? Want to give Leningrad up to the Germans, eh?’ And the fireworks started. Ten years and a ride in a Black Maria. From the Black Maria to the train car. And on the way we got diarrhea and fever. So you curse the whole wide world. Only where did those guys in leather jackets come from?!” “How is Leningrad doing?” “Good question! The city is under siege. There is no bread, nothing to heat with. Every day they shell us and bombs fall from the sky. And the NKVD in leather jackets stands right behind your back: Just try to turn around! Damn them!”

Oh, yes, damn them! There is no forgiveness for them, neither in this world nor in the next. I was looking at Leningraders snapping twigs and being happy that they were able to do it. And suddenly, I noticed that I was not alone watching them. Off to one side, a woman was standing and sobbing. I recognized her: She was the wife of the commander of the camp. Probably, she was just a kind person. But, somehow, it seemed to me, that she also had some connection with Leningrad. I badly wanted to go up to her and ask, “You also are from Petersburg, aren’t you?!” but somehow, I didn’t have the nerve.

. . . The criminals with their code of behavior were a world apart. I treated some of them. Among them were eight patients who had syphilis: Two girl-thieves and six guys, who always came to get shots according to the schedule. All of them treated me with respect, and their chief Morozov kept on saying that I could leave the door to the infirmary open, since nobody would dare to break the agreement. So one day I got a parcel from my mother. It was spring, and I was happy to receive stockings and a summer dress. But work was work; I opened the box, and set it down on the couch behind the screen and continued to see the patients. A strange lanky guy came in, signed up for an appointment, and left. After him, a girl came for her regular shot. One more patient came, and then I decided that was enough for today; it was almost five o’clock. I looked in the box and saw that the dress was gone. I bursted into tears, and at that moment Morozov came in. “What’s wrong, doctor?” “Oh, well, my mother sent a small parcel with a dress, but the girl who came for a shot stole it.”

He turned and rushed to the barracks. I waited a while, then went to my place. In the morning, there was a roll-call as usual. Morozov counted out his team and left without looking at me. After work he came in looking dejected. I began to console him: “This is not the best thing that has ever been stolen from me! I’ll get along just as I did before. Besides, soon the gates will be opened for me . . .” “I cannot get it: I beat her without mercy, but she does not give it back, try as you might!” “But she cannot return it now. She is contagious!”

With the time of my release approaching, I could not work and could not sleep. A week before the date—that is, on March 30, 1946—the commander himself drove me to Reshety Station. There I saw a fellow whom I had treated for gum disease. He was dressed well, said hello. He was very happy for me, helped me to buy a ticket, put me on the train, slipped a wad of money into my purse, and smiled. The train started. “Have a happy journey, doctor!” I heard as a farewell.

Notes

1. Verzhenskii (1881–1938), a military engineer, graduated from the Petrograd Military School. During World War I, he was a junior officer of the Fifth Zaamursk Battalion. In 1919, he joined the Red Army, and until 1922 served in the railroad corps as a platoon commander, company commander, and battalion commander. From 1922 to 1937, he was a railroad battalion commander, a regimental commander, a deputy head of the army military council, and a commander of a special corps of railroad troops. Verzhenskii was promoted to the rank of lieutenant general in 1935. He was arrested in Vladivostok. On March 13, 1938, the itinerant session of the Military Collegium of the Military Forces of the Soviet Union sentenced him to execution by firing squad under Articles 58.1b., 58.8, 58.9, 58.11 of the RSFSR Criminal Code (subversion of the national security of the Soviet Union; commission of terrorist acts directed against representatives of Soviet power; destruction with the counterrevolutionary intent of railroads and other lines of communication; and participation in a counterrevolutionary organization). Verzhenskii was executed in Vladivostok.

2. Iurii Ivanovich Verzhenskii (?–1958), brother of Adam Verzhenskii, was arrested in 1938 and sentenced to twenty years in the camps. He returned to Moscow in 1956.

3. Iurii Adamovich Verzhenskii (1935–), son of Adam Verzhenskii and Iadviga Verzhenskaia, is a professor at the St. Petersburg Institute of Railroad Engineers.

4. Akmolinsk is a town in northern Kazakhstan. The Akmolinsk Camp for the Wives of Traitors to the Motherland was a part of the Karlag camp complex. At the end of the 1930s, there were about two thousand women prisoners in this camp.

5. Aleksandr Shamilievich Melik-Pashaev (1905–1964) was a musician and conductor who held the title of people’s artist of the Soviet Union. Melik-Pashaev was conductor (1931) and senior conductor (1953) at the Bolshoi Theater in Moscow.

6. The State Museum of the Revolution was founded in 1919. On August 18, 1991, it was renamed the State Museum of Russian Political History.

7. In Solikamsk Correctional Labor Camp (Perm region), the convicts worked in the construction of a paper mill (1936–1946). Perm was one of the primary industrial centers in the Urals for heavy engineering, chemicals, woodworking, and leather manufacture. Correctional labor camps for political prisoners functioned in Perm until 1988.

8. The political repression during the siege of Leningrad had its own specific characteristics, although it was part of the general repressive policy of the Soviet state. In Leningrad, as elsewhere, waves of arrests began on the first days of the war. The grounds for the arrests were: spreading panic among the population, counterrevolutionary conversations, suspicion of espionage, and so on. According to the NKVD Administration of Leningrad region, “From June 22, 1941, to September 30, 1942, the NKVD arrested 9,574 people, including 1,246 spies and saboteurs sent by the enemy; it discovered and annihilated 625 counterrevolutionary groups, including 169 of spies and traitors groups, 31 of terrorists, 34 of rebels, 226 of nationalists, 7 of religious sectarians, and others.” In the spring of 1942, the NKVD arrested about a hundred scientists and professors of Leningrad’s higher educational establishments. The NKVD Order 182, of April 11, 1942, established the food ration for all prisoners and camp inmates of the Soviet Union at seven hundred grams of bread a day. The Decision of the Military Council of Leningrad Front of June 8, 1942, established the ration for Leningrad prisons and camps at four hundred grams of bread a day. For prisons and camps of the greater Leningrad region, the ration was three hundred grams of bread a day (by decision of the Executive Committee of Leningrad Region Council of June 26, 1942). According to the testimony of D. Shchapov, a former prisoner of Kresty Prison in Leningrad, from October 16, 1941, to February 1942, 1,853 prisoners died in Kresty. Under the threat of siege, the municipal administration made an attempt to evacuate all detainees and convicts being held in the city’s prisons. The prisoners who were not evacuated in the fall of 1941, and those who were arrested later, spent their sentences in the inner prison of the NKVD, in Kresty, and the transit prison on Konstantinogradskaia Street. An underground prison on the shores of Lake Ladoga is mentioned in oral testimonies. It is likely that the prisoners were kept there for a short time before being transported across the lake. See I. Reznikova, “Repressii v period blokady Leningrada,” in Vestnik “Memoriala” no. 4/5 (St. Petersburg: Nauchno-informatsionnyi tsentr Memorial, 1995), 94–111.


CHAPTER ELEVEN
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Kseniia Dmitrievna Medvedskaia 1910–

Kseniia Dmitrievna Medvedskaia was born in St. Petersburg to a middle-class family. In 1916, her family moved to central Russia. She returned to Leningrad with her husband in the late 1920s. At the time of her arrest, she was working as an accountant. She was arrested on September 3, 1937, as a family member of a traitor to the Motherland. Her husband, Petr Konstantinovich Medvedskii (1892–1937), was a deputy head of the Logging-Lumber Office of Leningrad Cooperative Supply. On September 25, 1937, the NKVD Special Board sentenced Medvedskaia to five years in the camps. She spent her sentence in the Tomsk Camp for Family Members of Traitors to the Motherland. In the fall of 1939, Medvedskaia was transferred to Siblag (Iaia Station). Following her release on September 30, 1942, she lived in the Urals, working at a timber plant. Later, she moved to Central Asia. In 1957, after she was rehabilitated, she returned to Leningrad and worked as an accountant. She currently resides in St. Petersburg.

Life Is Everywhere

Our sentence stated that we were to serve our term in camp, but until October 1937, we were held in Tomsk Prison. During the rounds of the directors of public prosecution, we wives who knew something about the law began to ask the same question: Why were we being kept under stricter regime than had been stated in our sentences? They answered, “It is temporary.”
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Kseniia Dmitrievna Medvedskaia (standing), Polina Pavlovna Pakhnova, Meri Litmanova, and Antonina Ilinichna Ushakova

Soon after, we were summoned “with our things” and were transferred to a special part of the Tomsk Prison1 that had just been converted to a camp. Four barracks (or wards, as they were called later) stood single file, surrounded by a very high fence—about four or five meters high—made of new, white boards. Behind the barracks there was a very high and thick brick wall. Between the wall and the barracks they had left several meters of space, which was used for walks. At first, we were taken to exactly the same type of prison cells as we had before and were confined according to the usual rules of prison art. But we had a great stroke of luck: In front of the ward we met up with our comrades from our transport. We had been separated when they assigned us to the cells according to alphabetical order. Here we could join our old groups that had taken shape by mutual affection and understanding. Now we were locked in cells simply according to the required number of prisoners per cell. I joined my old group! But not everybody was so lucky! It was the first great joy since our arrest. We painfully felt the loss of friends since we had gotten used to living with their concerns; we had been worried about them and had missed them.

The first evening was so exciting; it was filled with conversations and stories about what had happened during our stay in different train cars and cells. We literally did not notice anything and were preoccupied with the joy of living together again! We went to bed very happy. Oh, we were like children! How much child is in every adult . . .

Next day we looked around. Our cell was comparatively small, and there were sixty of us in it. It was easy to look around since we occupied the upper bunk beds. Older people preferred to stay on the “first floor,” in the lower bunks.

The camp administration appeared. It turned out that we had been transferred from prison to a camp regime. This meant that they took down the shields from the windows and unlocked the cells. We could communicate with each other and stay outside as long as we wanted to. Of course, we were allowed to roam only within the limits of the fence. The area within three or four paces of the fence was the so-called forbidden zone, so no one could get closer to the fence than three or four meters. However, these changes brought us great relief.

When they opened the cells, the gulag administration was present. Smiling, they watched us rush into the corridor and tearfully hug each other.

Each of us would go outside for a short time, squinting in the Siberian sun and glaring snow. Walks were a problem, since just a few of us had warm clothing.

The big shots from the gulag administration seldom came to our camp. They told us that from now on the commandant of our special camp would be citizen Gnedik, who was among the group of those visiting. Among other concerns, we asked about how we could submit requests for release. The answer was that our requests would go no farther than the commandant’s office and we could write only appeals for pardon. This idea met with a cool reception. Exactly what offenses should we be pardoned for? What crimes did we commit? each of us was thinking.

Someone asked the camp commandant what our prison terms2 meant and what we could hope for. He rapped out every word: “Five are five, and eight are eight!” “So, why were some given five and others eight?” “Because some were officials’ wives and others were unofficial wives!” His frivolous joke was lost on us. Soon the administration left the camp.

Then there was other news: They announced that we would have self-service in our ward. Every barracks or ward would have a captain appointed by the administration from among the imprisoned wives, who would be responsible for order in the ward. Ekaterina Fokina was our captain. They also appointed a deputy for each cell. There were also volunteers to work in the kitchen, at bread-cutting, and in the infirmary (soon they were transferred to a separate cell for “working” prisoners). But everything was arranged as self-service. We had a schedule and took turns cleaning our cell. Thus, our life in the camp was rigidly structured.

Where did our ward captain come from? Who exactly appointed her? She was an exceptionally suitable candidate for this post. Energetic and very strict, she looked after the interests of the administration. We obeyed her and later were even afraid of her. One of her duties was to report those who broke any camp rules. She did it without the slightest twinge of conscience.

Making her rounds of the cells, she informed us briefly about the camp rules and announced that there was a special order for us to stand up when a camp official entered the barracks. Since we could not all fit into the narrow passages between bunks, people on the upper bunks had to move to the edge and kneel. She left.

She had hit a raw nerve. We could submit to the chain of command; but—from a kneeling position. And this, coming from one of us wives! That did not sit well with most of us. We decided that no matter what, we would squeeze in among those standing on the floor. After that, we understood what kind of person Fokina was.

Soon it was announced that volunteers were needed to whitewash the barracks. There were always volunteers for every kind of work, because, first of all, not a lot of them were required, and those who did not feel well or were too shy could easily stay in the cell. Secondly, any work was some kind of an exercise for a stiff body. It helped us to pass the time and see a little bit more of the outside. Kitchen work, where they often needed volunteers, meant some extra food. Polina3 signed up for whitewashing. I did not know how to whitewash, and so I didn’t go. But soon we realized that lime burns the skin and we started worrying about Polina. I felt bad because I did not go, I could have helped somehow. That’s why when they started looking for volunteers to wash the floors after whitewashing, I went immediately. I saw that Polina’s hands were badly burnt by lime. But the hands of those who washed the floors were burnt even worse, and when I had finished cleaning the floors, I was in worse shape than Polina. My friends helped me to dress in the morning. Of course, everything healed by itself, without any treatment, but it took quite a long time.

Whitewashing was a good idea because it helped to keep the barracks clean. The struggle for cleanliness cost us a lot because we lived in overcrowded conditions, yet were given very little water, and soap had disappeared altogether. But in spite of that, we managed to change underwear every week and to have clean hair. However, water and washing were the most serious problems for us. We were often penalized for exceeding time limits for washing ourselves and washing our things.

One day, a blond woman, rather tall, with a pleasant face and nice smile, entered our cell. Glancing around, she said, “Comrades, tell me if you need anything.” And she wrote in a small notebook what people needed—for example, some clothing, or information about children. “You are very passive, this is not right.” This was Liudmila Kuzminichna Shaposhnikova,4 who had received a term for her husband Chudov, a well-known government official. She used to work as a director of some enterprise in Leningrad. Now she was doing all she could to improve the general conditions in our camp. Alas, she ended up in the punishment cell.

We did not know exactly how many of us there were. Every day, new transports of wives arrived from Moscow, Kiev, and Leningrad with the same sentences we were under. One day, a woman of about fifty-five arrived on the last transport. She sat down on the edge of the bunk bed, looking very distressed. Her name was Basia Lvovna. Tosia Ushakova5 took pity on her. She came down from the upper bunk bed and sat next to that nice-looking woman. Our Tosia was thirty-four. She was an optimist, and she tried wholeheartedly to share her optimism with the newcomer. But Basia Lvovna was old and wise. She was grateful for Tosia’s wish to support her, but told her sadly and kindly, “Well, my girl, you mistake manure for roses. They did not arrest us only to release us. I am an old party member, as is my husband. Our children are Komsomol members. But both my husband and I are in prison.”

In the meantime, it was already the end of December. The new year of 1938 was close, and with the coming new year sadness descended on us, as usual at holidays. Holidays were especially hard for prisoners. You think more about your lost home, while the administration is more alert than usual. All the routine searches and check-ups become more thorough. Later on, in the camps with a general regime (here in Tomsk, we were in a special camp), all political prisoners were usually locked up in their barracks during holidays. Nonpolitical offenders could move around the camp and walk as usual. It was very insulting. We were no more dangerous than before.

About four or five days before the new year, the camp administration proposed that we stage our own concert in celebration of the New Year. Among us were actresses and other stage performers, people with good voices. I was asked to write some humorous verses for the occasion. At that time, we could still walk freely around the ward, to the bathroom or from one cell to another. Only at night were we locked in our cells. The most active women immediately seized the opportunity to organize physical fitness exercises. It was a very good initiative. This way, a concert team could also go from cell to cell with their show. Everybody was very interested, and we waited eagerly for New Year’s Eve. On the afternoon of December 31, the door to our cell suddenly opened, and Fokina entered. She asked the cell deputy to send about four people to the kitchen to peel potatoes. Usually a pleasant job, it did not make anyone happy now, since those who were assigned to go to the kitchen would not hear the concert. Everybody consoled them, promising to delay the concert. But who knew when they would be back? However, they returned in time and were surprised to see a change: Well-dressed (relatively speaking) women were sitting on the bunk beds. One could barely recognize them! They put on all the best clothes they had in their suitcases; but, alas, everything was rumpled, and our elegant comrades looked pitiful. Maybe because of that, those who returned from the kitchen decided not to dress up and stayed in the same clothing.

The holiday began. We told fortunes. Somewhere we got a plate and a candle stub. There was a lot of laughter if the candle stopped at a witty note for the one whose fortune was being told. If it stopped at the note “home”—even though nobody took it seriously—faces lit up and people joked from the bunk beds, “Maybe even the date is known?” Soon the concert team came to our cell. Some of our actors were very good. During the concert a smiling female guard looked into our cell several times. Everything seemed normal. At that time, we knew very little of what was allowed and what was not. In the beginning, some women were against the concert, viewing it as a strange diversion in our depressed situation. But those were the pessimists, and they were in the minority. By seven o’clock that evening, the festivities had come to an end, and we were locked in our cells as usual.

Next day, when it was already light, Fokina entered our cell with a written order and read off the names of those who were being sent for fifteen days to the punishment cell for their participation in the concert and fitness exercises. She added that Zemskova,6 whose name was not on the list, would also go to the punishment cell. Because her case was “under special consideration” we knew she was being sent with us as a stool pigeon.

I was among those sent to the punishment cell. Natalia Borisovna Rodionova,7 who was always nice to me came up to me, and I asked her quietly whether I should confess to writing the verses. She said that it would be better if I told the truth. Well, nobody asked us about anything; we were just put in the punishment cell. But strangely enough, after my return from the punishment cell, Rodionova stopped talking to me. She was clever and cautious; she had a higher education.

The vast majority felt sorry for those of us who got in trouble. For them, the term of our punishment, fifteen days, seemed to last a very long time. We ourselves were stunned. When they had taken us out of the barracks, they locked the doors. It only stressed the importance of what was happening, since usually during the daytime the doors were left unlocked.

They gathered all thirteen of us in the corridor, and wasting no words, led us beyond the gates to the punishment cell. It was already light. Undoubtedly, our comrades were watching from the windows as the guards took us past the gates. We were walking on fresh snow, as it snowed often there. The place was cold and frosty. But it was so awfully shameful to walk under the gaze of our comrades. I walked without looking back.

We were brought to a stone ward, where the corridor was half-dark. They opened the iron door to the cell, which was a little below ground level. We only had time to notice that there were several such doors there—probably a whole row of punishment cells. Cries and persistent knocking were audible from behind the other door. The prisoners, hearing people moving around, were demanding attention. They needed something. The guards quickly locked us in our punishment cell, and we were left there in the dark room. During the day, light penetrated the cell through a few round holes the size of coins, made in the metal board that was there instead of a window. In the evening, a dim light bulb shone down from the high ceiling . . .

When our eyes got accustomed to the darkness, it turned out that the cell was small and was half-filled by a one-story bunk bed. The walls limited the space so that it was absolutely impossible for all of us to sleep on the bunk bed at the same time. We decided to take turns sleeping on the bed and split up into two groups of six and seven people each. While one group was sleeping, the other sat at their feet. We had no idea how many days we were going to spend here. I was one of the youngest there, and at first I silently listened to what others were saying and advising. Not trusting anyone, we decided that we would limit our conversations to the minimum in order for our words not to be interpreted as some kind of agitation. But to make up for that, we agreed to tell stories and recite poetry to make the time go faster. All of my cell mates were good comrades, and talented, to boot. One of them was a famous dramatic reciter from Leningrad, she was about thirty-three. What a pity that I don’t remember the name of this lovely, modest woman! Another, Regina Gurevich,8 a colorful blonde of about forty, had once been an actress. These two, more than anyone else, kept us entertained with their talent. Of course, we could not keep it up continuously, but many hours we passed in this way. Sometimes one of us would give a synopsis of a book that she had read recently—say, four months earlier. At times the narration was long enough to last through several shifts. However, we made it a point not to talk about our families or ourselves . . .

Our rations were four hundred grams of bread, water, and half a liter of thin cabbage soup twice a week. Occasionally, there were two or three pieces of potatoes in our soup, but they were so black and frozen that even we, who were deprived of any other hot food, could not swallow them. Constant hunger tortured us more than anything else. I remember how some of us women learned in camp how to make chess pieces out of chewed bread. They were small and beautiful, and very sturdy. White and black differed not by color but by the form on top of the figure. Chessboards were made right on the bunk beds, so playing chess was very popular. We never had enough bread, and so these pieces were made very slowly—bit by bit, day by day if bread could be set aside for them. In the punishment cell, we could not afford such luxury; besides, there was nothing to make a chessboard with.

I thought a lot about the friends I had left behind, in our camp barracks. I started making dominoes for them, out of bread. The dominoes were small, one and a half centimeters each. But now I had time to make them better. The dominoes dried slowly and became hard like stone. I had to take them out of the punishment cell with me during the constant searches, so they would not be confiscated. I wrapped them in some thin rag and managed to smuggle them out safely. They did not do body searches in the punishment cell.

At last, on the fifteenth day of our isolation, the door to the punishment cell was opened and we were let out. It meant the end of our term. A bright, sunny day. It was about three or four in the afternoon, there was sparkling white snow on the ground and an abundance of oxygen in the air. The sharp contrast between the darkness of the punishment cell and all this magnificent white beauty made us dizzy, and we squinted. But we kept pace with the guards. Suddenly I had a strange feeling of shame and fear. For some reason I was ashamed to face my comrades—I did not want to be looked upon as a victim. Now I often ask myself, what was I afraid of? Probably I just did not want them to pity me.

In fear and confusion, I stepped into the cell. But—oh, what a joy!—these feelings soon disappeared. My friends were calling to me and coming down to greet me (our places were on the upper bunk beds). All of my cell mates—there were about sixty—were happy to see me. Although I felt embarrassed, I was also very happy, and as I climbed up to my place I greeted everybody. At first my friends hurried to make me comfortable. They were also excited and embarrassed. Then they bombarded me with questions. From other bunk beds people started bringing me food that they had saved from their parcels. Many people offered me treats, even those I had almost never had occasion to talk to. I was sitting “upstairs” and suddenly a small bundle would be thrown at my back. Somebody else was sharing a treat . . .

Such was the happy end to January 15, 1938, the day I had begun so shamefacedly. At least the five of us went to bed in peace. That was the second time I felt happy in our situation. Tosia, on the other hand, could not sleep for a long time. She was shaken by the appearance of those who had returned from the punishment cell. We were thinner, and somehow altered from our former selves—embarrassed and insulted. She remembered the lines from Blok’s poem, “So that’s how you humiliated look in the harsh unflattering light of day.”9

But with time, the unexpected insult sank into oblivion. And our comrades tried not to remind us about it. Life went on as before. Some news had come while I was absent from the cell. In December, we had been allowed to write home. Everybody wrote—and of course, wrote often—in hopes of getting an answer as soon as possible. But as it turned out, of all these letters only one for each prisoner was sent out. All the rest disappeared without a trace. The high administration simply did not send them. But these first letters brought happiness to many of our relatives, who responded with letters and parcels. Soon the administration stopped giving us letters from home. They probably did not want to have the extra work of perlustration: According to the rules, letters from us and to us had to go through censorship. When we asked why there were no letters, the answer was: Your relatives and children do not want to have anything to do with criminals like you. However, they allowed us to have the parcels. Those of our relatives who figured out how the system worked and who had money kept on sending parcels regularly, once every three months. But there were not too many of those lucky ones . . .

As for me personally, I knew how hard life was for my mother, and now she had to take care of Mitiusha.10 I did not even mention parcels in my letters to her, I just wrote encouraging letters. Besides, we were not allowed to complain or to write about our everyday life. Such letters would not have been sent in any case. However, I wrote to my cousin in Leningrad and asked her to send me my winter coat, which I had left at her place. My cousin thoughtfully sent not only my winter coat, but also put some food in the parcel. So we had a small feast—it was customary when someone from our crowd got a parcel. Polina, for example, received “rich” parcels twice. She even got embroidery floss . . . It was a great luxury. But getting a parcel here was the same as in Leningrad: People started crying, and everybody would get homesick. A lot of people received good parcels with chocolate and things like that. The guards used to say that this prison had never seen such parcels before.

The regimen in prison corrupted people, and that was terrible. Denouncing each other was not only demanded but praised. If someone saw somebody else break the rules and did not report it, they would be punished along with the person who committed the infraction. “Like calls the like,” and human vileness raised its head when summoned by our camp administration, which obviously ranked among the lower order.

By the will of our administration, our daily regimen was as follows: There was no work to be done apart from self-service tasks such as cleaning our barracks and the camp territory. Those who were on duty also had to hand out food, since there was no special dining room. The food—bread, soup, or gruel—was handed out right in the cells. I was transferred to another barrack. There were no cells there—just one long room for more than 250 people. There were long rows of bunk beds, of course, in two tiers, with narrow passages between the rows. Usually, six or eight people were on duty on any given day, and the rest had nothing to do. For the majority this necessary idleness was extremely difficult to bear. Months were passing, but the wished-for day of release did not come. People started asking the administration to give them some job. The answer was stunning: You do not deserve to work! In fact, that phrase epitomizes the administration’s attitude toward us. They did not trust us at all; they could not trust us with any work! This statement shocked us, and we wondered, What are we worth, then, and what will become of us? We were treated like hardened criminals who had committed vicious crimes against their own country, deserving only contempt, yelling, and cursing.

At first, when we were transferred to this “camp for wives,” as we called it, the commandant of the camp was a certain Gnedik, a rather clever man. He was replaced by a fellow named Kii, who was tall and not very smart. However, after two or three months, he also disappeared from our horizon, and our chief warden became camp commandant. He was completely illiterate. This was obvious from his orders about penalties. Copies of his orders were put up in our camp. When the warden was appointed the top authority in the camp, the orders became absolutely ridiculous in all respects—in form, grammar, and spelling.

So, what were we, if this nonentity was appointed to rule over us? He understood only the language of reprisals: a punishment cell or making up a new case against someone. Then the offender would have her “own” case and would be sentenced under Article 58. Nobody knew what camps and prisons these unfortunates were sent to.

Later, Liudmila Shaposhnikova shared their lot. I think she was a bright person. She was one of those people who tried to make our life better. The point is, our life was constantly getting worse. The administration treated us like pariahs. We were not worthy even to work! All connections with the outside world were forbidden. Our letters were not sent out, and soon we were not allowed to write them. If a sewage disposal truck or a truck with food arrived at our camp, the whistle blew. It was a signal for us to return quickly to our places and cover the windows. Usually the windows were covered with blankets. We were such criminals that nobody was allowed even to see us! By the way, all these precautions were taken only for one person, a driver, who was not supposed to see us. (Nobody tried to hide us from our guards!) Of course, some curious souls tried to move the blanket slightly and look through the window. However, the other wives would not allow them to do it, because the punishment was severe; everybody watched each other. Besides, the administration often punished the whole barrack: Our guards knew how easy it was to make everyone spy on each other.

But all these strict rules looked ridiculous. So many people could have been working—making brooms, for example. We were despised, but fed. We were not worth our salt! When spring came, we used to remind the administration that Narym11 was mentioned in our sentence. We thought that in Narym there would have been some work for us, and probably the food would have been better. But the standard answer was that there was no such order yet. We were kept there temporarily and hidden from everybody, even drivers. Everything was strange. The meaning of the menacing acronym NKVD was deciphered by us as “No Knowledge, Various Destinations.” Such sayings, incidentally, spread around the camp. Everybody knew and repeated them.

The same happened with any news, regardless of whether it was true or false. Especially numerous were rumors about our upcoming release, or something new in our daily regime. They originated in some fleeting words of an administrator or in somebody’s wild guesses, which were mostly incorrect. Rumors! Fast-spreading rumors filled all the camps and prisons. Because people were isolated there, they did not have the facts, and they lived in hope of release, or at least, improvement of their situation. This was true for both political prisoners and nonpolitical ones. Nobody was indifferent to the idea of freedom; everybody lived only for this idea.

Among us were a number of mothers and daughters who were arrested together. I remember Sofia Mikhailovna Averbakh and Ida Iagoda.12 Some wives were accompanied by young children.13 We did not have many children there—only about seven. Wives with children lived separately, in the fourth ward. The children had a separate kitchen. They were well fed and looked healthy, but they did not know much because they never saw anything but the camp. Once, a horse and cart came to the camp, and one of the older boys said, pointing to the horse “A dog!” The children were objects of love and care to all of us.

One of the mothers had a baby whose name was Elochka. Elochka was about a year old. I did not know Vera at the time of her arrest, but they said that before her arrest she had been summoned to the NKVD. When they learned that she had a baby, they let her go. But soon they came to her house and arrested her together with her baby. Vera gave her older daughter, who was also very young, some money to go to the girl’s grandparents in Oranienbaum, in the Leningrad suburbs. For a long time, Vera did not know whether her daughter made it safely to her grandparents. Mothers with children were usually arrested not long before a prison transport was scheduled to leave.

In Tomsk, when we were allowed to correspond with our families, Vera wrote a letter, and Vera’s mother began petitioning to allow Vera’s younger daughter to live with the grandmother. It was very difficult, but at last she succeeded. So Vera’s mother came from Oranienbaum to Tomsk to pick up her granddaughter. Immediately, the rumor spread that Elochka’s grandmother came to take her. Everybody was excited. After a while we saw Vera with Elochka in her arms and a small bundle going to the commandant’s office. There after being searched, she went to the gates accompanied by a guard. At the gates, Vera kissed Elochka and gave her to the guard. The guard disappeared through the gates, but Vera was still standing there, covering her face with her collar. Her comrades surrounded her and led her to the cell. In our cell everybody was crying, even sobbing.

Vera was not allowed to see her mother. Her mother was only allowed to send Vera a telegram when she and her granddaughter arrived home. When the telegram came, Vera at least stopped worrying so much about her children.

Liudmila Kuzminichna Shaposhnikova was one of the most respected women in our camp. She was smart and calm, and most important, she was ready to help all of us. She was an activist by nature. Shaposhnikova was well educated. She had been a director of some large factory in Leningrad. She was about forty, blonde, and slightly taller than average, and she had a nice smile and a high forehead. She was always very calm and balanced. In her youth, she had been a partisan. Once, squatting while waiting for a bath, Shaposhnikova told us that during the civil war partisans were often hungry. One day, during the break, resting under a cart, she had said to her comrades, “I cannot believe there will be a time when I will eat white bread with butter!” Many years later, one of the partisans of her detachment came to see her. Sitting at the table, he asked, “What kind of bread will you have?” “Rye bread, of course.” But he spread butter on white bread and told her, “I want to see you eat white bread and butter.” With a smile, he reminded her of the episode under the cart. He was there with his friend. Those must have been the years when she developed the habit of helping and trusting others.

She was a good chess player, and one would often find her playing chess. She was indignant with the actions of Fokina and her kind. Once she said: “It’s disgusting, what goes on here. Every administrative order is blown out of proportion by our senior warders.” For these words she was sent to the punishment cell for the first time. Indeed, Fokina set even stricter limits on us than those imposed by the administration, and she hated Shaposhnikova.

Quite some time passed, and Shaposhnikova was sent to the punishment cell again. This time she got it for writing two petitions—one at somebody’s request and the other one for all of us. She thought that our situation in the camp could and should be improved. So somebody had to formulate our requests and submit them to the administration.

The main problem was the fast-spreading scurvy and other diseases that resulted from malnutrition. Our main food—bread—was supplied very irregularly. It often happened that we went without bread for three days. We were supposed to get sugar in microscopic quantities, but for six months we did not get any. Sugar was a great help to those who were suffering badly from hunger: Sugar was distributed once a month and could be exchanged for a ration of bread. In all camps, the daily allotment of bread was called a ration. Rations differed in weight, depending on how much bread a particular prisoner was supposed to get. But a daily portion was called a ration whether it was large or small.

Some of us had a little money, sent by relatives. With this money we could buy some food or cigarettes—whatever we needed—at the camp commissary. But the commissary was closed for months at a time. All of this resulted in malnutrition that was so severe that the infirmary became too small for the camp. A whole ward was vacated for the infirmary, but even it was not enough. The scene was awful: People’s legs became swollen and then paralyzed. Now and then, we could see this or that woman, leaning on someone for support, being led to the overcrowded infirmary. It became a common sight.

We used to ask our commandant why there was no bread. He answered that it would be brought. Soon he stopped visiting us altogether. So Shaposhnikova wrote a petition demanding that a commission from the Directorate of Public Prosecution be sent to our camp. This commission had never been to this camp, and just a few of us knew that it should have been sent on a regular basis. What she did was very courageous. As I already wrote, we wives were extremely timid. In prison, it was a rule to try to get something from the administration only for oneself personally—if someone had enough courage to do so. Any “we” was understood as a political group and it quickly ended up with a trial. But Shaposhnikova was not interested in improving only her personal situation, and she submitted a petition in which she described our situation as a whole and demanded a commission from the Directorate of Public Prosecution be sent to the camp. But there was another pretext for sending her to the punishment cell: She had written another petition, at the request of one of our not-very-literate wives (such women were there also!), about her personal problems. Somebody denounced Shaposhnikova, adding that she loudly expressed her indignation over denunciations and informers. According to her, the informants made the situation worse not only for us, but also for themselves. She was indignant not with the administration but with her own comrades. It was reported to the commandant, probably, in a different context. So she was sent to the punishment cell a second time. Indignant with these ill-founded conclusions and interpretations of her words, she went on a hunger strike in the punishment cell. Her hunger strike (about five or six days) was interrupted by the arrival of members of the higher administration (they were probably called as a result of her petition). I don’t remember whether it was a prosecutor or some other officials. They were going around the camp for quite a long time, asking what complaints we had. As a result, pine-needle tincture, the medication for scurvy, appeared the next day in our camp. Then we got soy gruel which was very nutritious and filling. The signs of malnutrition began to fade. And in two or three months, our camp was disbanded. Such were the events that followed the visit of the commission, hastened by Shaposhnikova’s effort.

But for her personally, the hunger strike was a hard step. It was not only bad for her health: Hunger strikes were forbidden. Some time later, Shaposhnikova was transferred. It was already in the winter of 1939—the third winter of our imprisonment in the camp at Iaia Station. By that time, Liudmila Kuzminichna was deep in trouble. We discussed her situation in whispers. When we heard that she had been summoned “with her things,” some of us brought her food from our parcels for the journey. Others offered her warm things, including a winter coat; although she did not have one, she would not take it, and the guard led her away. What would happen to her?! we wondered. Now we know that she was shot.

Notes

1. The Tomsk Camp for Family Members of Traitors to the Motherland was founded in December 1937 at Tomsk Transit Prison (Siblag). There were about twenty-five hundred prisoners in the camp. The prisoners did not work. Correspondence and visitations were not allowed. The disbanding of the camp began in the summer of 1939 and was completed by October. The prisoners were sent by small prison transports through Mariinsk Transit Prison. Those serving eight-year terms were sent to Magadan. Prisoners with the five-year terms were sent to Iaia (Industrial Corrective Labor Camp 1, Siblag). Small prison transports by special gulag assignments for professionals—doctors, chemists, and the like—were sent to Kemerovo, Arkhangelsk, and Vorkuta.

2. According to the executive order of the people’s commissar of internal affairs of August 15, 1937 (00486): “(12.) Wives of convicted traitors to the Motherland shall be incarcerated in the camps for terms, depending on the degree of social danger, of no less than five to eight years. Wives of traitors to the Motherland who were convicted but not arrested due to illness or the presence of ill children under their care, shall be arrested upon the termination of the illness and sent to the camps. The wives of traitors to the Motherland who have infants are to be arrested immediately and without stopping at the prison shall be taken to the camps. The same treatment should be afforded to convicted wives who are elderly.”

3. Before her arrest, Polina Pavlovna Pakhnova (1903–1977) worked as a clerk at the Elektrik Plant. She was arrested in Leningrad on September 4, 1937, as a family member of a traitor to the Motherland. Her husband, Nikolai Matveevich Pakhnov (1893–1937), was the director of Gatchina Printing House. On September 23, 1937, the NKVD Special Board sentenced Pakhnova to eight years at corrective labor. She served her sentence in the Tomsk camp, then in Magadan. Pakhnova was released on April 12, 1945. After her rehabilitation in 1955, she lived in Moscow.

4. Before her arrest on July 20, 1937, Shaposhnikova (1895–1942) had been the director of the Krasnyi Oktiabr (Red October) Factory in Leningrad. She had been awarded the Order of the Red Banner of Labor. Shaposhnikova was arrested in Moscow as a family member of a traitor to the Motherland: Her husband, Mikhail Semenovich Chudov (1893–1937), was a second secretary of the Leningrad Regional Communist Party Committee and chairman of the All-Union Council on Traders’ Cooperative. The NKVD Special Board sentenced Shaposhnikova on November 11, 1937, to eight years of corrective labor. Shaposhnikova spent her sentence in the Tomsk camp working as a kitchen manager. At the end of 1938, she went on a hunger strike, demanding the right to correspond and the right to work. As a result of her hunger strike, Shaposhnikova was transferred to Moscow. On April 4, 1942, the NKVD Special Board sentenced Shaposhnikova to execution by firing squad. She was executed on May 4, 1942.

5. Antonina Ilinichna Ushakova was born in 1901. Before her arrest on September 11, 1937, she worked as a telephone operator. She was arrested in Leningrad as a family member of a traitor to the Motherland: Her husband, Grigorii (Georgii) Pavlovich Ushakov (1900–1937), was arrested and executed in 1937. On September 27, 1937, the NKVD Special Board sentenced Ushakova to eight years at corrective labor. Ushakova spent her sentence in the Tomsk camp and in Magadan. After her release, she returned to Leningrad.

6. Aleksandra Antonovna Zemskova (1889–?) was born in Olkhovo, in the Leningrad region. She joined the Communist Party in 1924. Until June 1937, Zemskova was a prosecutor of the Oktiabrskii District in Leningrad. She was expelled from the Communist Part on July 5, 1937, for “the loss of vigilance” in connection with the arrest of her husband. Zemskova was arrested on October 11, 1937, as a family member of a traitor to the Motherland: Her husband Mikhail Vladimirovich Chizh (1895–1937) joined the Communist Party in 1917 and had been a responsible party controller at the Commission of Party Control, of the Communist Party Central Committee in Leningrad region. On November 2, 1937, the NKVD Special Board sentenced Zemskova to eight years in corrective labor camps. Zemskova spent her sentence in the Tomsk camp, where she was a spokesperson and a senior warden. At the end of 1939, she was transferred to Suslovo (Siblag). By decision of the NKVD Special Board, her sentence was reduced by three months. She was released from Suslovo on July 28, 1945. No further information on her life is available.

7. After graduation from Leningrad State University, Rodionova (1902– ca.1992) worked as an engineer-cartographer at the Leningrad Military Cartography Division. She was arrested in Leningrad on September 3, 1937, as a family member of a traitor to the Motherland: Her husband Nikolai Aleksandrovich Rodionov (1896–1937) was a member of the bureau of Leningrad City Committee (until 1935) and a delegate of the Seventeenth Party Congress. On September 23, 1937, the NKVD Special Board sentenced Rodionova to five years in corrective labor camps. She served out her sentence in the Tomsk camp working as a clerk there; and (after 1939) in Siblag (Mariinsk, Iaia Station), working in the medical unit at a sewing factory. Rodionova was released on December 16, 1942, but with the proviso that she remain in the camp as a free worker. (Free workers were permitted to live outside the camp but obliged to provide their labor for a certain period of time.) From 1943, she worked at a weather station in the village of Uzu-Agach, in the Alma-Ata region. Later, she worked as a topographer and hydrotechnician for a number of expeditions in Kazakhstan. Following her rehabilitation in 1956, she returned to Leningrad.

8. Regina Iakovlevna Gurevich (1906–) was a singer and actress. At the end of the 1920s, together with her husband Moisei Grigorievich Gurevich (1891–1937), who was a professor at Moscow State University and the people’s commissar of heath services, she visited the United States and performed at Carnegie Hall. Regina Gurevich was arrested in September 1937 as a family member of a traitor to the Motherland. The NKVD Special Board sentenced her to eight years in corrective labor camps. She spent her sentence in the Tomsk camp, and from 1939 in Siblag (Mariinsk, Iaia Station). She was released in 1945 with the proviso that she remain in the camp as a free worker. She worked there in the Culture and Education Unit. In 1947, the NKVD Special Board prohibited her from living in six major cities (“minus six”). She lived in Anzhero-Sudzhensk, in the Kemerovo region, where she worked at a glass factory. Following her rehabilitation in 1956, she returned to Moscow. As of 1991, she was disabled (blind) and living in Moscow.

9. A quote from Aleksandr Blok’s “Pered sudom” (“At the Trial”) (1915).

10. Dmitrii Petrovich Medvedskii is the son of Kseniia Dmitrievna Medvedskaia and Petr Konstantinovich Medvedskii. He lives in Dmitrovgrad today.

11. Special camps were to be established in Narymskii Krai and in the Turgaiskii region in Kazakhstan by a decree of the Central Committee of the All-Union Communist Party of Bolsheviks of July 5, 1937: “144. The issue of the NKVD. 1. To accept the suggestion of the People’s Commissariat of Internal Affairs on sentencing the wives of traitors to the Motherland and members of right-wing Trotskyist espionage/diversionary organizations to labor camps for five to eight years. 2. Propose to the People’s Commissariat of Internal Affairs to organize special camps for this purpose in Narymskii Krai and Turgaiskii region of Kazakhstan.”

12. Averbakh (1883–?) worked in Moscow as a pediatrician before her arrest. On June 9, 1937, the NKVD Special Board sentenced her to five years of exile in the Orenburg region (Ak-Bulak Station). There she worked as a doctor and head of a children’s clinic. She was arrested on April 17, 1938, in Ak-Bulak, as a family member of a traitor to the Motherland, together with her daughter Ida Leonidovna Iagoda. Ida’s husband Genrikh Grigorevich Iagoda (1891–1938) was the deputy chairman of the GPU (1924–1934), the commissar of internal affairs (1934–1936), and the commissar for posts and telegraphs (1936–1937). He was arrested and executed in 1938. On August 14, 1938, the NKVD Special Board convicted Ida Iagoda under Article 58.10 (counterrevolutionary propaganda). She spent her sentence in the Tomsk camp, then in Vladivostok.

13. In the Tomsk Camp for Family Members of Traitors to the Motherland, there were about twenty women with children of ages between three months and two and a half years. According to the executive order of the people’s commissar of internal affairs of August 15, 1937 (00486): “21. Infants shall be sent to the camps with their convicted mothers, and upon reaching the age of one and a half years they shall be sent to orphanages and nurseries of the People’s Commissariats of Health Services of the republics. . . . 23. In the event that another nonrepressed relative desires to care for the orphan, this shall not be prevented.”


CHAPTER TWELVE
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Liudmila Ivanovna Granovskaia
1916–

Born in Novorossiisk, Liudmila Ivanovna Granovskaia was brought up in an orphanage in Leningrad. She studied at the Workers’ School of the Leningrad Shipbuilding Institute, and was interested in sports and actively participated in the social and political life of the school. In 1933, she made the acquaintance of Iuzef Dominikovich Los-Losev,1 a pilot who taught at the First Higher School of Aviation Technology.2 At his suggestion, Granovskaia organized a gliding society at the Krasnyi Putilovets Plant, where she worked at that time. Soon, the society became a gliding school, where both Los-Losev and his brother Leon Los-Losev taught.

In 1934, her daughter Iulianna was born. The next year, Granovskaia became a student in the department of geology of Leningrad State University. In the summer of 1937, Iuzef Los-Losev was arrested. Liudmila was arrested on December 28, 1937, as the wife of a traitor to the Motherland, and sentenced to five years in corrective labor camps. She was sent first to Potma, in Mordovia; then in 1940 she was transferred to Segezha, in Karelia. In 1942, she was transferred to Dolinka (not far from Karaganda), where she worked as a topographer. Following her release in December 1942, she stayed in Dolinka working in the construction design department of an agricultural machinery plant. Later, she moved to Sverdlovsk, where she worked at the Sukhoi Log Cement Factory. Being a former prisoner, she had to move from one place to another in search of work and a place to live. Granovskaia worked in Azerbaijan, in the Grodno region, and in Petrozavodsk. In 1961, she returned to Leningrad, where she became a deputy head of a shop at the Bolshevik plant. After her retirement, she worked at the sports center of the Kirov Works. Presently, she lives in St. Petersburg.
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Iuzef Los-Losev and Liudmila Ivanovna Granovskaia

From Aelita’s Notes

At the end of summer 1937, I came home from Sablino,3 where I had been engaged in a practicum for my second year at the university, and found the door to my apartment sealed. Astonished, I broke the seal and unlocked the door with my key. Strangely enough, everything seemed to be in order, but the portraits of me and Iuz had been taken down from the wall and put on the table, next to each other. In the evening, my neighbors stopped by and told me that Iuz had been arrested and that a new wave of arrests was rolling through the city—they were arresting old party members. Our four-year-old daughter, Iulenka, was staying the summer with Granny and Grandpa (my husband’s parents), in the house behind Varshavskii Railway Station, where Grandpa used to work as a caretaker. I had felt uneasy about staying alone in the apartment. My husband’s eyes seemed to be following me from the portrait . . .

The windows of our apartment overlooked the tip of Vasilievskii Island with the Rostral Columns, where on holidays, lights were lit and the sculptures of sea gods reminded one of days past. Here the Neva splits into the Neva and the Nevka, and from our apartment on the fifth floor, it seemed that the house was surrounded by water. On one of the walls of the blue room, there was a picture of a glider, and on the opposite wall, of an aviette. The pilot in the glider—in goggles and helmet—was me. My husband, Iuzef Dominikovich Los-Losev, also wearing a helmet and goggles, was the pilot of the aviette. We smiled at each other . . . Next to the aviette, in the rays of the rising sun, the legendary Icarus was flying on eagle’s wings over the blue sea . . .

Of course, I was worried by the lack of news, and at once I wrote an angry letter to Bolshoi Dom on Liteinyi Prospect, in which I expressed my indignation over the arrest of my husband, who had been a party member since 1918. In my letter, I called the NKVD agents the Japanese Secret Political Police, because they were indiscriminately arresting people who were faithful to the party. Soon they invited me in for a talk. I told them that I knew Iuz at his best, he had always set an example for me, a Komsomol member, and I had never seen anything wrong on his part. He excelled at his job—he had only awards and thank-you letters. My indignation over my husband’s arrest probably hastened my own: On the evening of December 28, when I got home, they were waiting for me. They brought me to Kresty Prison. The cell was crammed, there was no room to move an elbow. We were standing next to each other, rubbing elbows, through the whole night. Many were crying. In the morning, they called us one by one, took all the jewelry the women had—earrings, brooches, pendants—and then took us to the cells. There were about thirty people to a cell, and no bunk beds or benches. At first, I thought the people in the cell were crazy, and involuntarily I stepped back—almost everybody was holding some rags and waving them in the air. It was very stuffy. On closer inspection, I saw a line to the water tap. Women were washing the crotches of their panties and trying to dry them by waving the panties in the air. Only a few were crying. Nobody talked to anyone else, everybody was busy washing and drying. By evening, they started calling us one by one, and these women did not return to the cell anymore. They took me to the investigator, a very young man, who offered me a chair and rather timidly tried to convince me to sign a document incriminating myself as the wife of an enemy of the people. I asked him to give examples of my crimes, but he could not offer any, and I did not sign anything. I was taken to another cell—a big one, with a lot of women. There were just a few young women; most there were middle aged or elderly. There was nothing to sit on, so we sat on the floor. At night, we slept on the floor, on our sides, like sardines. Of course, nobody undressed. If you got up to go to the toilet bucket, which stood in the corner, your sleeping space on the floor would disappear and you would either have to stand for the rest of the night or push sleeping people away to get your place back.

During my three months in this prison, I heard the life stories of many women. I became friends with Nilochka, who was my age. Like everybody else, she was arrested because of her husband. He was a textile engineer, she was an industrial engineer, and they both used to work at the same factory. At first they arrested him, and later they came to arrest her. Her five-year-old daughter was in Minsk, with Nilochka’s sisters and mother. Other women told how children had been torn away from their mothers and carted off. Somehow, it reminded me of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, where all the family members were taken to different places. Forever. A young woman, Verochka Perker, was constantly sobbing and often had fainting spells. She was arrested with her baby, and when they put her in the car, they suddenly suggested that she go back to her apartment to take more diapers. When she returned to the car, the baby had disappeared.

Once, after breakfast—something disgusting and tasteless—they began calling us out into the hallway. The first was a woman of about thirty-five. She said that her husband was a blue-collar worker—a metalworker or a turner, I don’t remember exactly. She had two sons of school age. When the NKVD came to arrest her, her sons seized hold of her and would not let her go; they were literally torn away from her. When she came back to the cell, she was ghastly pale, horror in her eyes, and she could not say a word. The others followed her, and all of them returned to the cell looking horrified. Everybody got the same sentence: Sufficiently implicated as the wife of an enemy of the people . . . Some got eight years, some five, some even ten. I too was called. In the hallway, three men were sitting at a small table. One of them read, “Liudmila Ivanovna Granovskaia, date of birth 1915, a student in the department of geography and geology at Leningrad State University, is sufficiently implicated as the wife of enemy of the people Iuzef Dominikovich Los-Losev. Sentenced by the court-martial to five years in corrective labor camps without the possibility of appeal. File in the archive.”

Everybody in the cell was groaning . . . The guards came several times and yelled, “Stop it!” or banged at the door. Some women fainted, and there was nothing in the cell but tap water. Most of the women were grieving for their children, for their fate. Where were they? What would happen to them? None faulted her husband.

Sometime later, they rudely woke us at night and ordered us to ready ourselves for departure. They put us in vans with the logo “Bread,” literally jammed us in, so that we could hardly breathe. And I wondered silently why they were so cruel. The van began to move. The air became so stifling that several women fainted. We began yelling and banging on the door. The van stopped. The guards pulled the women out, right there on the road. . . . The fresh air was reinvigorating. . . . Then again, the suffocating van, and at last, the van stopped and we were put on cattle cars outfitted with plank beds. On the floor, in front of the doors, was a small hole—our toilet. The plank beds were made for two people. For those who were thin, it was not all that bad, but for bigger women, there was very little space. Soon the train started. We were given herring, bread, and a bucket of water. The trip was exhausting, and we lost count of the passing days. Nobody knew where we were being taken. At last, at dawn one day, the train stopped, and we were taken out. The station sign said Potma,4 so it was the Mordovian Republic. Here the kulaks of yore had served their terms. Those who had some things put them on the carts. What a picture it was! A line of women of various ages, surrounded by a convoy of young soldiers, walking along a forest road. Behind them, several carts followed with their belongings. The line seemed endless: It was a whole train. We walked for a long time. There were rest stops, when we ate some bread. We were very thirsty. If one had to go to the toilet, it was done without any shame, right there, in the crowd of women. . . .

By evening, we were approaching a thick, tall fence, about the height of three men. The gates were opened by a winch, and they swallowed the mass of human beings. Behind the fence, we saw very long, huge, one-story wooden barracks. Women from Moscow, Leningrad, Kiev, Minsk and other cities were put in the first barrack, to the left of the gates. In the second barrack, which was parallel to the first, they put only Georgian women. To the right of the gates were two more barracks. One was occupied by women from other cities, and in the second one was a kitchen and a big canteen. There was one smaller barrack behind the kitchen, used as a bathhouse. A big hand-cranked well with a huge bucket on a rope stood between the bathhouse and the canteen. There were two troughs going from the well—one to the canteen, and the other to the bathhouse. Water from the bucket went to the troughs. Everything was as it had been in the seventeenth century—rough, uncouth, clumsy, and heavy. There were about five thousand women in the camp, which was a realm of women, with its own self-government: Every department of the barracks had its department head, whom we elected. Every day, the barrack head appointed women to work in the canteen, in the bathhouse, and in the laundry, and a group to clean the barrack. Professional cooks worked in shifts. There were many doctors, actresses, singers, and even ballerinas among us. We were allowed to have an infirmary in a small, empty barrack behind the Georgians’ barrack.

When people began getting sick with scurvy, our doctors managed to get permission for a small group of women to go outside the gates (with the guards, of course!) to gather pine needles. Then pine-needle tincture was made and given as a medication by half spoonfuls before dinner.

We went to the canteen in shifts (I don’t remember how many shifts there were every day). We were given the same food for several months. Food was brought to our camp no more than twice a year. After we had eaten coarse barley gruel for half a year, they started feeding us soy. The Georgian women were crying and singing in the canteen, “Yasha, come back, I will forgive everything . . .” Often, lying on our bunks, we would tell each other about different tasty dishes and exchange recipes. Nilochka’s and my bunks were next to each other, and we always went together to our work assignments. An older woman, Dolenga, who was a diplomat’s wife and a pianist, drew a piano keyboard on a plank and was teaching us music. Another older woman, a former Comintern worker, taught us how to play chess. We had a lot of free time, as we did only self-service work. I remember that Nilochka and I used to play cerceau. Someone who had been to England taught us how to play this game. We made the equipment ourselves—two sticks, about a meter and a half long and several rings about twelve to fourteen centimeters in diameter. You used the stick to send the rings flying, and your partner had to catch them with a stick.

Nobody received any letters. We were deprived of the right of correspondence. One day, the gates suddenly were flung open, and the cart with food for the canteen came in. The cart was drawn by a horse; a colt was walking alongside it. As soon as Georgian women saw this scene, they started crying, tearing their hair out, and beating their heads against the walls. “Where are our children? What happened to them?” Following the Georgian women, all the rest began to sob and wail . . . We were five thousand strong, and our wailing was as strong as a hurricane. . . . The administration rushed in, began asking questions, then threatening us. They promised to allow us to write to our children and let us work to keep us from going crazy with idleness. Next day, on the square between the barracks, they installed a high pole with a loudspeaker, and we began to listen to the radio. We listened to the music and to the news, and kept on wondering why nothing was even mentioned about mass arrests and exiles. But at least we were not crying so much, and some even began to sing, “We came here to spend our terms—some eight, some five, nobody can make sense of it . . .” The most touching were the lines, “There is no worse grief than becoming a stranger to your motherland.” I cannot recall all the other lore—there were so many actresses, writers, journalists, doctors, and musicians among us.

Soon we were given work embroidering men’s and women’s shirts. In our number were some true masters of embroidery; they taught us how to do cross-stitch, satin stitch, and many other types of stitches. We had an embroidery shop for some factory. Now we were busy, and there was less time for tears and complaints.

At last, we got our first answers from our children. Of course, they caused floods of tears. About ten young, beautiful women lost their minds. One Georgian woman was pulled out of the well. There were endless suicide attempts. Once, after breakfast, the gates opened, and the women who had attempted suicide were taken away. They walked submissively, surrounded by the guards. We never heard of them again.

In 1940, at one of the roll calls, we were told to get ready to move, and we were transferred from Potma to the Karelian woods, to a camp where there were both men and women. From this camp they took us to work every day.

Winter, minus eighteen degrees Centigrade: We walked along a narrow path in the snow to build an irrigation canal. First, you had to remove the snow; then, with spades and pickaxes, you had to dig up the frozen ground, breaking up the large clumps of frozen soil with sledgehammers and wedges. Then you had to load it by spadeful onto a wheelbarrow and take it to the shores of the canal, where you had to level it and smash it down with a heavy wooden tamper. There was no technology at all—nothing but pickax, spade, sledgehammer, wedges, wheelbarrow, and tamper. In the afternoon, they brought us dinner: Bread, soup, and some kind of gruel, often soy. Those who did not fulfill the norm, went without dinner. By evening, many prisoners were fainting, and not only the women. Nilochka, with whom I never parted, fainted the first day of work and was taken back to the camp in a cart used to carry food. Then Nilochka was transferred to the bookkeeping office (she had a heart problem), and I continued building this canal because in the recent past I had been a sportswoman—a rower, a skier, and a member of the university volleyball team.

Once, a man fulfilled his norm, but after work, on his way to the camp, he dropped dead. We were always hungry. Men, for some reason, used to eat salt, which was not rationed in the canteen. But men suffered more than women. One convict (as we used to call each other) found a way to grab food from women who looked helpless. Once he took my bread ration and bowl of soup. A guard saw this. The boy (he was no older than nineteen) was taken to the punishment cell, and a few days later, there was a trial. At the trial, they asked many prisoners whose food had been taken by this guy. People mumbled something, probably fearing the consequences; I said that if a person took somebody’s soup and bread by force, that meant he was very hungry, and they should feed him better. The guy did not get any additional time, he got off with a warning. On the way home to the barracks (we were taken to court by the guards), this guy fell on his knees in front of me and kissed the hem of my dress. The guards did not even curse him. Later, many women started giving part of their rations to this guy and other boys.

In spring, we women were transported to the town of Segezha and were put to work at the Segezha cellulose paper mill.5 I and three other women from Leningrad ended up in the mill’s design department. (Long ago, in Leningrad, after graduating from the plant vocational school, I had worked at the Krasnyi Putilovets Factory as a shop designer.) My Nilochka was sent to work at the main bookkeeping office of the mill. We saw each other only after work, in the barrack, where we continued to occupy upper bunks (since we were young). There were two other prisoners, Oleg and Misha, working in my department—one was an artist, the other a copyist. Like us, they were brought to work under guard. The head of the design department was a young man, Pavel Ivanovich. He was a nice man, and he treated us prisoners without any prejudices.

Pavel Ivanovich gave us assignments, checked our work, and talked to us like we were real people. All of us were young: I had just turned twenty-two; my namesake, Liudmila, was twenty-four; one Nina was twenty-three, and the other, twenty-four. The guys were about twenty, and they were not married. They were arrested because of their fathers, just as we were because of our husbands, about whom we knew nothing. Talking to each other we could not stop wondering: Why had we been arrested?

One day, returning from one of the shops, on the staircase landing, I saw our girls with their arms around each other, crying. They said, “War!” and I also began crying. Soon, our Pavel Ivanovich was mobilized. The Germans started to bomb Segezha. I remember how once, when we were digging ditches in the camp yard, during an air raid, Nilochka and I ran out of the barrack with her red blanket, which she had taken from home. We got into the ditch and covered ourselves with this red blanket. Let a bomb get us, it was so offensive to continue living when our requests to send us to the front were returned unanswered. Soon we learned that the Segezha special train had been bombed and nobody knew whether there were any survivors. We were so sorry for our Pavel Ivanovich . . . Once, he had told our Nina the story of his marriage: His parents had been Old Believers, and he had been brought up in a very traditional religious family. His parents had chosen for him a bride from an Old Believer family. He had married her at his parents’ behest, but he never loved her. Nina and Pavel had taken a liking to each other, and when he left for the front, Pavel told her that if he survived, he would be looking for her.

One evening, all the women prisoners were put onto a long train and taken somewhere on a shaky railroad. They said it was built in haste. We were in transit for a long time, more than a month. We decided that they wanted to keep us alive—the war had inflated the value of everything. We must be of some use! We were right. They unloaded us forty kilometers from Karaganda. From Karelia to Kazakhstan?! We had indeed come a long way. . . . Our reassignment to the barracks was not without dramatic scenes: Some women had become such good friends, and needed each other so much, that they were traumatized by separation and fainted. Our guards literally were pulling women away from each other and dragging them in different directions.

Then we were taken to the bath. At the entrance, those who had lice had their heads shaved. An old man who was the main authority in the bathhouse gave us the signal to fill up our tubs and to soap ourselves. There was little water, and obviously, it was used sparingly. This old man, in his gray coat, walked among us naked women, slapping our shoulders or our butts, making us hurry up. After the bath, we were taken somewhere. Many of us could not walk and were herded into some kind of a barn. We were walking for a long time, and some women began falling down. The guards were hurrying us, making threats. That evening, we saw some lights. We were on the site of a big agricultural institute where they conducted experiments with plants. They placed us in the barracks and gave us tea and bread; our new life had started. This agricultural experimental station was located near the village of Dolinka, in the Karaganda region. The station’s management consisted of experienced agricultural specialists who were prisoners like the rest of us. They treated us well, no shouts or orders. Planting in spring, weeding and hoeing in summer, harvesting the crop in fall, and snow-stopping in winter. I remember how Nilochka fainted in the field, in the winter, and was carried right to the barrack by a young man, an agronomist. Nilochka had a heart problem and was usually excused from hard labor. Once, at the evening roll call, we were counted not only by our guards but also by a whole crowd of young men. Having retired to our upper bunks, we whispered to each other—how lucky these young men were. It was wartime, everyone was accounted for, but they were here, shepherding women. Was it a matter of such state importance?! That’s how valuable we were!

Soon after this roll call, many women were called from the barrack and taken away somewhere. They returned the next morning, many of them crying so bitterly that my blood froze. But none of them said anything. For some reason, they refused to go to the bath with us. One of these women slept on the bunk right below mine, and I saw horrible bruises on her neck and chest. I was horrified beyond words! Soon I was called to the office and told that I had been transferred to the group of topographers because my documents stated that as a student in the Department of Geography and Geology at Leningrad State University I had completed course work in topography. It was a pleasant surprise for me. With joy, I collected my belongings—underwear mended many times, very old dresses, and a coat. I said good-bye to my Nilochka and other friends in the camp. By that time, Nilochka occupied a very high position: She was in charge of food supply and transport to the camp. She had several assistants, and we seldom saw each other.

Notes

1. Los-Losev (1897–1939) was a pilot, mechanic, and aviation instructor. Born to the family of a Polish railroad worker in Gatchina, he attended a Roman Catholic gymnasium. In 1915, he joined the Army Department of Aviation as a volunteer. Los-Losev graduated from the army’s aviation school and then studied aerospace mechanics at the polytechnic institute in Petrograd (1915–1916). He joined the Communist Party in 1918 and participated in the civil war as a pilot. After the war, he worked as an instructor at the First Higher School of Aviation Technology in Petrograd–Leningrad. In 1935, he was an instructor at the Central All-Union Aviation School in Koktebel. He was arrested in 1937, and executed by firing squad in 1939.

2. Granovskaia’s husband, Los-Losev, was the prototype for the main character—engineer Los—in Alexei Tolstoi’s novel Aelita (1922–1923). “The engineer M. S. Los invites anyone who wishes to fly with him to Mars on August 16 to appear for a personal interview between 6:00 and 8:00 P.M., the courtyard of Number 11, Zhdanov Embankment.” Alexei Tolstoi, Aelita, or the Decline of Mars (Ann Arbor, Mich.: Ardis, 1985), 19. The First Higher School of Aviation Technology where Los-Losev taught was at 13 Zhdanov Embankment.

3. Sablino is a railway station forty-five kilometers from Leningrad. The training campus of Leningrad State University was ten kilometers from the station.

4. Potma was a transit and distribution camp of the Temnikov camp system in Mordovia (1931–1948), with the center in the settlement lavas. In 1948, the Temnikov camp system was renamed Dubrovlag. The camp is still in operation.

5. Segezha Cellulose Paper Mill is located in Segezha, on the Murmansk Railroad. The paper mill was built by prisoners and was under the administration of the White Sea–Baltic Sea Canal Camp.
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Olga Viktorovna Iafa-Sinakevich
1875–1959

A graduate of Stoiunina gymnasium and Petr Lesgaft’s Higher Courses in St. Petersburg, Olga Viktorovna Iafa-Sinakevich worked as a teacher of mathematics at an evening school for workers in the village of Smolenskoe, in the St. Petersburg Province. In 1906, she started working as a teacher of mathematics, crafts, and drawing at Vyborg Commercial School. On January 18, 1929, she was arrested in Leningrad in connection with the religious-philosophical circle Voskresenie (Resurrection) headed by Professor Aleksandr Aleksandrovich Meier (1874–1939). The OGPU Collegium sentenced her on July 22, 1929, to three years in corrective labor camps. She spent her sentence in the Solovetskii camps working in a craft shop. Iafa-Sinakevich was released on January 11, 1931, by decision of the OGPU Central Commission on the overcrowding of the Solovetskii camp system (December 9, 1930). She was sent with a prison transport to Vologda, where she was in exile until the end of her sentence. After her release from exile, she returned to Leningrad. During the last years of her life, she wrote her memoirs, which she titled Zhili-byli (Once Upon a Time) and Avgurovy ostrova (Augurs’ Islands).

Epiphany in the Taiga

In the summer of 1956, about two days before my eightieth birthday, I received a birthday card from Lvov, a city where I had never had any friends or acquaintances. The handwriting was unfamiliar, and the signature Aniza Nikolaevna Potekhina1 told me nothing.
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Olga Viktorovna lafa-Sinakevich in the Solovetskii camps. Drawing by Vera Fedorovna Shtein.

However, when I read the birthday message more closely, it all came back to me in a flash—who Aniza Nikolaevna was and when and how we had become acquainted.

“My dear, unforgettable Olga Viktorovna,” she wrote, “I congratulate you on your eightieth birthday and wish you many years of life and all the best. How often I have thought of you upon a Christmas night. I can see it so clearly, our journey through the snowdrifts . . . I am astounded by our courage, yours and mine, and at how we risked walking through the taiga, along an unfamiliar river, without knowing the way . . . We took a risk, but back then, we did not think twice about it . . .”

Of course, I also well remembered this “journey,” although for some reason, I had never mentioned it either in my notes or in the accounts I told my friends. Now it came to my mind all the more brightly and vividly for having been safely stored in the depths of my memory for twenty-five years. “So, it was Aniza Nikolaevna Potekhina who walked next to me across the virgin snow drifts of North Karelia on that magical, moonlit night,” I thought.

It had happened on the Feast of the Epiphany in 1931—twenty-five years ago—near the transit camp on the Summer River.2 Our party, temporarily housed in an unfinished camp barrack, had been cold and hungry for four weeks, and was waiting impatiently to resume its journey.

Aniza Nikolaevna was the spokesperson of the women’s barracks. She was respected and trusted both by prisoners and by the administration. It was she who managed to get a twenty-four-hour leave for herself and me. We asked to go to the fishing village that was closest to the camp. We were told that this village was on the shore of the White Sea, at the mouth of the Summer River. We did not have any idea how far the village was from our camp; but having gotten a permit to go there, we courageously set off.

We left the barracks just before midnight on January 5, in order to make the best possible use of our time off. We were dressed in our gray prisoners’ coats, warm head kerchiefs, and felt boots. We each had a backpack and carried Soviet rubles in our pockets (as opposed to the special camp bills of trade—bony—that circulated in our camp).3 With this real money we hoped to buy some food in the village for ourselves and to share with our close friends in camp.

Having descended the steep riverbank where our camp was located and carefully circumventing the ice hole where convicts drew their water, we cheerfully started down along the frozen river. We were glad that we could walk by ourselves, without any guards. We were happy to get away—although only for twenty-four hours—from the noisy, many-voiced, many-headed throng that had surrounded us for many months.

It was a frosty but windless night, moonlit and starry. A solemn, portentous stillness filled the forest around us and the endless starry universe above our heads.

It was an easy, joyful, and pleasant trek. We knew that for tens and tens of kilometers there was no risk of our meeting up with anyone—evil or kind. If we chanced to meet someone in the depths of the taiga, it would only be deer, hares, or squirrels. Nor were we afraid of losing our way, since we had decided to follow the river until we reached its mouth—the goal of our excursion.

The road in front of us looked unfurled like a white carpet, and the forest seemed to be respectfully stepping back to make way. But the moon disappeared, the sky began to turn gray in the east, and the stars began “to fade and go out.” By dawn, we were far away from the camp. The gray morning had arrived. And the river became steadily wider, the forest thinner as it continued its retreat from the riverbanks.

The area where we were walking was mostly open but uninhabited. We could not even imagine how many kilometers we had covered and how many more we had to go before we would reach our destination. However, we continued to walk at the same cheerful tempo with which we had set out. It was already twilight when at last we reached the mouth of the river and the village that spread out on its right bank.

How excited and happy we were as we entered the village! Now we would meet free people and we would be able to talk to them about everything, without any informants around. How long we had been denied this elementary and essential right of every human being! We were excited at the prospect of seeing merry peasant children and numerous village dogs and cats, and this time, close up, and right where they lived—instead of from far away, from the windows of prisoners’ trains, as we had during our last hard transportation. We would see the steady, everyday life of free Russian people, who lived at home, surrounded by their family . . .

We would see the inhabitants of those sturdy, high log houses so typical of the White Sea coast. In the windows of the houses, quiet, welcoming, warm lights started to appear through the darkness of twilight.

But the village street was empty, and only one lone dog lazily started barking at us, and a single cat, appearing out of nowhere, ran across the road and disappeared over a tall fence made of fir tree logs.

The nearby village store was still open, and we hurried inside. The store was empty; only the storekeeper was there, counting the day’s earnings. We told him that we had come from far away and we asked him to make an exception and sell us some food—“we would like some fish.”

However, it turned out that the store sold only dry, rationed goods for the residents of this village. “I don’t sell fish, since everybody in the village is a fisherman and gets fish on his own. But go and ask at the houses,” he suggested. “Today almost everybody went fishing, and the catch is good.” He pointed randomly at several houses that looked especially well built. “They have a lot of fresh fish there.” We thanked him for his advice and went to the porch of the nearest house he had pointed out to us.

The door was opened by a woman. We greeted her politely, explained who we were and where we had come from (although it was obvious by our prisoners’ coats), and asked whether we could buy some fish from her. “I’ll call the man of the house,” she said, letting us into the entrance room. The tempting aroma of the house’s warmth and of freshly baked rye bread came wafting from the half-shut door to the main room. Fresh fir-tree branches, scattered around the entrance, smelled of Christmas. The icon lamp was glowing in the right-hand corner of the main room. The man of the house in his newly knitted gray woolen shirt also had a holiday look. We repeated our request to him.

“Of course I have fish, why wouldn’t I,” he said, “But what do you have in exchange?” “We have Soviet money,” we hurried to answer in unison. “Well, we don’t need that. If you had matches, tobacco, bolts of cotton or some other worthy rags . . .” Alas, we did not have any of these; although in the camp there were matches, and packs of cheap tobacco, and even some “worthy rags” could be found in our suitcases, we had not thought of taking them with us. We said so to the man of the house. “Well, next time, bring all those goods, and then we shall talk,” he answered, and turning his back to us, went into the main room, tightly shutting the door behind him.

We could do nothing but go and try our luck at the other houses. But the same reception awaited us there. Everywhere, we waited on the threshold, gazing at the clean floors meticulously covered with clean, handmade carpets and at the warmly lit icon lamps; and in every foyer were freshly cut branches of fir trees, reminding us of the happy Epiphany celebrations of our childhood, within our family circle. Everywhere was the appetizing aroma of food and fresh bread. Obviously, at every house, the families were ready to sit down for a holiday supper and were waiting with irritation and impatience to close the door behind us.

At one house, the mistress was putting a big pan full of fried fish on the table. At another, where the mistress seemed kinder to us, we asked whether she would sell us a glass of milk and a piece of bread in return for Soviet money. “We have been on the road since midnight and have not eaten in nearly twenty-four hours. We still have to make it all the way back,” we explained to her. But the family was ready to have supper, and the lady of the house did not have time to deal with us. Who knows? Maybe they were afraid of us because we were convicts, maybe they took us for common criminals and that was why they were in a hurry to show us the door.

One way or the other, it was useless to continue walking from door to door. Besides, it was late and it was high time for us to start back. It was sad to return with empty hands to our dirty, hungry, noisy barracks.

Depressed at our failure, tired, and hungry, we were approaching the outskirts of the village when suddenly we heard hurried footsteps behind us. We looked back and saw the storekeeper trying to catch up with us. “Well, how did it go?” he called as he got closer. “Did you manage to get some fish?” We sadly showed him our empty sacks, hanging uselessly over our shoulders.

He shook his head with sympathy, and after a brief hesitation, said decisively, “Let’s go to my store, I have a key with me, it is in my pocket. Of course, I don’t have any right and cannot give you a lot, but I’ll try to give you something. Everybody is at home now, so probably no one will see.” He hurried to the village store, and we, of course, followed him.

He hastily weighed out two hundred grams of sugar for each of us, adding a handful of village candies, a few gingerbreads that were frozen and hard as rocks, and a stearin candle. At last our Soviet money was of some use! We happily paid the nominal low price and thanking the man wholeheartedly, left the village, in a much better mood than we had been in twenty minutes earlier.

However, whether because we were physically tired or too nervous from all the impressions of the long day, our journey back was quite different in mood from the previous day’s.

It was night again; and like the day before, there was the same magical moon in the sky, the same stars, and the same solemn silence for hundreds of miles around. As we had the day before, we were following the river, but this time we were walking upstream, and no space opened up before us. Just the opposite: The road narrowed, and the forest, instead of respectfully stepping back, was gloomily closing in on us, as if trying to bar our progress.

We did not feel like talking, and we walked single file rather than side by side as we had the day before. I took the lead and Aniza Nikolaevna followed in my tracks, each of us deeply absorbed in her own thoughts.

I don’t know what Aniza Nikolaevna was thinking about on that frosty, moonlit night, while following my footsteps in silence amid the forest sunken in a deep winter sleep. However, I vividly remember my thoughts and moods on this most extraordinary Christmas Eve of my life.

I was intensively experiencing every moment of this fairy-tale night in the forest and at the same time reliving all of the Christmas Eves past, one by one, all the way back to my early childhood. Never before had I seen my past so vividly and brightly, as if everything that had been stored somewhere in the depths of my memory for many years was suddenly brought to life by magic. Moreover, it existed not as the past but as the ever living present. And all those who were close to me, both dead and alive, were there, walking beside me, unseen, in the uninhabited forest depths. I recollected the lines written by my close friend, Mariia Staniukovich, on the first page of the notebook she gave me on the Feast of Epiphany in 1922.

It’ll come again as in years past,

The mysterious night of magic moods . . .

Now these lines took on the ring of prophecy as I recalled the ones that followed:

One can return to the time several years before . . .

Can light again all the lights of the past,

And live again the life of those past years,

Because time is no more, no more.

One can commune again with all who are dear,

One need only call, if the voice is firm and strong,

The sounder sleeps the past, the fresher its reawakening

Because time is no more, no more . . .

“Yes, yes!” I thought. “It came today, this mysterious night of magic moods. And even alone, thousands of miles away from those near and dear to me, I see them now and I can talk to them in my mind . . .”

I walked along without taking my eyes off the carpet of snow under my feet. The moonlight gave the snow a gray-blue cast. And strangely enough, a light pink spot was gliding along on the snow with me. Whatever my pace, I was always at its center, as if the magic circle of rosy light was directed at me from an invisible heavenly floodlight. I did not try to understand this strange phenomenon. Nothing could surprise me on this magical night. Besides, I was in the powerful grip of my memories . . .

Now I saw myself a year ago in Solovki, on Anzer.4 That evening, after finishing work, I went as usual for the permitted walk through the forest along Troitskaia Road. With difficulty, I broke two large, thick, branches of a fir tree and took one of them to the art shop, to the artist Smotritskii,5 my convicted codefendant. I attached the other one to the head of my trestle bed, and lying under the fir tree branch and smelling its balsamic aroma, I thought of home and of my family, who were probably sitting near the brightly lit Christmas tree, thinking of me.

And simultaneously I saw myself on an evening a year before, at home in the family circle. None of us had any inkling of my impending arrest, which a week later would separate me from everybody I loved, from my native city and everything I had known up till then.

So, I moved tirelessly onward with my eyes fixed on the light pink spot under my feet. I felt as though I was not only outside of time, but also outside of my physical shell . . .

However, toward the end of our hike, I abruptly came back from my reveries and illusions to the physical present: Aniza Nikolaevna turned out to be weaker than I. Before we had reached the camp, she came to the end of her strength, lay down in the snow, and refused to go on. Leaving her semiconscious in the snow, I hurried to the camp, thinking now only about her and how I would send people with a sledge to pick her up.

Luckily, the camp was near. I did not stop at the barracks, but went straight to the guardroom, and showing our used permits for leave, I asked them to send someone with a horse to pick up Aniza Nikolaevna. They acted immediately, and soon they had brought Aniza Nikolaevna on a low sledge, right to the porch of our barrack.

It was long after midnight, and everybody in the barrack had been asleep for quite a while. Only Vera Fedorovna6 was awake, waiting for us to return. When we arrived, she heated our two rations of camp soup and boiled water in the kettle. Once she had warmed up and had something to eat, Aniza Nikolaevna soon felt fine again.

Sitting close together in the corner of the upper trestle bed, we chatted as we drank hot water from our Solovki clay mugs and treated ourselves to gingerbreads and village candy. The stearin candle from the village store was lit and stuck into an empty bottle. We shared the impressions of the day we had spent apart: Vera Fedorovna told us how they had celebrated Christmas Eve in the barracks. Somebody had brought a fir tree from the forest and they had decorated it with cotton and small colored rags. Gathering around the tree, they spent the evening unusually quietly and peacefully, taking turns telling fairy tales and riddles, and at the end, singing Russian and Ukrainian folk songs in chorus, as if they had completely forgotten their usual camp repertoire.

In turn, Aniza Nikolaevna and I told Vera Fedorovna about our adventures. When I described the pink spot of light that surrounded me all the way back to camp, Vera Fedorovna, who was a dreamer, interrupted me in a voice filled with conviction, “Why are you surprised?” (By the way, I was not surprised at all: I perceived this night as a fairy tale, as a dream in which anything was possible.) “Why are you surprised?” she repeated. “You hadn’t eaten for twenty-four hours, and you hadn’t sinned for twenty-four hours—hadn’t said an unkind word about anyone or used anyone’s name in vain, you were in close communion with heavenly, virginal Nature, under a starry sky, in a completely desolate place, outside of petty everyday cares.” (And what about our wanderings in the village, in search of fish? I asked her in my mind.) “It is clear,” Vera Fedorovna continued, “that your nonphysical, spiritual body, your so-called aura, which is ordinarily invisible, cast its light on the snow at your feet. It is clear why you were always at its center, and why on this night you could so freely dwell in the past and commune so closely with your loved ones, both living and dead.”

I laughed. “Well, when I get to a cultural center, I’ll ask a good ophthalmologist for an explanation. I think the real reason is that I had been staring at the white snow endlessly for twenty-four hours. But whatever the real reason was, it was magically wonderful—and let it be a heavenly riddle forever in my memory.” The three of us sat up all night, missing sleep again, to bring in Christmas Day. It was 1931.

The day after Christmas, we left the camp on the Summer River, never to return.

That is what I remembered when I read the birthday greeting from Aniza Nikolaevna in July 1956.

I hurried to answer her with a long letter, and an extensive correspondence started between Leningrad and Lvov, a correspondence wholly devoted to our memories and our mutual friends of those years.

And then I had a wish to include some passages from my friend’s letters, which will undoubtedly be an important addition to my notes about that unforgettable epoch.

Notes

1. Potekhina (ca.1891–?), a Siberian by birth, was arrested in Altai. From 1929, she spent her sentence in Kem, then at the Kandalaksha lumber yards, and in the Solovetskii camps. In 1931, she was sent with a prison transport to Vologda. After her release on February 28, 1931, she lived in Griaznovets, in the Vologda region, and later in Lvov.

2. Summer River was a subsector of the Solovetskii camps (twenty kilometers from Kem) specializing in timber felling. The village of Summer River is located at the mouth of the Summer River near the White Sea, six or seven kilometers from the railway station.

3. Until 1932–1933, prisoners were paid wages only in scrip (bony). Camp shops did not accept rubles.

4. Troitskaia was a subsector of the Solovetskii camps, on Anzer Island (formerly Troitskaia Rescue Station, founded in 1875). The subsector specialized in fur trade and fishing. In 1926, there were 137 prisoners and 2 free workers in the Troitskaia subsector. Around 1930, fifteen members of the Russian Orthodox and Catholic clergy were kept in secret isolation there.

5. Pavel Fomich Smotritskii (1876–1934), born in Kharkov, graduated from Kharkov Modern School (1893) and Kharkov Art School (1900). He worked in St. Petersburg as a set designer at the Imperial Theaters. From March 1, 1917, until the October Revolution, he was a registrar of paintings in the Winter Palace. In the 1920s, he worked for the geological committee as a laboratory assistant. Smotritskii was a member of the Union of Art Workers. He was arrested on December 11, 1928, in connection with the religious-philosophical circle Voskresenie. The OGPU Collegium sentenced Smotritskii on July 22, 1929, to ten years in the corrective labor camps. He spent his sentence in the Solovetskii camps where he worked as a caretaker in the vegetable gardens. Later, he headed an art studio in a craft shop on Anzer Island, and was a senior stage designer in the Culture and Education Unit. For some time he worked as a laboratory assistant at an iodine factory. In October 1933, he was transferred to the mainland, to Mai-Guba, a station on the Murmansk Railroad. Smotritskii died on April 12, 1934, in the hospital at camp subsector Sennukha.

6. See Vera Fedorovna Shtein, chapter 14, in this volume.
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Vera Fedorovna Shtein 1887–?

Vera Fedorovna Shtein, the daughter of a conservatory professor, studied at the St. Petersburg Academy of Fine Arts (1907–1909), then in Paris at a private art studio (1909–1911). She returned to Russia in 1911 and worked as a sculptor on private commissions and in construction. After the October Revolution, she worked as a clerk in the Krasnoe Selo Construction Commission. From 1919 to 1923, she studied at the philological department of Petrograd University, while employed by the Commission for Preservation of Art and Antiquities. After her graduation, Shtein was hired as a registrar and research associate in the Department of Art and History at the State Academy of the History of Material Culture. In 1920, she became a custodian and guide at the Hermitage. She was arrested in 1928 in connection with an explosion at OGPU headquarters in Moscow, but was soon released because the investigation failed to uncover incriminating evidence. On March 2, 1929, she was arrested again in Leningrad in connection with the case of the religious-philosophical circle Voskresenie (Resurrection) that was headed by Professor Aleksandr Aleksandrovich Meier. On July 22, 1929, the OGPU Collegium sentenced her to three years in penal camps. Shtein spent her sentence in the Solovetskii camps (in the Kremlin). She was released on January 17, 1931, following the OGPU “Decision on the Overcrowding of Solovetskii Camp,” and was exiled to Vologda. After her release, she lived in Novosibirsk, working as an art teacher at a local school. Shtein’s letters to her older brother Evgenii Fedorovich Shtein, the Russian ambassador in Buenos Aires, were never sent; rather, she wrote them as a personal journal, without any intent of mailing them. The letters were confiscated by the OGPU at the time of Shtein’s second arrest, in 1928, and were kept in her case file.
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Vera Fedorovna Shtein

From Letters

January 31, 1921

Dearest Liulichka,

I have written a reply to your letter. Although I have described in it more or less the way we live, I cannot tell you everything in letters that go by post. So I keep on writing parallel letters and keep them in the drawer. You could not even begin to imagine how we live; even I cannot fully comprehend it until I received your letter, from another planet: We are living in a prison from which there is no escape. What depresses me more than anything is the typical prison monotony and hopelessness of everyday life . . .

August 23, 1921

It’s nothing special, really, I’ve told myself a thousand times: I must stop thinking about the liberation: When it comes, we will celebrate. In the meantime, it’s better not to anticipate the feeling of freedom, since that only intensifies the unbearable gloom. An acquaintance of mine just stopped by. She said that Lenin is already giving up the reins1 and retiring to the sidelines. Lloyd-George in his last speech said that by winter Russia would be free. But for now, we are still ruled by the Cheka with its criminals and scoundrels, and the arrests go on . . .

September 4, 1921

A dark cloud hangs over us: the nightmarish executions of the sixty-one people2 accused together with Tagantsev.3 Never before had the list of the executed evoked such horror. You feel and comprehend this horror more vividly if even one person you knew is among those executed. For example, I knew Ukhtomskii.4 We worked together in the same department before he left for the Russian Museum and I took his place. When you remember that just recently you saw him and talked to him and now he is no more, and that he did not simply die but was murdered in the most brutal manner, then you feel even more sympathy for the families of the dead who lost their loved ones in such a horrible way. Sixteen women, in the prime of life, absolutely innocent of wrongdoing! It now seems that there was no conspiracy at all—they just needed to sacrifice some lives in order to intimidate somebody, to show that they are not bluffing.

They say that the left wing had the upper-hand again. The tone of the newspapers is different again, nobody says anything about the decrees, the free city, about these hopes whose fulfillment seemed so close and so plausible . . . Again nobody was saying anything and the horizon is shrouded in the impenetrable mist. And, as usual, after such a disappointment, the life we live seems even more awful. You have the absolutely physical sense of a heavy weight pressing down on your shoulders.

Yesterday I learned that at four o’clock there would be a funeral service for Ukhtomskii. Rumors were already spreading that anyone who came to the service would be arrested. I was at this funeral service. The huge, empty Kazan Cathedral dwarfed the group of about forty people in attendance: All intellectuals, nice people the likes of which one does not see often nowadays, a mere remain of the intelligentsia, who had come to pay their last respects to the latest casualty from among their ranks. There were people from the Hermitage and from the Russian Museum, and just plain acquaintances. I noticed a small, bent old man who was crying, and after the funeral service he and Ukhtomskii’s widow kissed each other many times and were crying together. Later I asked who this man was. He was Tagantsev’s father. After this funeral service others were scheduled: There would be a service next for Lazarevskii.5 All of them had been shot at Porokhovye.6 Before the execution, they are not allowed to see their relatives, there is no priest, people are just taken there on trucks. Before they are shot, they are ordered to undress: Clothing is too valuable now to ruin it with bullets. Then all this clothing is distributed among the executioners at Gorokhovaia. They say that they shoot them with revolvers and bury them in an already prepared pit. Thousands have perished in this way; but somehow, these sixty-one made an especially horrific and nightmarish impression.

October 17, 1921

Today Madame Shtiurmer stopped in on business. Although she has been living in a village since they put several tenants in her apartment, she came to the city for several days. She asked me to transfer some valuables and antique furniture she had in her possession to our office. I went to her apartment on Preobrazhenskaia Street. Although strangers are living there, and in spite of the usual air of neglect and filth, I found a letter that Peter the Great had written with his own hand, along with some old deeds and family portraits. I continued through to other rooms that it seems were occupied by a woman who works for the Cheka. There I noticed old books in leather bindings scattered on the table. I asked whose books they were. It turned out that I was in the rooms of Gumilev,7 who had been shot together with those sixty-one. The books were his. I was told that his widow was petitioning to get them back. I did not even try to make an inventory of them, there were so many of his personal things there, everything under the jurisdiction of this young woman from the Cheka, whereas each of these books would have been so dear to his wife . . .

Notes

1. Rumors about Vladimir Ilyich Lenin’s surrendering his power were caused by the leader’s deteriorating health. On May 26, 1922, Lenin suffered his first stroke. He spent most of the summer in Gorki, returning to Moscow only in October 1922.

2. After the Kronstadt uprising and the mass strikes by Petrograd workers in the spring of 1921, the Petrograd authorities attempted to compensate for their helplessness during those events by fabricating the so-called case of the Petrograd Combat Organization. In June and July 1921, more than two hundred people were arrested. Among them there were members of various small anti-Communist groups, artists, scientists, intellectuals, workers, officers, and Kronstadt sailors. The main motive for creating this case was to blame the failures of Soviet power on a conspiracy supported by foreign “special centers.” On August 24, 1921, the Petrograd Cheka sentenced sixty-one people to execution by firing squad. On August 25, they were shot at Rzhevskii Artillery Range, another thirty-four were executed later. Among the executed were Vladimir Nikolaevich Tagantsev, the poet Nikolai Gumilev, the sculptor Sergei Aleksandrovich Ukhtomskii, and professors Nikolai Ivanovich Lazarevskii and Mikhail Tikhvinskii.

3. Vladimir Nikolaevich Tagantsev (1889–1921) was a professor of geography. He was the son of Nikolai Sergeevich Tagantsev (1843–1923), one of the most prominent Russian criminal lawyers, a member of the Senate, and an honorary member of the Russian Academy of Sciences. He was arrested in Petrograd on June 5, 1921, in connection with the case of the Petrograd Combat Organization. On August 24, 1921, the Petrograd Cheka Presidium sentenced him to death.

4. Sergei Aleksandrovich Ukhtomskii (1886–1921), a sculptor, was born in Novgorod guberniia. At the time of his arrest, he was working as an assistant in the art department of the Russian Museum. After Tagantsev’s arrest, Ukhtomskii brought him parcels in prison. Ukhtomskii was arrested on July 27, 1921, in connection with the same case, and was sentenced to death.

5. Nikolai Ivanovich Lazarevskii (1868–1921), a lawyer, was a member of the Senate and a professor at Petrograd University. He was arrested in the summer of 1921 in connection with the case of the Petrograd Combat Organization, and was sentenced to death.

6. Porokhovye is now the part of St. Petersburg located close to Rzevskii Artillery Range. Sergei P. Melgunov in his book, Krasnyi terror v Rossii (Red Terror in Russia), writes about this execution. “The execution took place at one of the stations of Irinovskaia Railway. The prisoners were brought there at sunrise and were ordered to dig a pit. When the pit was half-ready, the prisoners were ordered to take off their clothes. People started yelling calling for help. Some of the prisoners were pushed into the pit and the convoy began shooting at them. The rest of the prisoners were forced in the pit on the pile of bodies. They were executed the same way. Then the pit where those were still alive and wounded were still moaning was covered with dirt.” Melgunov refers to the newspaper Revoliutsionnoe delo (Revolutionary Cause) as his source of information. See Sergei P. Melgunov, Krasnyi terror v Rossii: 1918–1923 (Simferopol, Ukraine: Tavria, 1991), 177; and N. D. Solokhin, “Vsevolozhskie rasstrely,” in Vestnik “Memoriala” (St. Petersburg: Nauchno-informatsionnyi tsentr “Memorial,” 1994), 12–14.

7. Nikolai Gumilev lived in this apartment at 5 Preobrazhenskaia Street from the beginning of 1919 until June 1921. He had his large library moved from Tsarskoe Selo to this apartment. In June 1921, Gumilev moved to Dom Literatorov, on the Moika. See Irina Odoevtseva, Na beregakh Nevy (Washington, D.C.: Viktor Kamkin, 1967).
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Mariia Vasilevna Kovach-Astafeva 1910–1937

Mariia Vasilevna Kovach-Astafeva was born in St. Petersburg to a family of liberal intellectuals. In 1916, her family moved to Kharbin. She graduated from the Kharbin Polytechnic Institute with a degree in law and finance. She met Nikolai Aleksandrovich [Karl, Charly] Kovach-Gelberg1 in Kharbin where he was on a business trip. They married in 1932. Right after the wedding Nikolai was recalled to Moscow, and the newlyweds relocated there in December 1932. He was arrested on March 13, 1933, and she was arrested nine days later, on March 22, 1933, in Gorkii. She was brought to Butyrskaia Prison. On May 28, 1933, the OGPU Judicial Collegium sentenced her to execution by firing squad under Articles 58.4 and 58.6 of the RSFSR Criminal Code (aiding international bourgeoisie and espionage). The sentence was mitigated to ten years in the camps. Sent to the Solovetskii camps, she was allowed to live with her husband on Anzer Island. She worked there as a nurse, sometimes acting in plays at the camp theater. In 1934, her daughter Elena was born. Two years later, her son Nikolai was born in the camp hospital. On March 28, 1937, she was separated from her husband. In October, she was rearrested in the camp, and the children were sent to a special orphanage for children of the people’s enemies. On October 14, 1937, a three-member board of the local NKVD division sentenced her to execution by firing squad. She was executed on November 1, 1937, at Sandormokh, in the vicinity of Medvezhegorsk.
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Mariia Vasilevna Kovach-Astafeva

Letters

March 12, 1933 [Moscow]

Dear Mama, Dad, Ziuta, and Niks!

Happy birthday and best wishes for the day. How will you spend this day without me? As for me—at last Karl managed to get an exit visa for me, and in two or three days we are leaving for his native country. It worked out only because the consulate petitioned for me. How are you doing there?

In Moscow everything is buzzing—they are getting ready for the coming sports competitions. I have been skiing a lot lately and so I feel fine. The weather in Moscow is nice, the ice on the river is breaking up.

We often go to the movies. If you have a chance, see Vstrechnyi.2 It is a good movie, one of the latest.

I’ll try to visit Auntie, I just haven’t been able to find the time yet. Say hello for me to all of our acquaintances. I’ll write as soon as we arrive at our destination. Don’t worry about me. I want you to live as peacefully as you lived when I was with you.

Kisses,
Musia A.

April 24, 1936 [Solovetskii camps]

Dear Auntie Vassa Mikhailovna!

Greetings of all the spring holidays, and congratulations on the birth of your grandson Nikolai.3 My son was born on April 20. I am still in bed after the delivery. The delivery was fine. Lenochka4 is growing up fine, she is very naughty. I am waiting for her and her daddy to come for a visit. I feel good, I have been freed from work for three weeks already and I will have some more time.

My husband and I are happy that we have a son. How much I would like to see all of you now, my dearest loved ones! Many thanks for the money—I received seventy rubles on April 20 which was very good timing. I got yours and Polina’s letters with the photo. I’ll write back soon. Dear Auntie! I know how difficult it is for you to make all these efforts on our behalf. I am so sorry to cause so much trouble. Forgive me, my dear, but please don’t forget us. Every note from you is so important to us!
Lots of kisses,
Musia and family

Dear Grandma! Dunia!

Congratulations on the birth of your grandson. He is a strong and healthy boy. He weighs eleven pounds. We are happy to have a son. Lenochka is so smart and beautiful. Our children are our consolation, our suns. We’ll try to send you pictures.
Regards,
Charly

I hasten to notify dear Dunia, Vasia, Zoika, and Niks of the birth of our son Nikolai. We kiss you. We are healthy. Thank you for everything. I got your letter. Has Vasia started working? How is Zoia?

Musia and family

May 11, 1936 [Solovetskii camps]

Dear Auntie Vassa Mikhailovna!

How are you? Are you feeling better? I understand from your last letter that you were feeling awful, and on top of everything, you had to go to the village to see your sister. How could you do it with your heart problem? Are you better now, Auntie?

I got your money in April—seventy rubles. If you did not sell our things, why, my dear, are you sending us your last kopeck? I know well how hard your life is. I feel so bad that I am constantly asking you for help—but I really counted on your selling our belongings. We have got used to so many things here, we could have managed somehow. Maybe if Auntie Katia comes to see you (as Polina wrote), she will help you sell whatever is possible from our things and send a parcel and money to us. We need badly three winter hats with earflaps (for me, my husband, and Lenochka) and mittens. I asked Dunia to make sheepskin jackets for Lenochka and me out of Vasia’s sheepskin coat and send them to us. We also need warm stockings, books for Lenochka, a rattle toy for little Nikolushka. If you are going to send a food parcel, please send the most necessary—fats, sugar, milk, onion, garlic, and some dried fruit or compote (for scurvy). It would be great to have scissors, thread for sewing and embroidering, and waistband elastic, and buttons for underwear.

When and if Liza or Polia come, could they get a medical book for me—Physician’s Handbook by Dr. Libko? It is not expensive. Of course, do it only if you are fine and healthy, my dear.

Please let us know whether Anna Ivanovna and Liza come to visit you? How is Uncle Fedia?

It is spring here already. We are waiting for the first ships to arrive on May 20. Hopefully they will bring your letters. Please give me Polia’s address if you know it.

My kids are fine. Your grandson gets bigger by the hour rather than by the day. He eats well, sleeps a lot and is happy with his life for the time being. Today he is twenty days old. Lenochka and my husband are tanned like Gypsies. We love each other and live happily. Get better, take care.

Kisses,

Musia and family

May 13, 1936 [Solovetskii camps]

My dear Dunia, Vasia, Zaika, and Niks!

I got Dunechka’s last letter on April 24, after the delivery. The letter made me so happy, but why don’t you write how Vasia is. Did Kolia find a job? And if so what is his specialty? Take care of yourself, my darling, and get well soon. I think this letter will come when you are in the country. Why are you not going to Natalia Semenovna’s dacha? Do they still live with you, and who else is staying there? How are Vasia’s feet? I often see Isabellochka’s father in my dreams. Seems unlikely that he would get better—I am so sorry for Bella. Say hello to her and to our other friends.

We have beautiful sunny days here. The lakes and the sea gulf are free from ice. Our little house—a large room with huge windows like a lantern, an old-style chapel—is a twenty-five-minute walk from the water. We are waiting for the navigation to open on May 20 and for the letters to arrive. Auntie promised to send a parcel. She sent one in November, but it did not arrive—the navigation was closed. I cleaned our apartment, fed the little one—he is fast asleep now—and I am sitting in the warm sun and writing to you. We named him Niksik, in honor of his uncle (do you see, Nikolushka, our respect?). He is a wonderful baby. His weight at birth was four kilograms and three hundred grams, which is one kilogram higher than average. Today he is twenty-three days old. Last couple of days he had colic but now he is almost better. We had a hard time with him, but now I am trying to take an eight-hour break between feedings at night. Last night was fine, without too much crying. It gives both me and him a good rest. He looks a lot like Lenochka, and consequently like his dad, because Lenutsa has her father’s eyes, hair, and face shape. But she takes after the Astafevs in her mouth, smile, and general build. Lenutsa goes for walks with her dad. They go to the sporting ground at about eleven and come back at four. It is good for Lenochka and saves the baby from noise. Lenochka has a good suntan and has become agile. We moved to another camp sector. There are two children here and she plays with them all the time. She was so shy before! I haven’t words to express how wonderful she is! She is smart and sensitive. She can say everything, although she cannot pronounce her Rs and Ls. Sometimes she picks up her father’s accent. She is very impressionable, active, and nervous. If she hears me sighing, she runs up to me crying, “Mommy, what’s wrong?!” When she is excited, she often calls her dad Charly and me Musia. She shouts loudly when she sees a herd of cows, “Oh, there are cows, there are cows! Charly, come here, come here for a second! Hurry up!”

The doll that you are going to send will make a great change in her life. Now she has only wooden blocks, a slate pencil, and a living doll—Niks. She likes to kiss him and hold him in her arms, but his crying makes her nervous.

Dunia and Vasia, thank you for the parcels. Thanks to you, my dears, Lenochka is dressed wonderfully in warm leggings, a sweatshirt, and a white hat. If there is an opportunity, would you please send sheepskin jackets for her and for me. Make them out of Vasia’s old sheepskin coat. If I remember rightly, nobody has been wearing it. It would be great to have warm stockings for Lenochka, me, and my husband for winter. I will be asking Auntie to send us three fur or padded winter hats and mittens. I am afraid that life is difficult for you even without all that, especially if Vasia does not have work. I feel really bad for all the trouble we are causing, but our need makes us turn to you. We are positive that we will pay you back in full, although it is impossible to repay your love, attention, and care. Now I know by experience what it means to have children and how much of our life we put into them.

Charly is well, neither of us is working yet. For the first time, I am alone with the baby and the household. Lenochka used to have a very experienced nanny, I did not know anything about her, but I had so much work. Now all the education and feeding is on my shoulders while Charly is in charge of the house, cooking dinners, etc.

That’s all for now. I am awaiting your letters.

Love to all of you,
Musia

I am sending you warm greetings from the far North!

We live well. Our children are growing up. Lenutsa is a real northerner. She is not afraid of the cold. In winter she used to sleep for an hour in the sleigh outside. We will try to bring up our boy the same way.
Charly

April 20, 1937 [Solovetskii camps]

My dearest, most infinitely kind Auntie Vassa Mikhailovna!

My heart overflows with gratitude for your letters, your care and all your efforts on our behalf. I live in hope of thanking you in person, my dear! I received all four letters (including Polia’s and Mama’s) and a parcel. Everything is fine. Special thanks to Nikolai for his letter. Do you write to him in Sverdlovsk? I can write only to you, so I would like to ask you or Polia to send him my letters. (Probably it would be difficult for you to write endlessly to all of us). I am petitioning for a transfer to join him, but I don’t know whether anything will come out of it. I’ll try every legal means, but if I am not transferred, I’ll have to start thinking about the children. All this is awfully hard—it is not worth writing about, you understand it without any words. I have neither the money nor the other necessities to make the trip. If there is a possibility, please sell my fur coat or all the Baroque, and, please, dear, send the money to me. Otherwise we won’t make it. But don’t borrow money under any circumstances.

From time to time, I have some hope that in Kolyma Nikolai will be given an opportunity to work and will survive. He has a good specialty—he is a construction engineer—and he knows five languages. If only he could work at what he knows, I would not worry for him so much. He was sent without anything, he was given only fifteen minutes. I worry about how he is doing. I hope that they will allow me to send his things. I am allowed to write only two letters a month to you. Do you have his address?

We are fine—we were moved to another camp sector. I live at the sea shore, in a forest, like a summer resort. The children have a good suntan. Everyday I swim in the sea, trying to calm my worn-out nerves. I have tons of work at home—I keep on thinking about the journey. It will take about three months, and I have to prepare everything for the children: If worse comes to worse, I can use my old clothing to make the necessary things for the children. I made a blanket for Kolia from your blue dress. I don’t work here, almost nobody works.

Auntie! If possible please send me some old head kerchief, a warm hat, and mittens. I do not have anything for the transport except for all kinds of useless little hats and berets. Forgive me a thousand times. When shall I stop torturing you?

Kisses and love,
Yours, Musia

I am writing to Polia and Mama.

Dear Polia!

Thank you for the letters and the garlands for the New Year’s tree. I was so surprised by Mama’s expectations. Of course, it is impossible. I still have five years of imprisonment ahead of me. Polinka! Please do me a great favor, I will be grateful to you forever—write to Nikolai often, very often. He will lose heart without letters. I cannot write. My letters won’t get there. Write simply that we are alive and well. Don’t wait for the answers—it takes months to get letters. Write every month, on the tenth and the twenty-fifth. It costs only forty kopecks. I hope that I will be able to see you soon and thank you personally. Nikolai’s address: Far East, Far Eastern Camp, Nagaevo Bay, N. A. Kovach.

All the best to you. Try to visit Auntie more often. I worry about her a lot. Ah, if I were with you! I live in limbo here although the living conditions are good. I am sorry for you that you don’t have your own place. If Nikolai settles down and everything is okay—write to him and go there. You have to have a place of your own.

Mommy, dear!

Happy birthday! I wish you joy, health, and strength. My darling! There are so many things I have to tell you. Only you, my precious, my love! From time to time, when I’m suffering and in dull despair, when it takes an effort even to breath, I remember you and think about your life. And reading your encouraging letters, I believe that I can live through all this! You have lived through everything. My love! I miss all of you so much! I remember every tiny detail, and it brings more pain. Now Karl is somewhere near Vladivostok, en route to the Far North. I could not live without the children and him. I want to believe that we will see each other soon. He was promised a transfer. Once you also made that same journey to see us and our father. I have wonderful children. They are beautiful and healthy. They are the best here. We got your parcel. There was endless joy about exotic toys and colors of the suit and other things. I have already sewn everything. Love and thousands of kisses to you and all my loved ones with children.

Your Musia

May 4, 1937 [Kolyma]

Dear Vassa Mikhailovna!

I have written many letters to you but received no answer. I worried to death about Musia. It has been a month and a half since I left them at Solovki and I don’t know anything about them. I beg you to send the enclosed letter immediately and write to me about Musia and my children. Send me Musia’s letter. My address: Vladivostok, Central Transit Camp, Kovach, N. A.

I wish you health, joy. I hope to God to have an opportunity to thank you for everything good you have done for us. Goodbye.

Kovach, N. A.

October 24, 1937 [Kolyma]

My dearest Musinka! Today I received a letter from Auntie addressed to Sverdlovsk Prison. I have not gotten anything from you yet. As soon as I get my salary (this month it is about one hundred rubles), I’ll send it and a radiogram with an answer. There are no changes in my life. I am a metalworker in a repair shop. They have promised to give me work according to my specialty. They used to pay well here (they still pay free workers well), but now we get from fifty to one hundred rubles a month. Our camp sector is five hundred kilometers from Nagaevo Bay, on the banks of the river Kolyma, in the taiga. Up to now it has been minus 30°C, but it is very cold here in winter, it drops down to minus 60°C. I don’t know how I will stand this cold. You know how I suffer in a cold climate. I feel okay now, though.

I got a good English textbook. I study math and speak German a lot. There is nobody to speak Hungarian with here. In the evenings, I play chess. I am a chess champion here. Ship traffic here stops in December, but probably they will bring a letter by plane. I write five letters to you every month. That is my law.

My sweetheart! I cannot find words to tell how I love all of you and how dear you are to me. This love fills my whole being. I live only for you, and only the hope that I will see you soon gives me strength to live. Our loving family will be together and we will live well and happily ever after! It is true, my Musinka! We love each other, and we have wonderful children. I think about you day and night. Sometimes I sink into despair, but reason and conscience still win. Kiss my Lenutsa and Kolia. Tell them that daddy loves them very much and wants them to be good children. Write how they are doing. Oh, God! How I miss all of you! While I am writing this letter I can barely hold back tears. Be strong, my dear!

Goodbye. Love and kisses from your poor Charly
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Postcard “Greetings from Kolyma.” Magadan, circa 1939

Notes

1. Kovach-Gelberg (1906–1938) was born in Arad, in Austria–Hungary. As a revolutionary, he was engaged in political underground work in Hungary and Romania. Around 1926, he came to Russia to study as a member of the Communist International. He met Mariia during a business trip to the Chinese Eastern Railway (see Roza Zelmanovna Vetukhnovskaia, chapter 7, note 10) in Kharbin. His petition for marriage to Mariia, a Chinese citizen, was denied by Soviet authorities. In spite of that, he married Mariia and was immediately recalled to the Soviet Union. Upon his return to the Soviet Union, he was sent to Gorkii, where he trained foreign employees at Gorkii Auto Plant. He was arrested in Moscow on March 13, 1933. On May 28, 1933, the OGPU Judicial Collegium sentenced him to ten years in the camps under Articles 58.4 and 58.6 of the RSFSR Criminal Code (aiding international bourgeoisie and espionage). For a time, he and Mariia were allowed to live together in the Solovetskii camps. His daughter Elena and son Nikolai were born there. On March 28, 1937, he was separated from his wife and children, and on April 14, 1937, was sent by a prison transport to Kolyma. On August 8, 1938, the three-member special board of the Dalstroi of the Department of the People’s Commissariat of Internal Affairs (Upravlenie narodnogo komissarioeta vnutrennikh del [UNKVD]) sentenced him to execution by firing squad. Kovach was executed on August 10, 1938.

2. Vstrechnyi (Counterplan) (1932) was a film directed by Sergei Iutkevich and Friedrich Ermler.

3. Nikolai Nikolaevich (Ivanovich) Kovach was the son of Nikolai Kovach-Gelberg and Mariia Kovach-Astafeva. Born on April 20, 1936, in the Solovetskii camps, he was sent to the NKVD Distribution Orphanage No. 1, and then to the special orphanage in Olgino (in the Leningrad region) in 1937. He lived in various orphanages until 1951. In the orphanage he was listed as a foundling, and his patronymic in the official documents was “Ivanovich.” His date of birth was listed as the date of his arrival at the orphanage. Nikolai studied at a vocational school, and later served as an officer in the Soviet army. In 1991, he learned about his parents when reunited with his sister Elena. Through the International Red Cross, he found his mother’s relatives in Australia and obtained the letters excerpted here. He lives in St. Petersburg working as a schoolteacher and chess trainer.

4. Elena Nikolaevna Kovach (m. Elokhina) was the daughter of Nikolai Kovach-Gelberg and Mariia Kovach-Astafeva. Born on June 14, 1934, in the Solovetskii camps, she was sent to the Orphanage for Babies in Leningrad in 1937. Later, she was sent to the NKVD Special Sanitarium-Orphanage for Young Children in Olgino, in the Leningrad region. She lived in various orphanages until 1948. Elena found her brother through a newspaper ad in 1991. Presently, she lives in St. Petersburg.


PART THREE
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Sisters, Moms, and Broads

This third and final section focuses specifically on female-centered themes—maternity, sexuality, and sexual assault. Being a reflection of society at large, the reality of camps and prisons defined women in terms of maternity and sexuality. The title of this section might require an explanation: In the camp world, the word “sister” was not only a form of addressing a woman. The word “sister” could also mean a lover who pretends to be a relative, or a female partner in crime. “Moms” were inmates in the later stage of pregnancy, or nursing women. And “broads” denoted women in general. The memoirs selected for this section show that sexuality was a source of extra vulnerability as well as a source of survival for women in prisons and camps.

The women tell stories of sexual victimization, pregnancy, childbirth, and care of children. These themes have a special importance in women’s camp memoirs because they are experiences of relevance to women at all times. Childbirth, maternity, and sexual abuse are also the themes on which memoirists exercise the greatest self-censorship. Although sexual abuse is mentioned in many camp memoirs, few women made sexuality a special theme in their memoirs—not only because it was not a traditional theme of Russian literary memoirs, but also because of the reluctance of women to talk and write about it or to relive the experience.

Elena Semenovna Glinka is a rare exception. She broke the taboo by describing the mass rape she witnessed and barely escaped from on the prison transport to Kolyma in 1951. Irina Pavlovna Vasileva reluctantly narrates the story of her narrow escape of being gang raped. She did not remember the name of the man who saved her life, not only because of tension and the intensity of feelings at the time of their brief acquaintance, but also because she desperately wanted to forget this episode. In camp, Irina did not allow herself a moment of emotional relaxation and happiness. She was so absorbed in herself and in her virtuousness that when she came into contact with extraordinary people she did not notice them. They left no trace in her life.

Olga Viktorovna Iafa-Sinakevich’s essay gives a completely different perception of the camp reality. A teacher and member of the religious-philosophical circle in Petrograd in the 1920s, she saw the beauty of nature and life even in the camps. Whatever ugliness and cruelty that actually existed there was overcome by her strong belief in the ultimate triumph of the human spirit and of eternal beauty.

When prisoners entered the world of the gulag without strong moral and ideological convictions, in most cases they accepted the principle imposed on them by the common criminals as well as by their guards: “You die today, I’ll die tomorrow.” Anna Petrovna Zborovskaia never mentions the reason for her arrest. She managed to survive the camps under a pseudonym, having adopted the name of a literary character. In camp, she seems always to have been part of one or another group—young people during the prison transport and “moms” in the camp—or to be close to the man she loved in the Solovetskii camps. Her letters convey not only her perception of the camp, its lore and rumors, but also the atmosphere of cruelty and arbitrariness created by the camp administration. Her imprisonment was a chapter in her life that she closed immediately after leaving the camps. After her release, she again became a part of the gulag system—this time, as a camp administrator.

Valentina Grigorievna Ievleva-Pavlenko, arrested at the age of eighteen, very soon realized that she would not be able to survive in the camps without a strong and powerful protector. Being the daughter of an “enemy of the people,” she vaguely realized the injustice of the state system but never formulated it explicitly. She did not differentiate between political and common prisoners, and she did not hesitate to harass a weaker prisoner in order to get a better place in the barracks. At the same time, she helped people around her when she could. She loved life and wanted to enjoy every moment of it. Her guiding principle in life before and after arrest was “You live only once.” A beautiful woman, she loved dancing, music, and attention. She wanted to become an actress, but ironically, she succeeded in this ambition only on the stages of camp theaters; after her release her dreams foundered.

All of these memoirists tell about their hopes, friendships, fears, and losses. Although the focus of the memoirs in this section is on motherhood and sexuality, the women’s narrations are not limited to these topics, as they also provide a broader picture of life inside and outside the camp compounds.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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Anna Petrovna Zborovskaia 1911–

Born in Petropavlovsk, in northern Kazakhstan, Anna Petrovna Zborovskaia was brought up in an orphanage in Omsk and graduated from Omsk Pedagogical Vocational School. She was arrested in 1929 and spent her term in the Solovetskii camps. In the camps, she had a son (1930) by one of the inmates. Together with her son she was sent to Anzer Island where the “moms” were kept. Following her release in 1932, she worked as an educator (vospitatel) in the gulag system. Presently, she lives in Volchanets, in Primorskii Krai. Her letters, written in 1989–1990, were addressed to Antonina Viktorovna Melnik, a research associate of Memorial.

From Letters

Your article on Solovki prompted me to write to you. I understand that you are interested in Solovki. I don’t know whether you need my life story, but as I write this, my heart is bleeding because everything has come back to me and the memories are almost unbearable. . . .

I was born on February 23, 1911, in Petropavlovsk. I grew up in an orphanage. I didn’t have a childhood—just famine and epidemics, with death always close. The children in orphanage fell victim to smallpox, typhus, cholera. Dead bodies were stored on the verandah of our orphanage until there were so many that they had to be taken away and cremated. How did I survive? I don’t know. Well, I got typhus. . . . After the orphanage, I entered Omsk Pedagogical Vocational School.
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Women working in peat bogs in the Solovetskii camps.

I was arrested for no reason at all: I was just rounded up together with other absolutely innocent people. I gave them the first name that came to my mind: I took my name from a book—Agnessa. So, I was known there as Agnessa Kushchan. I served my whole term under this assumed name. I was tried in absentia by a three-member special board.

All those who were arrested during the raid were taken to prison. Three days later, we were loaded into a Stolypin car1 and sent at first to Butyrki Prison in Moscow, then to Petrozavodsk, and from there directly to Solovki. When we arrived at Butyrki Prison, we, who still had the courage of youth were singing songs; and when we learned that we would be taken to Solovki, we were not afraid in the least. Just the opposite, it was somehow mysteriously interesting.

I remember on the way there we often sang a song:

Solovki, Solovki, a long way to go;

The heart aches with sadness, turmoil in the soul. . . .

I saw a great deal on my way there! In transit to Solovki, we stopped in five prisons. When we were leaving Butyrki Prison, I saw five dead bodies covered with straw mats—these people had tried to escape at night and were shot. It was so scary, so horrible! But it really happened—people were killed without any trial or investigation.

From Petrozavodsk, we were transported on the ship Gleb Bokii2 to Kem and then to Solovki. There we were received by the convoy and told, “Remember, there is no Soviet power here; here we have Solovki power.”3

I don’t remember any GPU–NKVD administrators; all of the guards and commanders of the camps were themselves prisoners. The first commander who met us was Bek Nazarov; then there was a camp commander Grishaev, a former White Army officer. He was tall and handsome, but what a cruel sadist! His assistant Semenov was also a White officer. Semenov and his wife lived apart from other prisoners. Two Jews, Manzurov and Brainin, were heads of production. All the administration had very good living conditions; they had complete power, and they did what they wanted. They were all criminals, but they were given power and arms, and they could do anything to their fellow prisoners.

I don’t remember how they classified us, the young ones, but we lived in the same barrack with CRs—that is, counterrevolutionaries.4 There were other young girls with me there—Postukhova, Liuda Palgunova, Strukova. All of the ordinary prisoners were good people, they were simply unfortunate. And so many of them died there! There was one prisoner there who did not even have a sentence (no trial, no prison term). I remember her name was Olga, and she was allegedly a daughter of Tsar Nicholas. She supposedly had been hidden by some nuns somewhere in Sverdlovsk. She was taken from the camp somewhere for identification. She had coarse features and was not even pretty. She looked somewhat crazy, and it always seemed to me that she was simulating: One minute she sounded normal, and the next, she would start talking nonsense. She did not have any friends, had nobody to share her thoughts. Later, she had a child whom she soon strangled.

I remember Liubov Mikhailovna Khlopushina, she was also from Omsk. Her husband was at home with the children when Liubov Mikhailovna was arrested for fermenting some kind of unrest. I remember Nadia Belkina—I remember her very well, she was small and blonde. This Nadia lived with one of the camp administrators.

There were barracks, a club, a small store, and an infirmary in our compound. There was a factory, too, where they made barrels. People also worked there in making and repairing fishing nets and in pickling herring. It was something like a fish factory. We used to put herring in barrels, then pour brine over it and add spices. The fish factory was in a large, long building. I remember, they also sent people to work in peat bogs—the conditions there were horrendous, and many prisoners perished there. We ate mostly fish, cod. They gave us potato soup, boiled fish, and gruel. And we cooked mostly for ourselves. There was a canteen, but we did not go there.

The camp issued its own money, called bony—bills of trade. We were paid for our work with these bills. They looked like provisional government money—a square piece of paper, green or, maybe, brown. I remember they had numbers on them, twenty and forty. All the prisoners used this money. In the camp stores one could use it to buy rusks, candy, tea, and some manufactured goods. I bought a brown suit there: a skirt and a jacket. We were given clothing, but we usually altered it. They gave us heavy khaki jackets, a hat with ear flaps, and kersey boots. In winter, they gave us padded pants and felt boots.

A newspaper called Perekovka5 was published in the camp. I was even a correspondent for it. There was also a club, where I was very active. It was a blessing that since the orphanage I had had a strong desire to perform on stage, and I took part in amateur performances. The deputy of the camp commander, Semenov, often praised me. He loved to go to the concerts. He always came with his wife. The concerts were in the club—the club was large, with a good stage. There was a grand piano there. We also had a wind orchestra. In the programs, we included a vocal group, a trio, duets, and a choir. The choir was very good. The choreographer in the club was a professional ballet master. I was the master of ceremonies. There were all kinds of dances and recitals. We staged Chekhov’s vaudevilles, Gogol’s Marriage, Slavin’s Intervention, and The Victim of Egotism. The director of the theater studio was Nikolai Naugolnov, a young man of about thirty-five, tall, with dark eyes. He was a counterrevolutionary. Later, he was taken away.

Everybody in the camp was older than me, I arrived there when I was just a girl. I was the youngest. Maybe because of that, everybody felt sorry for me. My first love was in the camp. There was this guy, Misha Losev; later, I had a son, Iurik, by him. Once, I stopped by the barrel-making shop to see Misha. We were standing there talking when Semenov came in. He saw us, laughed, and sent me to the punishment cell for the whole night. They let me out only in the morning. At that time, the new punishment cell had just been built, we called it Screamer. It was empty, and we were wondering who would be the first to go there. It turned out to be me (although it had not even occurred to me before). However, at the next concert I was the master of ceremonies, and I added an extra item—I recited my own poem, written in haste.

Listen, good people, and don’t be too harsh

On this tale I’m going to tell,

About my yesterday housewarming

In the new punishment cell.

It was a riddle on everyone’s mind:

Who’ll be the first to land there?

Who’s about to get caught, and for what?

Which woman gets the first share?

But I don’t argue, and I don’t brawl,

So I didn’t think twice about it.

It’s just impossible it will be me.

Funny thing, that’s just what happened.

And why did I get it? Did I steal some stuff?

For fighting or cards? Maybe wine?

But, no, that wasn’t the reason at all.

I stopped by the workshop, that’s why.

I came to see Misha, and chat for a while,

And ask him if things were rough,

And then, unsuspecting, I turn around,

And the foreman stands there and laughs.

How can one hope to escape the foreman’s eye?

I have no idea how he came to be there.

The rest of the tale is clear to you now,

I ended up in the Screamer.

And now I must tell you all how it felt,

And what sitting in it was like.

I started to tremble all over from cold,

And I sat shuddering there until night.

I huddled and huddled there, sitting alone,

Even the blood in my veins froze stiff.

But is it really so very bad

That I got in trouble for love?

Tell me, my dears, you must tell me quick,

In front of all, if you like,

How can anyone blame my young heart

For suddenly falling in love?

I am done now, so I’m sorry

If it’s bad and you didn’t like the story,

And here’s some advice for you all:

Don’t get carried away by love,

Keep out of the workshops always,

From punishment cells, stay far away,

And don’t even think about dates!

I got a standing ovation! Semenov was in the first row, rolling with laughter. And when I recited, “from punishment cells, stay far away” he nodded approvingly. . . . I recall all this, and these are not bad memories, considering the times.

All the time we saw arbitrariness, sadism on the part of the administration (former White officers). They had many rights: We all thought that they had it so good there, they could not be cozier if they were in the good Lord’s pocket! They had everything for themselves. How these sadists, especially Grishaev, tortured people! They used to put a half-naked prisoner on a rock in the sea, and a guard with a rifle would stand behind him. There were swarms of mosquitoes there, just clouds of them, so, the prisoner, poor thing, would be standing on this rock, not allowed to move, with the guard behind him, warning “I’ll shoot!”6

Right after we arrived at the camp, I remember there was a young man, very handsome. All the way to the camp he was very nervous. It turned out that he had escaped from the camp, had been captured, and was being transported back. As soon as we left the ship, the guards drove him away with their rifle-butts and took him to the rock. I was crying so bitterly, and they, the sadists, were laughing! I buried my face in the moss and could not even lift my head. Later, we were taken away, but he was still standing on the rock. I never saw him again.

It was very difficult to escape at that time, but people escaped all the time.7 If they were caught, they were shot on the spot. There was a point called Poima. Most of the fugitives were caught at this Poima. They said that the place got its name because prisoners were almost always caught there.

It was like a sign—if you pass Poima, then you will go farther. But I have not been to Poima myself. There was a song, I’ll remember the words for the rest of my life, I still hear this sad camp song. I remember the tune, we used to sing it at half voice:

They made their way through the soggy swamps,

Three daring and brave hearted lads.

Sick with longing to reach their old homes

Where loved ones prayed they weren’t dead.

Lost to everyone, lost to their families,

Out where swamps stretch for miles and miles

They were judged with no cause and no hearing,

Locked away behind thick prison walls.

They ran for three days without tiring;

Now they finally get to rest.

There was an abandoned shed in the field,

They thought sleeping a bit would be best.

It was then that the guards came up suddenly,

And discovered the men in the shed.

They weren’t ordered to bring back the prisoners,

And right there, the three were shot dead.

Three bodies were left on the roadside,

The bodies of brave hearted lads . . .

Their loved ones will not come to bury them

Far away their tears they’ll shed.

For the least infraction of the rules—for a trifle, really—they used to punish prisoners severely, beat them up, and lock them in the punishment cell. There was a punishment block for men. The head of the punishment block was a former White officer, Zykov. He sang so well, he had a marvelous voice, but he was so cruel! I despised him. And he, when singing, used to dedicate his best song to me. . . .

There was an old woman in the camp, a former princess, her name was Ekaterina Nikolaevna. She loved me so much, she was like a mother to me. I will never forget how I swore at an overseer once because she had punished Ekaterina Nikolaevna for something. The overseer ran to complain to Grishaev. He ordered me put in the wooden punishment cell—and the frost was so cold that day!

So, I was sent to this Zykov. He read me the order, “to put you in a cold shed” but he let me keep my warm shawl. The frost was so bad—I cannot even describe it! At about midnight, Grishaev opened the door and asked, “Aren’t you hot?” I said, “Very much so!” Then, he ordered my shawl to be taken away, and the door slammed behind him. I don’t know how long I was there. I remember only that at some point, I became very warm, as if my mother was holding me, wrapped in a warm fluffy shawl. I came to my senses in the infirmary. The girls were rubbing me and gave me hot tea, but I got sick anyway.

Much later, at the beginning of 1932, some commission8 came and arrested all the former White officers who were responsible for unlawful actions. The arrests were going on through the whole night, and in the morning I saw all of them arrested—Grishaev, Brainin, Daineko, Semenov. They were behind the wire. There were rumors that they had tried to hide from the commission and were caught. The commission asked me why I had been put in the punishment cell, etc. The women told them everything.

At that time, the entire administration was changed. For about four days we were without any administration at all; then a new camp commander, Popov, came. He was very good. After Popov became the commander, they began transporting counterrevolutionaries to the mainland and started reviewing our cases. . . .

I gave birth to my son in the hospital—a very big camp hospital. A Leningrad chamber actress, Chagir, was in the hospital with me. She was a young, beautiful, charming woman. Both she and her husband were in Solovki (they were counterrevolutionaries), but they were in different camps. In the hospital, I remember another woman, she had a very difficult delivery. Her child was born alive—twelve pounds, but she died in childbirth. Yes, the baby lived. I nursed him, and then he was taken somewhere. I cried so hard, he was such a nice boy. His mother was a Ukrainian of about twenty-five. When she was brought to the hospital, she was walking with crutches, her legs were getting paralyzed. But when the labor began, she was running in the hallway without any crutches! I don’t know where she was buried. I don’t remember any cemetery at all.

Ekaterina Nikolaevna talked me into baptizing my son. I went to some island to baptize him. I crossed some channel. From shore to shore there was a metal rope so that the boats would not lose their way in the fog. It was very foggy, and while we were on the boat, the bell was tolling all the time. The bells used to toll for small ships, so they wouldn’t lose their way in the fog. If you lose your way, you might end up in the open sea. So, as we were on our way to the island, the bell was tolling.

When I got to this island, Ekaterina Nikolaevna was there to meet me. Now she was working as a cook for some administrator from the prisons. Anyhow, she was in the other camp. She got permission from her boss, and I was allowed to come to her for about five days. A guy from Moscow, Kiriusha Khovilenko, helped us to arrange this. In spite of being a commander, he was a very kind man.

On the island, Ekaterina Nikolaevna introduced me to a priest from the town of Zolotonosha. Then we walked together into the forest, to where there was a small wooden chapel, some benches, and a spring. There the priest, who had a cross and was wearing a cassock, baptized my son. I remember the priest told me, “If I live through this, I’ll give you my address in Zolotonosha. I have a big family there. Your child is my godson now. If life is hard for you, come, and the whole family will help you.” Ekaterina Nikolaevna used to say that this priest was once a very important person, he had met the tsar himself, and he had been arrested for nothing. A lot of clerical people were there—priests, archpriests, monks. At that time, all the believers were being arrested. I remember, on the island, there was a large building and many prisoners lived there. I don’t know what they were doing there, but I remember that Ekaterina Nikolaevna was the complete mistress of the place. She was the only woman in this camp.

After Iurik’s birth, I was sent to another island (there were so many islands!), to a monastery where convicted nuns lived. The nuns were sentenced under Article 58—for instigating unrest. They kept their distance from us nonbelievers. There were more nuns than “mommies.” We received extra food rations for our children. The nuns were so angry, they did not like us and hated our children. There were no civilians there at that time, only prisoners, administration, service personnel, and armed guards.

The monastery building was a stone one. Old monastic cells were still there. There was a kitchen and a large cell where mothers lived with their children. It was so frightening, just horrible! In this building, I was with my son until the very last day. There was a large room and a utilities room with two or three firewood stoves. A long narrow corridor with cells on both sides ran the length of the building. I remember there was an attic—one could get there right from the corridor, by a ladder. A very gloomy building. Apart from this building, there was nothing on the island. It was surrounded by a marsh, a lot of grass, shrubs, and dwarf trees. I did not participate in any amateur performances there, since there was nothing but this monastery on the island.

Then came the order to take the children away from their mothers and send them to a nursery away from Solovki. We were heartbroken! Although there was no stage, I recited my “Farewell” poem in the large room to the mothers and nuns.

Oh, Lord, my God, please listen to me!

Something has cursed my life with hate.

What have I done, somebody tell me,

To earn the blows of my fate?

My fate, a vicious, evil creature,

Tears my life away once more.

My joy and freedom out of reach now,

What are my tears paying for?

Why do I have to roam wild places,

Mother and Motherland both lost?

You’ve taken all I ever held dear,

And now you want to take my son.

How will you live, my precious baby,

Orphaned, without your mother’s touch?

I swear to you, I promise, darling,

That I will love you just as much!

We don’t have much time left in prison;

One day the bars will all fall down,

And I will ask God for a favor,

A little joy for you, my son.

You do not know your father, baby,

And as you grow, you never will.

God grant you health, and I will manage

Just by myself to raise you well.

There were so many tears! But soon came another order to release the women with children. I was released seventy-one days before the end of my term.

I was free, and I left the camp and started my life again under my real name. I graduated from Omsk Pedagogical Vocational School. My son Iurik lived a little longer than two years: He could not become acclimated, was sick a lot, and died. I married very successfully (after marriage, I kept my maiden name of Zborovskaia). I lived very well with my husband. I had seven children. The war began, and my husband was killed at the front. I brought up the children alone.

Today I work in the Primorskii Krai UVD, in the men’s strict-regime corrective labor colony. At first I worked in the political department as a club director. In 1975, I became an inspector of the sewing shop. But my job mostly involves traveling: I obtain materials and distribute the finished work. For five years now, I have not gone on any long-distance business trips; but before, I used to go (or to fly, to be precise) to Odessa, Kiev, Kharkov, Kursk, Vinnitsa, Novorossiisk, and Omsk. I signed purchase orders for materials, and took production orders. I have seven awards from our ministers (they don’t stay for a long time!), seven honorary certificates. I was awarded the order Mother’s Glory and a Medal for Motherhood, and I am an Honored Worker of Communist Labor.

Now, my work is becoming more difficult. My wards are not the same bunch as before. The good ones were released under the amnesty. Only the riffraff are left but one has to work with them also, to demand fulfillment of the plan and high quality of work from them. However, I don’t see anything negative in their attitude toward me, and there isn’t any disobedience. I am on good terms with them. In any case, they obey me; but for others, everything is much more difficult and dangerous. That’s because when we enter the zone, we are left under seven locks with the most dangerous male convicts.

I, personally, consider that for their crimes they were punished by the court. As to us—we are interested in their business qualities, this is the main thing. I correspond with many of my former wards, with those who were released. They write warm and trusting letters. I have many of these letters, postcards—I was going to write memoirs, but—it is simply awful!—I absolutely have no time. Besides my main work, I do volunteer work: For twenty-five years I have worked as a volunteer bookseller for Knigotorg. I have a small kiosk where I stock fiction and technical and political literature, and in my free time I sell these books.

At home, I have a small family farm: I am raising four piglets, and I keep chickens. I also have a vegetable garden. I grow my own vegetables. I work in the house after my other work. My granddaughter lives with me. She is married, has a daughter (my great-granddaughter), but I don’t ask her to help. I even do whitewashing in the house, do laundry myself—I enjoy keeping active and fit. On holidays, I participate in amateur performances. Well, now we are getting ready for the seventh of November—we’ll have our Blue Light Concert.

My daughter works at Baikal–Amur Railroad as a construction foreman. I told her and my granddaughter and my son a lot about my past, but in a different form. I said that in my youth I had been in Solovki. I worked there, and my job was to go on business trips to collect the children of criminals and bring them to the commune where I reeducated them. I don’t even want to hint at what I had to live through. I conceal it, I am afraid they would misunderstand me. I am not guilty of anything, I am not guilty before anybody. I did not commit any crimes. My daughter advises me to go to Solovki, and in her letters she asks, “So, how is your Solovki? Are they writing to you? Are you going there, or not?” I was planning to go there all the time, but it never materialized. Now everyday routine and work take all the time. I really want to visit there, but I am not sure whether I could stand to see and remember it again. Well, my life passed, and there was not much happiness. I still do not understand exactly what the three-member special board was, and why they sent people to prison.
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Armed guard dormitory, architect’s rendering. Magadan, circa 1939. Architect Zoia Pimenova.

Notes

1. Zborovskaia is referring to a special railroad car (introduced by Petr Arkadievich Stolypin [1862–1911], the chairman of the Council of Ministers and the Minister of Internal Affairs for Nicholas II) used for transportation of prisoners. In a Stolypin car, bars separated the corridor from the compartments. Barred windows were only in the corridor. There were usually three-tier sleeping shelves in each compartment, which were originally designed to hold eight people. In the 1930s and 1950s, each compartment was often crammed with twenty-five or thirty prisoners.

2. The large ship Vera, which used to shuttle pilgrims to the Solovetskii monastery, was renamed in honor of Gleb Ivanovich Bokii (1898–1940), a high-level Petrograd Cheka officer and a member of the Communist Party since 1900 and of the Petrograd Military Revolutionary Committee since 1917. From 1918, Bokii held various prominent positions in the Cheka and OGPU. He was arrested in 1937 and perished in the camps in 1940.

3. The famous saying “Here Soviet power ends, here you have Solovki power!” is ascribed to Igor Aleksandrovich Kurilko (1894–1930), the captain of the quarantine company of the Kem Transit Camp.

4. By “counterrevolutionaries,” Zborovskaia means prisoners sentenced under Article 58.

5. Perekovka (Reforging) was published in the Solovetskii camps around 1931. Perekovka was emblematic for Stalinist penal practices, which focused on highly publicized “correction through labor.” Later, prisoners were excluded from public life and not necessarily considered redeemable, signaling a shift from the sociological to the biological explanation of deviance.

6. A torture practiced in the Solovetskii camps during the 1920s. “To present to the mosquitoes” was to force a prisoner to strip to the waist during the summer, inviting innumerable mosquitoes and midges to sting. The threat “to present to the mosquitoes” was often used by the camp administration and is well known from memoirs.

7. Escapes from the Solovetskii camps—especially from the mainland camp subsectors—were quite common despite the Solovetskii camps’ reputation of having strict isolation. According to official data, in 1926–1927, 188 prisoners escaped from Kem and 12 from Solovki. Prisoners often waited until winter, when the lake and the swamps froze over, the mosquitoes disappeared, and the snow covering the tundra hardened. By 1928, escapes had become so frequent that they discredited the local camp administration in the eyes of the gulag administration in Moscow. Moreover, the cases of escapes abroad engendered criticism of the Soviet Union in the West. In order to deter future attempts at escape, escaped convicts were tried not only under Article 82 of the RSFSR Criminal Code (escape), but also under Article 59.3 (banditry), which allowed for complete freedom in the type of punishment applied. Thus, in August–September 1928, there were only two escapes from Muksalma Island. All eleven fugitives were caught and sentenced to death. They were executed on February 4, 1929. On escapes, see Iu. D. Bezsonov, Dvadtsat shest tiurem i pobeg s Solovkov (Paris: Imprimerie de Navarre, 1928); S. A. Malsagoff, An Island Hell: A Soviet Prison in the Far North (London: Philpot, 1926); and V. V. Iofe, “Bolshoi pobeg s Solovkov, 1928,” in Solovetskie ostrova: Bolshaia Muksalma (Moscow: Rossiiskii nauchno-issledovatelskii institut kulturnogo i prirodnogo naslediia, 1996), 214–216.

8. Zborovskaia is referring to the Special Inspection Commission of the Solovetskii camps headed by a member of the OGPU Collegium A. M. Shanin. The commission worked in Kem from 1930 to 1932, and investigated a number of criminal cases among the camp administrators and guards. There are two possible explanations for the commission’s investigation of the camps: Either to put an end to arbitrariness in the camps, or at least to formally counter the mounting international accusations of inhuman treatment of prisoners and the use of slave labor. The indictment presented the accused as former White Army officers and “class enemies” (although almost all of the accused previously had served in the Red Army or had worked for the Cheka/OGPU). Thus, the commission attempted to expiate the Soviet system itself and indict “class enemies” in its stead. The orders of the OGPU Collegium regarding these former administrators were announced to prisoners. Here, Zborovskaia repeats the official version of the investigation. For more on the Special Inspection Commission of the Solovetskii camps, see I. I. Chukhin, “Dva dokumenta komissii A. M. Shanina na Solovkakh,” in Zvenia, vol. 1 (Moscow: Progress Feniks Atheneum, 1991), 357–389.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
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Olga Viktorovna Iafa-Sinakevich 1875–1959

Olga Viktorovna Iafa-Sinakevich was born to a well-known family of Russian cultural elite: Her maternal great-grandfather, Ivan Vtorov, a friend of Aleksandr Sergeevich Pushkin and Vasily Andreevich Zhukovskii, contributed prose and poetry to the periodicals of the time. Her grandfather, Nikolai Vtorov, was a prominent ethnographer and archeologist. The Vtorov family archive included journals, memoirs, letters, and manuscripts of famous Russian writers and artists. Keeping a journal and writing prose and poetry was a family tradition.

A graduate of Petr Lesgaft Higher Courses in St. Petersburg, Iafa-Sinakevich was one of the founders of the most progressive school in Russia—Vyborg Commercial School in St. Petersburg (1906–1930). Interested in art, literature, and philosophy, she dedicated her life to teaching mathematics, drawing, and crafts. She was friends with the well-known Russian artist Ivan Bilibin and with poet and literary critic Ivan Oreus (Konevskoi).

In January 1929, she was arrested in connection with the religious philosophical circle Voskresenie (Resurrection) headed by Professor Aleksandr Aleksandrovich Meier (1874–1939). She was sentenced to three years of corrective labor camps. She spent her sentence in the Solovetskii camps working in a craft shop. She was released before the end of her term and sent to Vologda with the prison transport where she was in exile until the end of her term. She returned to Leningrad in 1933.

Iafa-Sinakevich kept in touch with her former students and their children and grandchildren, all of whom became her second family. During the last years of her life, she worked on her family archive, collected materials on the history of Vyborg Commercial School, and worked on her memoirs that she titled Zhili-byli (Once Upon a Time) and Avgurovy ostrova (Augurs’ Islands).
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Cooking dinner in the Solovetskii camp. Drawing by Vera Fedorovna Shtein.

Satyr and Nymphs

It was a quiet, bright summer evening. In the former mother superior’s small kitchen, a room with a long, narrow, embrasure-like window, I was boiling potatoes, a rare commodity on our archipelago, very seldom brought from the mainland where our dear ones lived, which was barred to us for the time being.

As always at times of leisure, I was thinking about my unusual fate, which so unexpectedly had brought me to this wild and faraway island. I was thinking about my dear ones who had stayed behind on the mainland and whose life in the big city, far away from nature, was so sober and rational, alien to all mysticism, while we here were torn away from the whole world and our century, whether by fairy tales or dreams, legends or daydreaming.

“Look,” said a girl, walking up to the window. She, like me, was cooking something in the kitchen. “Look at this red-haired Jew—he’s the head of the punishment cell. Yesterday he received money from home and announced to the girls that he would pay them a ruble for a kiss. Look what they are doing to him now!”

I came up to the window and looked down.

The forest stretched away below to the horizon, and the glassy surface of the bay was lit up by the golden-pink evening glow. Below, in the middle of the green lawn, in the center of a circle of girls, stood the head of the punishment cell, his arms akimbo. Squatting on his crooked legs, he was catching them one after another and kissing them, while they, throwing their heads back and holding hands, ran in a circle around him, laughing wildly and lifting their bare legs high, dodging his grasp.

In short summer dresses that barely covered their bodies, with their hair disheveled, they looked more like some mythological creatures than contemporary girls. “Drunken satyr and nymphs,” I thought.

The head of the punishment cell really looked like a satyr—short, bandy-legged, with big ears protruding from his mass of red curls, a prominent hooked nose above a sensual mouth, and a goatee . . . He lacked only a wreath of grape leaves and a pipe in his crooked, thin fingers to complete the illusion.

With an expansive, pristine landscape in the style of Claude Lorrain1 as its backdrop, this scene was truly bucolic, miraculously resurrected on the sacred site where the centuries-old silence was once disrupted only by the sound of monastery bells and psalms, and where now one heard only camp commands, obscenities, and the doleful songs of prisoners.

“He has risen! He has risen, the great Pan!” I remembered Turgenev’s prose poem.2

And later, eating my boiled potatoes, I kept on musing about how the centuries and epochs had got mixed up and confused here. This mythological satyr with a bunch of keys on his belt was the head of a camp punishment cell housed in the former monastery cell of St. Elizar and inhabited now mostly by drunken thieves and prostitutes put there to get sober. The nymphs had been brought here from the Ligovka, Sukharevka, and Chubarov Lanes3 of contemporary Russian cities. Yet now they were inseparable from this idyllic, peaceful, primeval landscape, from this wild and majestic nature.

Nothing dies forever and completely . . . Everything that once was, still invisibly exists in the world, although only at rare moments does it become visible to the human eye.

The past does not decay in a narrow coffin,

It soars high in space, in the skies,

And sends its greetings to whomever it chooses.

I remembered the lines of a poem written by a friend.

And sometime in the future, for someone, these virginal hills and sea spaces would resound again with the solemn ringing of the Anzer church bells, and the incomprehensibly great line, “Christ is risen from the dead!” would be heard again over the bay, under the canopy of a spring night.

And then everybody would rise, those who now lived “in coffins” would rise to a new and pure life. All would rise! And this head of the punishment cell and these disheveled girls would join their voices in the universal choir of glory:

May God arise and His enemies be scattered. . . .

Like smoke disappears, let them disappear. . . .

Like wax melts from the fire, devils will perish from the face of the God loving. . . .

The righteous will rejoice!4

This day will come. And the dark spell hanging over the earth will disappear. Let it be so.

Notes

1. Claude Gellée (Le Lorrain) (1600–1682), a French artist and engraver, was famous for his landscapes.

2. A quote from Ivan Sergeyevich Turgenev’s prose poem The Nymphs (1878).

3. Streets in Leningrad and Moscow where prostitutes used to work.

4. Russian Orthodox Easter service matins.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
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Elena Semenovna Glinka 1926–

Elena Semenovna Glinka was born in Novorossiisk to the family of a sea captain. When she entered the Shipbuilding Institute in Leningrad in 1949, she did not disclose in her application that she had lived in Nazi-occupied Novorossiisk during World War II. On January 17, 1950, she was arrested in Leningrad. The military court sentenced her to twenty-five years in the camps because of her failure to disclose this information. She spent her sentence in the Magadan region—in the Balagan camp on the Taui River; in the Ola and Taloi settlements; and in the camp located at the fifty-sixth kilometer of the Kolyma Road, working at a pig farm, at pit production, and on construction sites. After her release in 1956, Glinka returned to Leningrad, where she graduated from the Shipbuilding Institute in 1961. She worked as an engineer with the Baltic Steamship Fleet until her retirement. Presently, she lives in St. Petersburg. She is the author of several short autobiographical stories about women in the camps.

The Hold

When at last the column of convicts made it to the top of a large hill, a breathtaking panorama suddenly opened up: the ocean appeared in all its vastness, splashing and playing in every shade of green, turquoise, and bright blue. The long forgotten freshness of the sea air filled my lungs, making me dizzy and weak. The divine freshness of the air was especially invigorating after the stinky, stuffy, jam-packed prison cells and cattle cars and the overcrowded transit prisons with their rancid, sour, stifling odor that belongs to places where throngs of filthy people live.
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Nagaevo Bay

And suddenly this unexpected freshness, like a gift from God. One could hear thousands of people hungrily gulping the air.

Overwhelmed by joy, I longed to sink to the earth’s bosom, to kiss and caress every stone, every grain of sand. I wanted to plunge into the cleansing ocean waves . . .

But exhilarated though I was, my body was hostage to the circumstances. I had to drag myself along in the thick of the endless column of convicts, five abreast, “head down, hands behind your back,” unmurmuring, silently trudging along under guard to their destination.

In my group of five, there were four young and beautiful women, all sentenced under Article 58. Tamara, an accordionist, was arrested with her youthful mother (they went everywhere together). Lena, a portly, dignified Lithuanian, stood out in the crowd because of her wholesome, buxom beauty. Her stylish hand-knitted sweater with its ethnic design on the front immediately caught one’s eye. Zinaida Vladimirovna, an architect from Moscow, was the daughter of a couple who had greeted the Revolution of 1917 with enthusiasm and had taken part in the construction of the young Soviet Russia. Shura, a seamstress from Krasnodar, was sentenced to twenty-five years for allegedly writing a “White Guard” ditty. And me, a Leningrad student, sentenced also to twenty-five years for having omitted from my application to the university the information that I had lived on Nazi-occupied territory during the war. In the late 1940s, such people were not accepted to the higher educational establishments in capital cities.

Having covered many kilometers, the column was stealthily approaching the most remote mooring of the port of Vanino, where the huge oceangoing ship Minsk stood waiting.

It was a large-capacity freighter, specially equipped for transporting prisoners from the mainland to Kolyma—from the port of Vanino to Nagaevo Bay, five or six kilometers away from Magadan, the capital of Kolyma Krai.

After numerous checks and a regrouping of the convicts, it was time at last to board the ship.1 The prisoners, in groups of five, boarded the Minsk on gangplanks and disappeared into its huge holds. Men went to the fore and stern holds, women to the central hold in the middle of the ship. As if on purpose, our group of five was separated, so that each of us went down to the hold alone. In the hold, at the end of the ladder, every “sucker”—as the thieves called all prisoners who did not belong to their criminal world—was met by a gang of four or five thieves, who would surround the victim, take her aside, and begin to work her over. A group of five “scavengers” led by a young thief nicknamed Strelka was waiting for me. For all the world, Strelka looked like a handsome young man and I was surprised—how could it happen that a man was in a women’s hold?! But soon everything became clear. I did not resist them, it was useless. Your things would be taken anyway, if not by this gang, then by another and, besides they would beat you up. In order to save face and so as not to be undressed by force with curses, slaps, and kicks, I chose the lesser evil. “Tell me what you want to take, and I’ll give it to you myself.” Strelka liked that, and glancing at me with her beautiful, large eyes, she said, “The collar, shoes, and scarf.” “What do you mean, the collar?” I did not understand. “It is sewn onto the coat.” “I’ll leave you the coat, it is light; but I’ll cut off the fur collar.” Before I had time to blink, she made a circular move with a razor around my neck and tore away the collar. Her jackals opened the flaps of my coat, cut away the lining, and threw the coat back to me.

I was mostly sorry not for the loss of the collar or the lining (the “scavengers” would not let it be, anyhow) but because I had hidden the prison letters and poems written by a person dear to me, a wartime poet and journalist, inside the collar. Of course, they had long since turned into lumps of paper, but I was awfully sorry to lose them forever, so I took a chance and said, “Strelka, just give me the letters, that are sewn into the collar.” “Are you crazy, you rat, you want me to give you back your spy letters! I don’t have time now, and if I did, I would give them to the cops!” And she emptied the collar, stomping her feet on the contents. The scavengers went to the ladder for the next victim. Feeling considerably lighter, in hand-me-down, squelching galoshes, without my head scarf, I leaned against the ribs of the ship.

The hold was a battlefield now. Women did not want to part with their things, especially warm clothing, which was so necessary in Kolyma. But the thieves, becoming more and more furious, were cutting and slashing fur coats, making fur collars for themselves right on the spot. They were taking everything and leaving women stripped naked. They would look into a mouth—“Open your trap, now!”—and if they saw golden crowns or teeth, knock them out with a tin spoon.

In the middle of the hold, I noticed a multitiered construction of metal pipes. In a way, it looked like huge, empty honeycomb. At first, I did not realize what this construction was, but when I saw boards piled up next to it, it dawned on me that these were multistory bunk beds. Along the length of the bulkhead, stood a line of empty barrels, each about a meter high; they reeked with a foul stench, from which I guessed that they were toilets.

Watching the prisoners coming down to the hold, I noticed, at last, the stately Lena, and was happy to see her. But instinctively I felt that we were not destined to meet again. Lena’s sturdy clothing undoubtedly was a dainty morsel for the thieves. As soon as she appeared in the frame of the hatchway, several criminal leaders with their gangs moved closer to the ladder, waiting impatiently for her to come down. Lena still did not understand what was going on here, and when the jackals, who did the dirtiest work, fell upon her shoulders from behind and tore her sweater off, Lena plunged ahead into the fray.

But her bare hands were no match for their razor blades . . . They tore her clothing off and slashed her with their razors . . . The last I saw of her, she was bleeding to death . . . It was cold, damp, and gloomy in the hold.

In the meantime, more slaves were being jammed into the hold. Gangs of thieves were robbing, cutting, slashing, cursing . . . Women became hysterical, they were screaming at the tops of their lungs, yelling in pain from the inflicted wounds, and in this Sodom, nobody paid any attention to the heavy bangs on the bulkhead. The bangs became louder and louder. The moment came when they were heard above, on the top deck, and six crew members came down to the hold. The sailors stood a while in front of the bulkhead, which was being attacked—probably with crowbars—from the other side, and which vibrated with every blow; then they hastily went back up, cautiously looking back at the boiling cauldron of passions in the hold.

The ship started, its engines began to chug, and everybody knew that the Minsk had left its berth.

The blows to the bulkhead became stronger and stronger. The din was so loud that at last everybody heard it. Some, having realized what it meant, rushed to the ladder. Others followed them immediately, the first ones even managing to jump out onto the deck. But the prisoners had not been put in the hold so that they could jump out of it. The guards on the deck came to their senses and barred the exit, with submachine guns aimed at the hatchway. Yielding to the panic, I also plunged into the stream rushing toward the ladder. But the crowd became so dense that it was not even worth thinking of getting to the top to escape.

I saw the slender figure of Strelka, who with considerable difficulty, was pulling herself to the top of the ladder, with her servile gang pushing her up. Involuntarily I noticed her panicked nervousness and the sudden change in her behavior—where was her former insolence?! Now, Strelka obviously looked doomed—did she sense the danger?! Seeing her as a barometer of our rapidly changing situation, I was seized by instinctive fear and started climbing after her.

But the convoy stood like a monolith covering the exit, and now nobody could get out. Strelka furiously strained towards the open hatchway. The guard aimed his submachine gun at her . . .

The crash of the broken wall deafened the panic-stricken crowd of women at the ladder. Through the newly made gap with jagged metal edges, bare-chested men in dark, wide pants tucked in short boots, with turbans made of dirty towels, rushed into the hold. Their backs and chests glittered with sweat and were covered with tattoos . . .

With whoops and shrieks they fell upon the women who were closest to the bulkhead, and the depths of the jammed hold resounded with screams, yells, and supplications. “A-la! U-lu! Mount!” screamed the men. Swooping in like locusts, the dregs of the criminal world were snatching up the bed boards and slapping them into the frames. When several stories of bunk beds were assembled, they began dragging women towards them.

A mass rape began—“the Kolyma tram” was loose in the hold. What mercy could one hope for now? Never in my life had I witnessed such horrors, and I was in a state of shock.

All of the women, thieves and suckers, were in the same position now. They were screaming in unison, begging the guards for protection. The entire hold rushed to the ladder. Panic-stricken, horrified women were clutching each other, stepping on each other, trampling on the fallen, trying to get out, screaming their lungs out—probably much like those who know they are doomed to go down with the ship.

Everybody was screaming: Those who were prone on the bunk beds and those who were storming the ladder. In the cacophony of whooping, shrieking, screaming, wailing, and whistling my own shrill scream was drowning. Not hearing my own voice, I was screaming with the full strength of my young, healthy lungs. I don’t remember what I was saying, but I clearly remember that in full voice I was repeating a prayer, calling on God Almighty—there was nobody else to protect me. “God, help me!”

And, oh, my God, where did the strength come from?! I dashed like a battering ram at the ladder, pushing aside the crowd that was grabbing me by anything they could get hold of, trying to pull me down, until I reached the second rung from the top. Strelka was raging at the top, furiously cursing the guards. Seeing me, she kicked me in the chest, and I went down, and the crowd closed in over me.

I could not climb up on the outer side of the ladder, so I started crawling up the other side, grabbing the ladder with my hands and legs. The thieves kicked me with their feet, aiming at the chest, face, head, stepped on my hands, but my fear of being crushed by the Kolyma tram magnified my strength tenfold, and at last I made it to the hatchway.

Now Strelka was fighting tooth and nail, trying to get to the deck. The guard was yelling, “Back, bitch! I’ll shoot!” Then he fired a round right into her screaming mouth. Her whole body shuddered and she fell backward into the arms of her gang.

Somebody else was either killed or wounded, because the crowd surged back. Taking advantage of the mass retreat, I managed to dodge like a monkey and reach the step where Strelka had been standing just a minute ago. Grabbing the edge of the hatchway, I tried to pull myself up and get out. The guard pushed the submachine gun right into my face, “Back, rat!”

Without thinking, I grabbed the middle of the barrel. The guard, not expecting such a move, jerked the submachine gun back toward himself, and I, like a feather, flew out onto the deck.

On the deck, there were already about ten other women who had managed to escape at the very beginning. Clinging to the central hatch coaming, which was above the women’s hold, they were watching what was going on below. I confess, I joined them.

My God, how little a person needs to feel happy!—just to have a gulp of comparative freedom, to feel a tiny bit of safety, to reflect on the fear that was gripping you just a minute ago!

During the time that I had spent getting to the deck, the scene had entirely changed in the hold. Now, its inhabitants were concentrated in the multitiered bunk beds, with the very top being an open place for involuntary observation.

No human fantasy, even the most distorted and pathological could come close to the disgusting and ugly orgy of cruel, sadistic, and shameless rape that was under way there . . . All of the women were being raped—young and old, mothers and daughters, political prisoners and criminals . . .

I don’t know the capacity of the men’s holds on that ship or how many men were packed into them, but those apes were still leaping through the gap in the bulkhead. Like wild animals, the rapists rushed in, hopping around, taking their places in line, climbing the bunk beds, crawling around, and demonically raping women who had already been raped. Women who resisted were executed on the spot: Many men had Finnish knives, razor blades, or homemade stilettos. From time to time, with wild whistles, whoops, and obscenities, they would throw the tortured, cut, and raped women down from the upper bunks. Some were playing cards, with stakes being this or that woman’s life. If hell really exists somewhere in the depths, we saw its image and likeness in that hold.

The hatch, like a sewer, gave off the heavy stench of thousands of long-unwashed human bodies, of latrine buckets and refuse. We heard such a howling and a roar from the hold that it made me think of a herd of wild animals locked in an enclosed space, seized by panic at the approach of fire or earthquake . . . In my childhood, I had read about slave transports from Africa to the New World, but there had been nothing like this . . .

At last, shame and disgust pushed me away from the hatch, and I moved to the side of the ship.

By morning, the number of women on the deck had increased: Under cover of darkness, the bravest and most persistent somehow had managed to get out, and in the morning, the convoy assigned us a space on the deck, surrounding it with thick steel ropes.

The Minsk was moving rather fast, at eleven or twelve knots. The cold of the ocean night numbed our bodies, but the ship, dodging icebergs, was moving farther and farther north. And we were literally half dressed. My collarless, light coat without its lining could not protect me from the cold.

A squall was blowing, and the waves were rolling over the deck, drenching us from head to toe, but we were silent, in fear of being returned to the hold by force. I spent almost all day at the starboard, and from there I saw some sharp-nosed fish, maybe sharks, but I was not positive. They were swimming parallel to the ship, just a few meters from the ship’s hull. They probably had smelled the putrid odor and were following the Minsk.

We were fed once a day. At midday, the serving staff (prisoners) brought a huge barrel filled to the rim with gruel made of stale, unhulled grain and seaweed. The seaweed was about a foot long and covered with dark green slime and sand, which crunched between our teeth. We on the deck were given a tub of this mess. The barrel was lowered to the hold on ropes.

The men, jumping down and darting from every direction, raced each other to the feeding station. Having seized bowls and spoons they scooped up the mess. Those who did not have utensils scooped the food up with their hands, clinging to the barrel. Those who were behind them dragged the first bunch away by the scruff of the neck, and clung to the barrel, but soon they too were dislodged. So it went, until the barrel was licked clean. From the barrel with gruel, the crowd started crawling to the toilet barrels.

I never saw women at the toilet barrels; I cannot even imagine how they held on through all these long days of the sea voyage.

From time to time, the bodies of tortured, strangled, raped, slashed, executed women were lifted from the hold with ropes and thrown overboard to the Sea of Okhotsk. Sharp-toothed sharks devoured their prey. Each time, the women on the deck cried, “Sharks! Look, sharks!”

Strelka was one of the first thrown overboard. The women explained to me that Strelka was a lesbian, a dyke.2 The rapists used to tear them apart alive.

Three or four days before our arrival at Magadan, our space on the deck was so densely jammed by women who escaped from the hell of the hold, that we literally melted into one lump. Not allowed to step over the steel rope, we urinated in our clothing, right where we stood. We had been turned into cattle.

The sea transport had been under way about ten days when I lost track of time. At last, the Minsk entered Nagaevo Bay. We saw fire trucks rushing towards the dock, and wondered what was happening. Soon it became clear.

Although the soldiers opened the hatch, nobody came out. The guards’ order, “Out!” had no effect. The criminals would not let the women out, and those who tried to crawl out were executed on the spot. Nothing worked: neither commands, nor shooting. And then, as firemen directed powerful streams of water from their hoses into the hold, the rapists who were hiding there like bedbugs were flushed out. As the lower bunks were flooded, the rapists crawled to the upper levels. Dead bodies and excrement floated on the surface. The bodies were grabbed with boat hooks and lifted out. One could not look at those women who at last were pulled from the hold, without feeling their pain and horror.

In the evening, our transport was herded on toward Magadan . . .

Notes

1. This prison transport took place in 1951.

2. No studies have been done on homosexuality in Soviet prisons and camps. Discussion of lesbian relations between prisoners is generally absent from the memoir literature of the prewar period. V. R. Nikitina, in her memoir Dom oknami na zakat, wrote about her encounter with prostitutes and their girlfriends in a camp in 1931: “All of them had been prostitutes on the outside and remained prostitutes in the camp. They earned their living, each in a different currency: One took payment in shirts (probably, to sell them later), another one with pillows—she slept on them like on a mountain. But besides clients, they all had ‘cats’—lovers. If one of them took away someone’s cat, immediately a scuffle, a fight, or an argument would ensue. In addition to these cats, each of them had a girlfriend. In revenge for stealing her girlfriend, a prostitute might seriously wound and even kill the offender. I remember two girls from Parandov Prison. One of them had to be taken to the prison hospital, I don’t remember why. In the evening, during my evening rounds, I found her girlfriend in the bed next to hers. I asked her, ‘Why are you here?’ She showed me a deep knife wound in her thigh, ‘You know, nurse. . . .’ Of course, I knew: In order not to be separated, they were prepared to do anything, and a self–inflicted knife wound was nothing!” See V. R. Nikitina, Dom oknami na zakat (The House Facing Sunset) (Moscow: Intergrat servis, 1996), 146. Lesbian relationships are more often described in post-1948 memoir literature, that is, after the creation of separate men’s and women’s camps. However, the study of prison homosexuality conducted by Alice M. Propper revealed that “the data fail to support the widespread belief that homosexuality is more prevalent in single-sex than in coed institutions, perhaps because the belief reflects an inaccurate impression of the normality of coed institutions.” See Alice M. Propper, Prison Homosexuality (Lexington: Lexington Books, D.C. Heath, 1981), 180. Maia Ulanovskaia remembered her friendship with a lesbian in a camp in 1954: “I was friends with another German, named Ursula. My friends and acquaintances were worried about this friendship. Lena sadly stated that her countrywoman was a schwein. The thing was that Ursula was one of those who in the camps had many names—from the sarcastic, neuter it to the rude dyke. The term lesbian was not popular. Often these women in their attempt to look like men would wear pants and have their hair cut short. The majority of lesbians were found among common criminals; the second place belonged to the German women. There were some among our intellectuals, too. Ukrainian women—mostly peasants and religious prisoners—never succumbed to any moral degradation: They were immune to all of the camp diseases—informing, stealing, consorting with camp administrators, and lastly lesbianism. There were instances of exalted friendship among religious women, but nothing beyond friendship. Common criminals were very open about lesbianism; even their folklore reflected lesbian relationships. Everybody knew the well-known saying ‘If you try a finger, you will not want a boy.’ However, it was common knowledge that after women left camp, they quickly gave up this vice. I remember the ditty: ‘Thank you, Stalin: You made a lady out of me, I am a cow, I am a bull, I am a woman, I am a man.’ Once at work, a young criminal was narrating in an epic tone, ‘At that time, I was a virgin. I had never slept with men, only with women.’

“However, among those lost souls, one could encounter great self sacrifice connected with this ‘friendship.’ In order to escape a prison transport, not to be separated—a constant threat, in the camps—they went so far as to inflict wounds on themselves. . . .”

“Among intellectuals, lesbian relationships were more ambiguous and concealed. Very seldom were people open about this vice. Although sometimes they were. Tamara, a daughter of Russian émigrés, was in love with beautiful Wanda from Estonia. Tamara used to tell me, ‘I was married twice, but I would like to have a child only by Wanda.’ Tamara was jealous of a well-known ‘heart breaker,’ a Jewess from Czechoslovakia named Elena, who was famous for her ability to seduce women. I remember one of the women she seduced, a thin artist from Lithuania. She and Elena used to exchange love letters with drawings—two flying women entwined by a black snake. . . .

“One day, Wanda was sent out in a prison transport together with us and Elena. A few months later, Wanda and Elena were sent to some other camp, and we returned to the 20th camp subsector. Tamara anxiously asked me about Wanda. I told her that Wanda had submitted a petition for pardon. Tamara was in despair: Not only was she jealous but she also was dismayed by Wanda’s politically compromising move. ‘How will I introduce her to my parents? She fell so low!’ . . .

“Lena raised the alarm. Vera called me and demanded that I break off my compromising friendship with Ursula. She threatened never to speak to me again. Having heard about Vera’s threat, Ursula bitterly agreed that Vera was right, and told me that all the rumors about her were true.” See Nadezhda Ulanovskaia and Maia Ulanovskaia, Istoriia odnoi semi (New York: Chalidze, 1982), 388–391.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

[image: image]

Irina Pavlovna Vasileva 1914–

Irina Pavlovna Vasileva (b. Levitskaia) was born in Ufa to the family of an exiled political prisoner. Her father was a member of the Social Democratic Party. In 1917, after the October Revolution, her family moved back to Moscow, where she studied at the Moscow Geological Institute. On December 4, 1934, she was arrested in connection with her father’s case. The NKVD Special Board sentenced her to five years in corrective labor camps under Articles 58.8 and 58.11 (commission of terrorist acts and belonging to a counterrevolutionary organization). In 1935, she was transported to the Solovetskii camps, where she was assigned to work in the Engineering Design Bureau. In 1937, she was reassigned to the agricultural unit in Muksalma, and that summer she was a stable hand on Anzer Island. In the fall of 1938, she was sent by prison transport to Kem, and then to Vladimir Prison, where she was kept in solitary confinement. Following her release from Vladimir Prison on January 3, 1940, she was hired as a geologist at the Cheliabinsk Civil Engineering Bureau. She retired in 1985 and continues to live in Cheliabinsk.

“I Never Saw Him Again”

This prison transport was unusual: I was taken everywhere alone. The guards took me to the side tracks, to some railway sorting yard. I could not even figure out what railway station it was: all I could see around was guard dogs, guards, tracks. . . . I was freezing—it was very cold and I was scared. All the cars on the train were closed; only one car had a gangway leading up to an open door. We came up to this car, and suddenly the guards started asking, “Why is there a woman? What is a woman doing here?” “Okay, they will figure it out later, go!” I entered the car—somebody helped me, maybe someone from the guards or someone who was walking in front of me. Immediately the sliding door was closed and barred, and the car jolted as the train began to move.

I stood leaning against the upper bunk bed, and suddenly I was gripped with horror—I was the only woman in this car. I saw one man lighting the stove, others climbing into the bunk beds, some lit cigarettes . . . I felt surrounded. These men were not really involved in what they were doing but were just marking time, waiting for something. What should I do? Scream for help? Who would listen? Who would hear me over the noise of a jolting train? And then a tall man with broad shoulders pushed aside the others who had surrounded me and said, “I’ll kill anyone who touches her.” He said it in a frightening voice, adding a few choice epithets. He lifted me on the upper bunk bed, stood at my feet, pulled someone else close to him. Some other people stood next to him. Seeing that I was shaking, he began telling me stories about his life, trying to take my mind away from the reality of this night. I think he introduced himself as Lodeinikov, a member of the Academy of Sciences. He told me his name, but I was not listening to him. The whole night passed this way. At dawn, the guards rolled the door back. One of them asked, “Is everybody alive?” Lodeinikov said, “Yes, we are alive, but there is a woman among us.” “You are lying!” He helped me down from the bunk bed, asking me, “Are you alive?” and took me to the guard, “See?” Then the guard got scared: In this car there were mostly convicts sentenced under Article 59.3—armed robbery—and only a few politicals.

I never saw Lodeinikov again, because he was murdered the next night. He was murdered in that same car for not letting them rape me. Probably they pushed him out of the train while it was moving; that’s how it was usually done. I learned about this much later, in Solovki. Someone who did not know that I was involved told me about it as a happenstance—just one recent incident among many being recounted in the camp: Woman wound up in a men’s prison transport, a fellow saved her, and he was murdered. I cried a lot when I learned about it. . . .

After my presence in the men’s car was discovered, I was taken to Solovki posthaste. The convoy did not know where to put me; there were no women’s cars, so I was put into the car with the guards. They placed me in a separate compartment, since it was a regular sleeping car. For a day or two I was in Kem, in a transit camp, and then two guards took me to a field where there was a small two-seater airplane that looked like a bookshelf. They told a pilot, “You are responsible for her now, here are her papers, here is her file, take it.” He helped me get in, started the engine, and threw me a sheepskin coat, “Put it on, you’ll freeze.” In a minute we were in the air. We reached the island almost immediately. The pilot turned to me again, “Look, you will never see it again from a bird’s-eye view. I’ll show you.” And he circled twice over the kremlin. I was looking down. He landed on the ice on Sviatoe Lake. They were already waiting for us.

I was taken to a women’s barrack, an old, one-story building made of logs. There were about a hundred women in this barrack. I think that at that time, there were about 120 women in the camp, but some lived with their husbands, and some were allowed to live in the kremlin. In our barrack, there was a huge old Russian stove. We got all our food as dry rations, and cooked everything on this stove. We divided this barrack into “rooms”: There were old, dark, wooden benches with high backs (about one and one-half meters) that looked like armchairs from Shakespearean times. We arranged these benches so that they formed a kind of a compartment: One bench, a space of about seventy centimeters, and then another bench. High backs separated us from our neighbors and created the illusion of a separate room. We were given mattresses and bedding. Although there was a bathhouse in the compound, we did our laundry and washed ourselves inside the barrack.

The very first evening, Vera Mikhailovna Vechor1 came up to me and said, “It will be difficult for you here; let’s live together.” She helped me and protected me from a lot of the dangers there. She was twenty-five or twenty-seven, a little older than I was. She had been in Solovki for some time and knew the environment there. I think Vera and I were the only virgins on the island. Almost all of the women there, with the exception of the very old ones, lived with men. Many women lived with common criminals. And the men helped them to live, to survive it all.

Vera worked at the experimental station, on the lakeshore. They were sowing, growing something in the greenhouses. She was from Belorussia; her father was a forester. She was a wonderful, bright person! Vera and I were counterrevolutionaries. Two or three of the women were obviously common criminals—they were well-dressed and very self confident—and paid no attention to us. There were also Stalinists, Leninists, and Marxists, who all had different political views and argued a lot among themselves. Nikolaeva, a sister of the man accused of Kirov’s murder, was also there. She was already ill then, and every evening she would start screaming. She screamed whatever came to her mind.

When I was arrested, I was a student at the Moscow Institute of Geology: I knew and loved mathematics. In Solovki, I began to work in the Engineering Design Bureau. I was doing calculations and drafts for reinforced concrete structures. The Engineering Design Bureau was responsible for planning the work on the stretch of White Sea–Baltic Sea Canal that ran through the Medvezhegorsk region. There were more than a hundred people working there, and I was the only woman. When I came to the bureau for the first time, all heads turned in my direction. Even later, it was very difficult for me to walk through the whole long building to my work station.

One evening, the brigadier told me to go to the kremlin, to see Oles Kurbas,2 the director of the Solovki Theater. Kurbas was going to stage The Marriage of Figaro by Beaumarchais. When I walked in, he jumped up from his seat and rushed over to me saying, “Here is Suzanna, now I’ll start rehearsals.” I had never played on stage, and I told him. “I am no actress, I’ve never been on stage. At school, I played Liza in Griboedov’s Woe from Wit, but I only did it for credit in Russian literature class.” “You played Liza? Wonderful, it is the same as Suzanna.” And he began talking about theater, that theater was eternal and all the rest was temporary and insignificant. He gave me a real lecture, told me things I had never heard before: Everything came alive as he acted out some of his previous roles. I sat and listened the whole evening. I don’t know how long he talked. Then he stopped. “Well, have I convinced you?” “No.” He began talking and acting again . . . At last, I agreed to play Suzanna in one performance.

I told him that I was afraid to walk alone in the evening. Kurbas immediately said, “We’ll figure something out.” Soon after that, two big, middle-aged men appeared at our barrack. We were listening to a small radio that someone had brought to Vera. It was cold, and the men were wearing very expensive fur coats. They asked permission to come in, greeted me, and sat down in our “compartment.” One of them made the introductions: “I am so-and-so, and he is so-and-so.” He gave some nicknames. I froze—these were common criminals! He went on, “We came to tell you that you have safe passage on all the islands; nobody will dare touch you. I gave orders that you be allowed to go anywhere you like and do anything you want without being molested.” They were the most important criminals in our camp. Vera told me that one of them was a well-known specialist on safe-deposit boxes and the other one was the head of the criminals in the camp. They had no connection whatsoever with the theater but Kurbas knew how to enlist their aid. I did not tell anybody about this visit, but somehow everybody knew, even in the Engineering Design Bureau. Everybody was afraid even to be seen walking with me.

I was the only woman in Kurbas’s studio. Even the part of Countess Almaviva was played by a man, Zamiatin. He was disgusting—very sly, obviously gay. He wore a dirty jacket, dirty lace, had painted eyebrows and painted lips. I detested him so much that I could hardly bear the scenes where Suzanna talked to the countess. As I understood it, Suzanna was such a flashing, joyful woman! I did not laugh as much in real life as I laughed on the stage. During the intermission after the first act, Kurbas brought a theater artist named Pakshin backstage to sketch my portrait. Pakshin had staged a number of previous productions with Kurbas. Kurbas kept asking me to smile for the drawing, but I said, “I won’t, I can’t.”

I kept on telling Kurbas that I would leave the studio and would not do any more acting. Why didn’t I want to act? I was very young and I was a virgin. I had had no boyfriend before my arrest, and so I was free. And Kurbas was lonely, he longed for human warmth. Of course he did not court me! How could one court someone in that environment?! He just talked about it. I left; could not do anything for him. Of course, I did not tell him that, it would have been cruel. . . .

The play was staged in winter—at the end of 1936 or the beginning of 1937. I never saw Kurbas again because soon after that he was executed. All the women were sent to Muksalma. My youth was such a handicap to me. In a way, it made my life easier and smoother, but still it was a handicap. . . .

Notes

1. Vera Mikhailovna Vechor (1906–1937), born in Bobruisk, Belorussia, graduated from the Department of Natural Sciences at Minsk University. In 1928, she was hired as a chemistry teacher at a technical-vocational school. Vechor was arrested in February 1931 on the accusation that she was spying for Poland. On February 7, 1932, the OGPU Collegium sentenced her to execution by firing squad for violating Article 58.6. The sentence was mitigated to ten years in a labor camp. She served her sentence in the Solovetskii camps, where she worked as an agronomist at the Solovetskii Experimental Station. In 1937, she was transferred to prison regime. On October 14, 1937, the NKVD Three-member Board sentenced her to execution by firing squad. Vechor was executed on November 1, 1937, in the vicinity of Medvezhegorsk, along the Murmansk Railroad.

2. Les (Aleksandr) Stepanovich Kurbas (1887–1937), a stage director, theorist of avant-garde theater, and teacher, was the founder and artistic director of the Berezil artistic association in Kiev and Kharkov. The Berezil association, which employed three hundred actors and had six actors’ studios, was the main theater group in the Ukraine. By decision of the People’s Commissariat of Education (October 25, 1933), he was laid off from the Berezil Theater as a nationalist, a formalist, and a counterrevolutionary, and all of his productions were banned. He then moved to Moscow, where he worked at Goset, a Jewish theater. He was arrested on December 25, 1933. A three-member board of the OGPU of the Ukrainian SSR convicted him on April 9, 1934, of violating Article 54.11 of the Ukrainian Criminal Code (counterrevolutionary propaganda). He was sentenced to five years of corrective labor. He spent his sentence on Popov Island and Segezha. In 1935, he directed the Central Theater of the White Sea–Baltic Sea Canal in Medvezhegorsk. Later, he was in the Solovetskii camps where he was in charge of a studio theater. In 1936 and 1937, he was on Anzer Island. On October 9, 1937, the special three-member board of the NKVD of the Leningrad region sentenced him to execution by firing squad. Kurbas was executed on November 3, 1937, in the vicinity of Medvezhegorsk, along the Murmansk Railroad. On Les Kurbas, see Y. Hirniak, “Birth and Death of the Modern Ukrainian Theater,” in Soviet Theaters, 1917–1941: A Collection of Articles, ed. Martha Bradshaw (New York: Research Program on the USSR, 1954); Iu. Boboshko, Rezhiser Les Kurbas (Kiev: Mistetstvo, 1987); and Les Kurbas: stati i vospominaniia o L. Kurbase: literaturnoe nasledie (Moscow: Iskusstvo, 1987).
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Valentina Grigorievna Ievleva-Pavlenko 1928–

Valentina Grigorievna Ievleva-Pavlenko was born in 1928 in Arkhangelsk. Her father held high administrative positions in Arkhangelsk; her mother was a housewife. Valentina’s father was arrested and executed in 1937. To support the family, Valentina’s mother took a job as a nurse’s aid in the maternity ward at a local hospital. After her husband’s death, she developed heart disease and became eligible for disability.

Ievleva-Pavlenko was interested in theater and studied at the drama studio of the Bolshoi Theater in Arkhangelsk. She was active in amateur theater groups and was actively involved with volunteer work for the International Club in Arkhangelsk. In February 1945, her daughter Bella was born. Ievleva-Pavlenko was a correspondence student of the Moscow Institute of Foreign Languages when she was arrested in 1946. She was accused of espionage but the charges were reduced to anti-Soviet propaganda. By decision of the court-martial, Ievleva-Pavlenko was sentenced to six years in the camps and three years of disfranchisement. She spent her sentence in camp 501, working on the construction of the Labytnagi–Salekhard Railroad.

Ievleva-Pavlenko was released on July 23, 1952. She went back home to Arkhangelsk, where her daughter was in an orphanage. They crisscrossed the country, looking for a job and a place to live: As a former convict, she was prohibited from living in major cities and could not find a job. After many attempts to settle down, she married Gennadii Koriagin, whom she met on a train to Arkhangelsk. They settled in the town of Strumino, 101 kilometers from Moscow, where she was allowed to live. The marriage was a failure: Koriagin, an abusive alcoholic, was imprisoned for debauchery. She had six children by Koriagin, four of whom died in infancy. She worked three jobs and brought up her children by herself. In 1966, she married an instructor at the Moscow University of People’s Friendship and moved to Moscow, where her younger daughter was born in 1967. Ievleva-Pavlenko’s husband died in 1973, and since she did not have a permit to live in Moscow, she had to go back to Strumino. She worked as a maid in one of the Moscow hotels and as an extra at the Mosfilm Studio. Presently, she is retired and lives in Strumino.
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Valentina Grigorievna levleva-Pavlenko

Unedited Life

On September 26, 1946, I woke up in the middle of the night and for a long time couldn’t go back to sleep. I had some dark premonition. In the morning, when my little daughter Bella woke up, I dressed her and played with her. At eighteen months, her favorite occupation was “to read” the magazine America. For hours she used to look at the colorful pictures, talking to herself very seriously, and frowning sometimes. I tried to calm down. Everything was fine. In the evening, I was getting ready to go to a dance at the club when somebody knocked at the door. Three strangers came in: two men and an old woman. They began to search my room. I was so shocked that I did not even ask them to show me a search warrant.

I stood thunderstruck. Bella’s crying brought me back to reality. Somebody picked up a magazine that she had been playing with. I scooped her up in my arms and asked, “On what grounds are you searching my place?” “You want to know on what grounds? Come with us.” In a hurry, I pulled on my coat, and left without saying good-bye to my mama and daughter: I was sure that I would easily clear up this misunderstanding and immediately come back. A car was waiting at the entrance, and we got in and drove away.

They brought me to an office of some sort. I sat down on a couch; everybody left the room, and I was alone. Some time later, a thin man came in, sat down at the desk, and began reading some papers, paying no attention to me. He behaved as if I were not there. After three hours, I broke the silence: “On what grounds was my place searched? Why did you bring me here?” He answered, “The order for your arrest will be issued. I am an investigator, I will be in charge of your case.” “What case?” He said nothing and left the room. I was alone again.

For three days I stayed in this office. From time to time they brought me a fruit drink and rolls. Only three days later did they hand me a search warrant and accuse me of espionage for British and American intelligence. I realized that someone wanted very badly to put me behind bars and this someone had been really busy for three days, trying to prove that I was a spy and get a prosecutor’s order for my arrest. The charges made me laugh—me, a spy?!

At last I was taken to a solitary cell. During the day, I could not stop thinking of my mama and little daughter, I missed them so badly! I was taken to interrogations at night, often right after lights-out. I was so pissed off at the slanderous accusations that I could not even take them seriously.

But the interrogations and sleepless nights got on my nerves; I wanted to sleep so badly. Once, after a sleepless night, I dozed off. Immediately, the guard knocked at the door with his key. Opening the peephole, he said, “No dozing off!” As soon as he left, I found a place near the wall and fell asleep again. I heard someone opening the locks: The guard stood on the threshold. “No sleeping!” “I am not sleeping!” What could I do to kill another day in prison? I moved a stool close to the windowsill, and pretending that I was accompanying myself on the piano, I began to sing. Again came the knock at the door. “Stop singing!”

Suddenly, I had had it. I began singing the English song “Tipperary.” The door was flung open, and two guards rushed in and took me to the punishment cell for breaking the prison rules. They locked me inside. I looked around: The cell was empty, with only a small green bulb on the ceiling and a latrine bucket in the corner. And that was it. I was not going to comply! As soon as the door closed behind the guards, I started singing again. I heard the guards whispering behind the closed door. In about twenty minutes, a doctor came in with a straitjacket, which looked like a clown’s striped overalls. The doctor and the guards put it on me, threw me on the floor, and tied my feet and arms behind my back—in the “swallow” position. I do not know how long they kept me this way. To me it seemed like an eternity. When they untied my arms, I started crying, I was so angry. And when everybody left the cell, I began wailing my head off. The door was flung wide, “Stop wailing!” I cried even louder. They brought a towel and stuffed it in my mouth. That was my protest against violence. I spent three days in this punishment cell. In the morning, I was given a mug of ersatz coffee and a small piece of bread. Dinner and supper were not for me.

After three days, they took me back to my cell. In the evening, the interrogator summoned me. “Have you learned a lesson?” I looked at him contemptuously. He kept on demanding information I did not have, because everything he had on me was a lie fabricated somewhere. Then he asked me, “What did you say in the consulate at the reception?” “Everything and nothing.” “Think harder.” “There is nothing to think about. At receptions, people dance, listen to the music, pay compliments to each other . . .” “Didn’t you know that entering a consulate means crossing the state border?” “I couldn’t even imagine that the state border is guarded so poorly that anyone can cross it so easily!” Then it was his turn to give me a nasty look. But I could not understand what he wanted from me. Should I tell him that I was a spy? But I would not slander myself. The interrogations continued every day—or, to be more precise, every night. They tortured me by not letting me sleep. How long could I stand it?

In the dark cell, I reviewed my entire life. I had the feeling that I was watching a movie. I could see how actively I had been living, how many impressions I had received. Studying at school, participating in various after school activities, reading . . . I wanted to learn, understand, and see everything. Books opened a new world to me. My life had been so interesting!

In 1941, I was a high school student, trying for straight As. I was always reading about theater and great actors and dreamed of becoming an actress myself. One day I would play on stage, and everybody would admire my performance.

On June 22, the war began. I went to the military commissariat to submit a request to send me to the front. The commissar told me, “Your help to the front is being a straight-A student.”

Military hospitals were opened in our town to accommodate the wounded brought from the front. I organized an amateur concert team, and we used to give concerts at the hospitals. We also gave concerts to military sailors at the port. I was a master of ceremonies, danced the lezginka, a Georgian dance, and sang my favorite song: “I saw you off to a heroic deed, Thunderstorm was hanging over our country . . .”

Soon food rationing began in our town. The unemployed got only half a pound of bread a day. As a disabled person, my mama got a little bit more. Still, there was not enough food in our house, and I was always hungry.

One day, my friend Dina Martynova came to me and invited me to go to a dance. We went to the park of the ship-repair yard, where they usually had dances, but the park was closed. Where could we go? We wandered around the town a little, and suddenly we heard the sounds of music. We came up to the building. It was the International Club. The doorman was admitting only those who were accompanied by foreigners. Disappointed, we were getting ready to leave, when two British sailors caught up with us and invited us to the club. We found ourselves in a completely new world. We heard foreign speech around us and could not understand a thing. We were surrounded by people from a different world, with different ideas, manners, and customs. We glided over the parquet floor, in the whirlwind of a Strauss waltz. I danced well, and my partner said in English, “You dance very good!” I had studied German at school, and I guessed that he said something like “tanz” and “gut.” Every dance gave me a wonderful feeling, following the rhythm of the music. I loved the evening. The two sailors saw us home afterwards.

Dina and I began to frequent the club. We had fun there. The club showed films that were not shown in our town’s movie theaters. I was fifteen, and I had matured early. The dawn of childhood was hardly gone when youth came, with the sense of something new and unknown. I had not yet been loved.

The foreign caravan1 eventually left, together with my British acquaintance Thomas. But the war was going on, we were hungry, and I wanted to escape from the everyday routine. At the club dances, I met an American officer, Bill. Bill was a very handsome man with jet-black hair, wide black eyebrows, and blue eyes. When he smiled, small dimples appeared in his cheeks and chin. I liked him a lot. He was from the ship Thomas Hardy.

Bill and I went to a concert together. He held my hand, squeezing it lightly from time to time. I noticed that he wore a very beautiful ring. He took it off, put it on my finger, and said, “Now we are married.” It was so irregular, but very pleasant. The concert was interesting, there were many items in the program prepared by foreigners, a dog “sang” with the music, howling. I liked it a lot. Bill took me home. He told me, “Valia, you are a very beautiful girl.” And he kissed me. After this first kiss, we were kissing endlessly, unable to part. His kisses made me dizzy and paralyzed me like an electric shock. We were saying good-bye this way until three o’clock in the morning. We agreed to meet the next day.

In the morning, we met at the beach. When I took my dress off, he looked at me with admiration, saying, “You are very beautiful!” I was happy to hear that. Holding hands, we went into the water. We swam, played, splashed each other with water. Then we went to a cafe and to the movies.

Once, Bill invited me to the Hotel Intourist, where the American sailors were staying. He met me at the entrance and took me to his room. Five American officers were sitting around the table. When I entered the room, they got up to greet me. The table was set for seven people, so Bill had told them about me and they had been waiting for me. At dinner, everybody was very nice and surrounded me with constant attention. Doctor Philip, a young man in glasses, sat next to me at the table. He leaned toward Bill and said something. I understood that they were talking about me. It turned out that Philip said that I had too much rouge on my cheeks. Bill said that it was my natural color. Philip did not believe him, and we had to make a demonstration with a towel. The doctor was very surprised at my healthy complexion, although for me it was nothing special, I even wanted to be pale. In the evening, we all went to the club to dance. All of them were dancing with me.

With every passing day, I was falling in love with Bill. Some unknown force attracted us to each other. He began teaching me English. I spoke with mistakes, but he understood me. I saw him in my dreams: As soon as I closed my eyes, I would see him, and my heart would pound. One evening we were on our way to the club. It was drizzling, and Bill put his coat over my shoulders. Many passers-by looked at us, taking me for his wife. I heard them saying, What a nice couple! Both are so young and pretty, just delightful!

One day we were in the American mission as guests of Mr. Hart, the captain of the ship. The evening was wonderful, and the party ended very late. Instead of going home, I went to Bill’s place at the Intourist. I had made a firm decision to give myself to him. I loved him, so I decided to give my honor, which I treasured so highly, to my beloved one. His caresses made me feel so good. He asked me, “Valia, have you ever been with a man?” “Never, Bill.” “You are a good girl, and I love you very much.” I embraced him, and kissing him, said, “Bill, I want a baby.” Bill said, “Listen darling, I love you, but I am an American, I love America, I love my mommy and daddy. You are a Russian, it is impossible for us to get married. The war is going on, and I don’t know whether I will come home alive—the Germans always bomb the caravans. I don’t want you, a nice girl, to start going from one man to another. I don’t want to ruin you, you are dear to me.” “But I want to have your baby!” “And I don’t want my baby to be without his father. Although I want you very much.”

He did not touch me, although I saw that it was very difficult for him. I knew that he was right, but I wanted so badly to feel that intimacy with the man I loved. It was hard for me to sort out my thoughts and emotions, my body was afire. I was angry with Bill for his refusal. In the morning, he came up to me and said: “Valia, I’ll never forget you. If I return to America alive, I’ll get married and name my first child after you. I swear, my darling!” “Oh, Bill, don’t leave me!” “It is impossible. If I were a Russian, or you were an American, we would become husband and wife.” I embraced him and started sobbing. I could not suffer in silence, I was drowning in grief and tears. Farewell, my love! Everything around me went dark. Love had come, a miracle had happened, but the ocean separated us. . . .

Fall 1943. The war was going on, and we felt for our country. Every day we heard bad news from the front. The icebreaker on which my friend Kostia was stationed came to town. Kostia had been courting me for a long time, and my mama, who was constantly worrying about me, seemed to favor him, since he was a military man and well off. Of course, she wanted to see me marry well. In the evening, the three of us were sitting around the table. Suddenly Kostia said, “I want to marry Valentina.” My mama answered, “She is still a child, not even sixteen—she doesn’t have her passport yet.” “But she told me she is seventeen.” “She wants to be older, that’s why she added a year. Besides, she looks older than fifteen.” “I’ll wait. It won’t be long—she will be sixteen in three months.” Kostia left, and life went on as usual. I did not care for Kostia. I felt that he was not entirely open with me.

Soon I was accepted to a two-year theater studio, and I was happy. My dream was to become an actress. My life acquired a new meaning. Again I was drawn to the Interclub: Foreigners had appeared in our town again. It meant that a caravan had come in. Why should I be lonely? A handsome young American officer invited me to dance. We got acquainted; his name was Warren Bowerly. We were together all evening. He took me home. Before leaving, he kissed my hand and saluted me. Next day, we went to the movies to see The Thief of Baghdad with Douglas Fairbanks. I was amazed at how much Warren looked like this famous actor. The film was so interesting, and I was thrilled with the adventures of the main hero.

I liked being with Warren and was touched by his admiration for me. Comparing him to Kostia, I realized how easy-going and interesting Warren was. Some invisible force drew me to him. We began dating. Our meetings were passionate and exciting. Warren loved me, and I knew it. Once we were invited to a small party. There were four of us, sitting around a table, singing songs and having fun. Warren and I were invited to stay overnight. I was overwhelmed by my wave of longing for him. Besides, I was curious to know how a girl became a woman. Warren, with his passionate kisses, cast a spell over me. We were frenzied. Everything happened so fast that both Warren and I were surprised. He was a real man, and he could not restrain his passions the way Bill had done. He called me his wife. I realized that one of the greatest joys in life was to meet your beloved one!

Having become a woman, I abandoned myself to love. I had loved Bill, and when he left, the separation made me desperate. However, in less than a year, here I was, in love again. But my happiness was short-lived. One day, Warren was late for our date. He arrived very excited, and said: “My love. I am leaving! Our ship is leaving Russia. I am in despair. I love you, and you are my wife in the eyes of God. I don’t know what to do. Why are you not an American? I would have taken you to America, I cannot live without you. You were born to. love and be loved.” I listened to him, stunned. Separation again? Without any hope of seeing my beloved again? My happiness disappeared like smoke. Warren wrote to me, and every letter was a cry of despair, the moan of a suffering and loving soul. I read his letters with pleasure, feeling that he loved me. In my heart I knew that love would come and go. I decided not to go to the Interclub anymore.

Soon Kostia came back to town. I was not really happy to see him, but my mama liked him. In the evening, as soon as mama left for work, Kostia started kissing me passionately. He lifted me and carried me to the bed. “Do you understand that you are mine?” “What have we done?! What if we have a baby?” “I will be happy.” “But I don’t want a baby.” “It is not up to us now.” For some reason, I felt disgusted. I cried that night and did not hide my tears. Soon, Kostia went to sea. Again I was alone. It turned out that I was pregnant. But in spite of my pregnancy I still went to dances. There was a performance for Russians and foreign sailors at the theater. After the meeting and a concert, there were dances. I danced one waltz with a famous polar explorer, Ivan Dmitrievich Papanin. Short and round like a ball, he danced easily. With a charming smile, he made jokes and paid me compliments, saying, “It is easy to dance with you.” Life went on. . . .

On February 24, 1945, my daughter Bella was born. I made a firm decision to wait for Kostia and be a faithful wife. But things did not work out that way! By accident, I learned that Kostia had another woman who was waiting for him to come back from sea. I could not stand that. Soon after his return to Arkhangelsk, Kostia was sent on a special business trip to Germany. I was not sorry in the least, since in reality we were strangers.

A year before, I never would have believed that I would see in the New Year of 1947 alone in a cell. Not long before that, my cell mate Valentina had been taken away. I had the uneasy feeling that she had been a stool pigeon. I could not forgive myself for being so open with her! Right before the New Year, the investigator took pity on me and allowed me to have the parcel that my mama had brought for me some time before. I was crying. My poor mommy, she was suffering so badly! How would she live without me? Being Kostia’s common-law wife, I used to receive a military food ration, which I shared with her. And who would help my mommy and little Bella now? My heart bled for them.

On January 5, I was indicted. I was accused—not on charges of espionage but of anti-Soviet propaganda. My instincts had not deceived me; my former cell mate had been a stool pigeon and had written down all our conversations. At my last interrogation, the investigator had given me a paper to sign. There was nothing there about my espionage activity, but it contained a record of my conversations with my cell mate. I had signed this paper without even looking at it. It turned out that this was grounds for an indictment!

On January 10, right after breakfast, the locks clanked, the door opened, and the guard came in. “Get dressed.” I put on my coat, and they took me through the basement out to the street. The gates opened. My God, what did I see?! I was in a building in the center of town. I used to pass by this building so often, and it had never occurred to me before that this was the prison for political prisoners.

I was taken to a small building, a military court. They took me to the courtroom. I looked around, hoping to see my mama, but she was not there. Three military men were sitting at the desk. The prosecutor demanded ten years of imprisonment. é finita la commedia! I was sentenced to six years with confiscation of property and three years without the right to vote. The witness for the prosecution was my former friend, Nina Plastinina. She had written a false report on me. Enmity and jealousy . . . She had it in for me because her acquaintance Bill Madson had fallen in love with me!

For four months I was cut off from the outside world. I survived the ordeal, I did not give up. Probably my spiritual strength helped me survive. At the beginning, it was hard to be separated from the routine everyday life that I used to have. I was going crazy without my daughter. But I made it. I was still in the same cell, and colorless days went by. The trial opened my eyes to my former friend.

Soon I was summoned for the prison transport. I was brought to Molotovsk, to the men’s camp. I was among fifty women who were brought to work there in the service sector. My term—six years—was considered a “child’s term,” and that helped me.

We were taken to bathe and given work clothing: a jacket, a hat with ear flaps, and felt boots. Everything I got was well worn; in camp they used to call it “of the 33rd term.” When I had dressed and looked in the mirror, I was horrified—I looked like a scarecrow! They took us to the barracks, gave each of us a blanket, a mattress, a pillow, two sheets, and a pillow case. Everybody found a place. I and Valentina Kliuchnikova, the wife of a colonel from Moscow, settled in the corner.

In the morning, as soon as everybody sat down at the tables in the canteen, two athletically built men came into the hall. One of them shouted in a loud voice, “Hats off!” All the men immediately took their hats off. Somebody at the table said, “One of them is the work assignor, Sandalov, and the other one is the head of the detachment, Aleksandr Zinchenko. They are prisoners like us, but they have a prominent position in the camp.”

In the morning there was a lineup and work dispatch. Surrounded by guards with dogs, we were taken to work at the cement plant. With a spade I had to load cement into a wheelbarrow and take it to a train car. It was very hard work. I took two loads and stopped. I noticed smoke coming from a shed. It meant that the stove was lit there. I went over and opened the door to the shed, and saw several men sitting around a small stove. Seeing me, they moved over to make space for me. The oldest one stared and asked, “Where did this beauty come from?” Suddenly, my brigade leader burst into the shed and started cursing me, “Why, you so-and-so! Why are you sitting here, expecting others to do the work for you?!” A man came up to him and said, “Leave this beauty alone! I will be her protector. I like her.” The brigade leader turned and left, and I stayed at the stove. When the workday was over, we were lined up, counted, and taken to the compound. I walked back, having firmly resolved not to work anymore. In camps, they say, “A day of doing nothing adds a month of life.” So that day, I had won a month. On the way to the compound, I learned that the man who came to my defense was a professional thief. In essence, he had said, “She will be my woman.” I didn’t want to be anybody’s woman, and I did not need any protectors. In the evening, I went to see a doctor in order to get a release from work for the next day. The doctor was a young Pole, Franz Pavelko. Seeing me, he understood why I didn’t want to go to work. He took pity on me and gave me a release. Thank God, I had won one more day of life.

The next afternoon, I went to the Culture and Education Unit—everybody who loved the arts used to gather there. I said that I wanted to participate in the amateur theater. I recited Tatiana’s monologue from Eugene Onegin. They liked it, and I was accepted. We began working on the program for the concert. Suddenly, a broad-shouldered young man, the one who had said in the cafeteria, “Hats off!” entered the room. It was Sasha Zinchenko, a prisoner and head of a detachment. After the rehearsal, when I was walking to my barracks, he caught up with me, “Let me walk you.” We got acquainted. I liked him and was very pleased to meet him. The next day, I still had a release from work. That day of incarceration was not so frightening as the previous one. I thought longingly of home and my little daughter. How were they doing without me? My life was like a leapfrog of failures and successes, not only outside but also in camp. I won one more day. I was afraid to go to work because of the thief who had helped me the day before. I had to pay with my body, and I did not want to do it. I liked Sasha Zinchenko, and I wanted to know him better. Tall and handsome, he looked like the folk hero Ilia Muromets.

So in the evening, I went to see the camp doctor. Suddenly, the doctor started grabbing me—I had to pay for the work releases. I got myself free and left. I would have to go to work tomorrow, since I hadn’t paid my debt.

In the morning, I did not leave the compound. After lineup, they sent me to the punishment cell for my refusal to go to work. However, Sasha helped me, and sent me instead to work at the laundry. I went to the bathhouse, where the laundry was located. I began to wash the dirty linen, using a washboard, which rubbed the skin off my knuckles. In the middle of the day, Sasha Zinchenko and Tolik Sandalov came in. They had a bath, then came up to me with a bundle. Sasha Zinchenko said, “I entrust my things to this beauty.” They left. What should I do? I did not know how to wash clothing, but I had to do it to his satisfaction. And as luck would have it, I rubbed off the skin on my fingers; so washing turned into a torture, my hands hurt so badly. But I washed his things anyway. In the evening, in spite of being so tired after my working day, I went to the Culture and Education Unit for rehearsal. I wanted to be a professional actress; theater was my love. Next day, I went to the laundry. I ironed Sasha’s things, put them together neatly, and sat down to wait for him. Suddenly I was called to the office of the laundry manager. I came in, and there I saw Sasha. My heart started beating faster, and I realized that I had fallen in love. I went to fetch his things, brought them to him. He inspected and approved my work: “Excellent!” I showed him my hands—the bloody sores on the knuckles. He kissed them. I was smitten. He was looking at me with his big, beautiful eyes. And suddenly I sensed with rapture that he was not indifferent to me. We felt a mutual attraction, our eyes met, and Sasha kissed me.

Some special instinct told me that Sasha would be mine. After work, I told my friend Valia Kliuchnikova that I was in love with Sasha. Her response made me feel as if she had poured a bucket of cold water over me.

“People say that he has a wife at the neighboring camp. Her name is Lena.” This news mortified me, and my buoyant mood quickly ebbed.

In the morning, Sasha said that I would be working as an orderly in the barracks, while Valia would be working in the compound as a janitor, washing the floors in the barracks. Valia was happy, since the work outside the compound was heavy—carrying wheelbarrows loaded with cement. My task was to safeguard everybody’s belongings, to watch over the section; nobody was allowed to stay there. Before everybody returned from work, I had to bring in the barrel of ersatz coffee that we drank instead of tea. After supper in the canteen, everybody had tea in the barracks. In the evening, I used to go to the Culture and Education Unit for rehearsal. Sasha used to see me home to the barracks. At that time, I was so open, I yielded to temptation with all the passion of my soul. Many times I had conjured up the illusion of love, going through the specter of first meetings and first happiness only to be disappointed later. What would happen this time?

I liked Sasha so very much! Each time I saw him, my heart pounded, aching sweetly. Sasha made a date with me. I was so happy. We met in the entry room of the bathhouse. Night, a servant of love, embraced us. I needed the closeness of a friend, and fate had sent Sasha to me. We started meeting privately. We were in love and rejoiced to see evening coming—the time when we could be together. I was so happy, that I forgot I was in prison.

One day, my dear mama came to see me. We had been allowed a visit, and I was very glad to see her. She told me that my Bellochka was fine and was living with her. This news brought me some peace of mind.

However, my romance with Sasha was short lived: Soon I was summoned to the NKVD inner prison. Everybody was happy for me, saying that my case would be reviewed and I would be set free. Sasha saw me off. He gave me a farewell kiss, and put his scarf on me as a memento. I will never forget the hour of our parting. I wept as I left the compound; I did not want my freedom, I wanted to be with Sasha. I was madly in love with him. Why was Fate so cruel to me?! As soon as I fell in love, I was separated from the one I loved.

Tough luck: I had been summoned to identify some people whom I did not know. From the inner prison I was sent to a penal work camp on the North Pechora Railroad at Kozia Station, not far from Konosha. In this camp there were mostly Article 58 prisoners—Lithuanians, Latvians, and Estonians. In spite of the severe conditions there, one had to survive. In the camps, all convicts constantly looked for somebody who was weaker in order to live at this person’s expense. My beautiful dream of becoming a great actress died, and I mourned the days that had brought me so much happiness. But I would not allow anybody or anything to break me. I would not yield to my dark thoughts.

I was assigned to Vasiliev’s brigade. Vasiliev was a former officer under General Vlasov.2 Vasiliev sent me and Rita Panfilova, whom I had met at the Interclub, to fell timber. We did not know how to saw, and of course, we could not saw a tree clean through. For half a day, we worked on one tree. When we were done, we started pushing our tree, but its branches caught in other trees and we could not fell it. The brigade leader was angry—we had failed to fulfill the norm. As a result, our bread ration the next day was decreased to only four hundred grams, and we went without supper.

The next day I was assigned to pick up branches and burn them in a bonfire. I threw the branches into a pile, and sat down by the fire. Suddenly, someone said, “Something is burning!” I looked and saw that pine needles had fallen onto my padded trousers, burnt a hole, and set my dress afire.

Guards and dog handlers with dogs used to escort us the eight or ten kilometers from the compound to work. We came back tired and cold.

I refused to go to work. They put me in the punishment cell for three days. When I came back to the barracks, the brigade leader refused to take me back. I was sent to work at a tie cutter. The work was not complicated: I had to cut ties according to a model, just saw off extras. But I could not work like an automaton all the time; I could not stand the very idea of it. How would I survive incarceration? It had been difficult to get used to being in the camp, but I got used to it. But to become a slave among slaves—I did not want to, I could not, I would not!

Systematic refusals to go to work, and the resultant malnourishment, turned me into a “goner,” as camp inmates on the brink of death by starvation were called. Well, if I were destined to die, I would die. I went on a hunger strike: For three days in the punishment cell, I did not touch any food. Then I was sent to the hospital. They did not have a bed for me there. The doctor placed two beds together and thus there were three of us patients on two beds. Well, the more, the merrier. So, I was in the hospital and I was given extra food.

Not long after, a prison transport of “moms”—pregnant women—was to be sent to Talagi, a camp for mothers and children. One pregnant girl came to our room to say good-bye to her friends from Belorussia. Someone asked her, “To whom are you leaving your Grisha Larin?” She looked around the room and suddenly pointed at me, “To this beauty!” When she left, I asked the girls who she and Grisha Larin were. They told me that he was a brigade leader and she had been his woman: He made her pregnant. Then I asked, “What does that have to do with me? I don’t know him at all, and I never met her before in my life.”

After a while, I was discharged from the hospital. When I returned to the barracks, I learned that I had been assigned to Larin’s team. Surprise! I had just heard his name in the hospital and now I was to work in his brigade. One day, a Belorussian girl named Masha came up to me and started talking to me about Larin. “You know, he is a brigade leader; he will help you to survive, which is the most important thing right now.” She was acting as a matchmaker. I was having none of that!

Working on Larin’s team, I started noticing that he was attentive to me and assigned me lighter work. At dinner, he used to treat me to tasty food that, being a team leader, he got from the Estonians and Latvians who got parcels. Of course, I figured out what he had in mind. On the one hand, I could not afford to be on bad terms with a brigade leader; on the other, deep in my heart, I had no liking for the man. Masha kept working on me. “If you don’t become his wife, you will have a hard time at felling timber.”

Soon Larin sent me to a heavy labor section. I did not know how to saw, and could not fulfill the norm. I was given a punishment food ration. And then I realized that he was bent on having me, by hook or by crook. So I agreed. One evening, Masha and I went to his barrack. His barrack was considered exemplary. He lived in the corner, on the lower bunk bed. He had made a “room” by separating his corner with sheets. We had supper. Grisha was very happy that I had come. Soon Masha left, and I stayed with him. But nothing came of it, in spite of his passionate desire. Such was the wonder and magic that resulted from that unknown woman’s announcement that she was leaving her Larin to me. He suffered and was very anxious over it, but he could not be a man.

I really did not care, since I was indifferent to him. I was still in love with Sasha, whom I missed terribly. Would we see each other again? In the evenings, at the barrack, I used to watch the women around me. There were about a hundred of us there, women of different ages, brought from all parts of the country. Innocent or guilty, all had the same rights. Sometimes, I would go onto the porch to look at the sunset—the purple sunset at twilight—so beautiful, that one could not get enough of it. The beauty of nature gave me joy. But the ugliness of life in the prison barracks hurt the soul. How much baseness was around! How many cunning and cruel people! And in my youth, I had been so naive as to believe in people. I had been so trusting, so enthusiastic.

On Saturdays, there were dances in the canteen. I used to put on my best suit, which looked good on me. After the dances, I took it back to the storage room. Once, a couple of days later, Tamara came up to me and said that the head of the medical unit, Zinaida Mefodievna, had asked if I would sell her the suit. I refused, because I did not want to part with it. For some reason, this suit reminded me of freedom. But the events that followed made me part with my favorite suit. Soon after this conversation, a prison transport of common criminals arrived at our camp from Moscow. The next Saturday, there was a concert, and as the master of ceremonies, I wore my suit. I returned to the barrack late, and did not have time to take the suit back to the storage room, so I hung it next to my bed. When I woke up in the morning, the suit had disappeared. I asked the orderly on duty about it. She swore that she had not seen anybody. And suddenly, obeying some inner prompting, I flew to the shoemaking shop, asked the shoemaker for a knife, and then rushed to the barracks where the newcomers from Moscow were. I found out who was the chief of the transport—a common criminal with the funny nickname of Ninka Moscow. She was in bed. I came up to her, put the knife to her throat, and looking directly in her eyes, said, “Bring the suit back, bitch, to where you took it from. Get the message?” I could not believe myself. How could I do this?! I still used to blush when somebody cursed next to me! Ninka looked at me in surprise. She nodded, meaning that she would return the suit. I went back to the shoemaking shop and returned the knife to the shoemaker. The next morning, my suit was back in its place. I still could not comprehend how I managed to have it returned. But I decided not to tempt fate, and sold the suit to the doctor.

With the proceeds, I was able to bolster my health with extra food I bought in the commissary. Selling the suit brought me not only money, but luck: Zinaida Mefodievna took me from the barrack to the hospital, where I became her secretary. Now a lot depended on me, and people began to lick my boots. The head of the medical department evaluated each prisoner’s health and assigned each one to a work category. These assignments were recorded on special forms, which I, as the secretary, had to pick up at the office of administration. It was I who marked the work category on each form. Every form went through my hands, and I knew all kinds of things about many prisoners. However, my quiet life did not last long. Somebody reported to the security operations officer how I had gotten my cushy job, and I was sent to work outside the compound. But now, according to my health evaluation—third individual group—I could do only light work. I was assigned to the brigade of a former Vlasov soldier, Smirnov. We were taken to a tie plant. We had to cut railroad ties according to the model. The work was not very hard, and in the evening, I used to go to the Culture and Education Department. There, under the guidance of Rimar, we had begun to rehearse Ostrovskii’s On a Busy Spot. I played the main role—Annushka. Tamara from Belorussia played Evgeniia. I liked Tamara: She was a sportswoman and a student at an institute of physical culture. She was sentenced also under Article 58. Pavel Simonenko, who had worked for the German police during the war, played Milovidov. The part of the master was played by Aleksei Petropavlovskii, a former administrator of the Philharmonic Society at Cheboksary. At our concerts, he usually sang old Russian romances. I especially liked his performance of The Gate. I was a success in the role of Annushka. The excited Rimar, with tears in his eyes, ran up onto the stage, “You are no longer Valia, but Annushka!”

A stout Estonian man named Evel came up to us. Before his arrest, he had been an important person in Tallinn. He kissed my hand. “Thank you for the wonderful performance. You played your role so well. I enjoyed your performance very much!”

I was soaring on the wings of success and happiness. Even my enemy Panfilova, with whom I was not on speaking terms, told me when she ran into me somewhere, “You were so wonderful!”

In summer we were sent to work at the brick plant. An Estonian was working next to me. It turned out he was the composer Heino Ilmer. I told him that I had written a poem called “Remembrance of Home,” and asked him to set it to music for it. He promised to do so, and soon I had the music for my poem. We became friends. He invited me to see in the New Year of 1948 with him. So I had to slip out of my barrack, which was usually locked at ten in the evening. I made a dummy, put it on my bed, and covered it with the blanket. Then I climbed over the fence and ran to the yeast making shop, where my friends were waiting for me. Besides Heino, there was Anatolii Vaneev and some others whose names I don’t remember. Vaneev got a parcel from Leningrad with cakes and candles. Heino received lard from Estonia. The New Year’s party went wonderfully well, considering our circumstances. We recited poetry and sang songs. Suddenly, someone called Anatolii outside. When he came back, he said that the guards were looking for me. Somebody had discovered my dummy. Anatolii and Heino hid me behind a huge barrel of yeast. I was squatting there, quiet as a mouse, when the guard entered the room. He believed Anatolii’s word that I was not there, and left.

Anatolii made a great impression on me. He was very clever and interesting. The three of us, Heino, Anatolii, and I, became friends. Soon my friendship with Anatolii turned into a mutual attraction. Anatolii shared a room with a very important person in the camp—a man who worked at bread cutting. When this man was not at home, I went to see Anatolii. We used to light up the stove, and the burning firewood made a joyful sound, as we sat hand in hand and Anatolii recited Derzhavin: “I am a king, I am a slave, I am a worm, I am God.”3 I, in my turn, recited my favorite poems by Lesia Ukrainka.4 Anatolii knew so much. His friendship enriched me intellectually.

I was an incorrigible idealist and mystic, while Anatolii was a realist. I had amazing dreams, foretelling this or that event. I believed that my dreams were some kind of a connection with God. Anatolii did not agree with my philosophy. I will remember our conversations forever. I was nineteen, and I wanted to live. I could not go to work escorted by guards and dog handlers. I knew that I would not be able to stand this, and I began my war for survival. I was not a slave, and slave work was not for me. Imprisonment was robbing me of my youth. I always wanted to study and learn new things. I did not want to be a slave in a slave camp!

Soon I was transported with other pregnant prisoners to a women’s camp in Talagi. Anatolii saw me off. I was sorry to part with him, but a new place was beckoning to me with unknown adventures. . . .

In Talagi, there were about a hundred women in our section, from many different camps. It was noisy and full of commotion. There were women from all camps here. I had to get used to living in this joint. After the lineup and work dispatch in the morning, we were taken to work at greenhouses outside the compound. I could not live this way. My only salvation was reading. Opening a book, I would forget my imprisonment, the cursing of the common criminals around me, and the next day’s work assignment. Books took me to a different world.

The criminals around me showed no remorse but rather a wish to get even with the society that had sent them to the camps. I thought that if there were so many prisoners in the country, it meant that the prison system was good for nothing. When I talked to the people around me, most of them were doing time for ridiculous offenses, and many could not even explain why they were there. I had the feeling that it was some state conspiracy against the people.

At the same time, I felt horrible that I, an innocent person, had to live among hardened criminals, to work with them and bear with them. It was not fair. I did not want to belong to this herd of sheep. My nature rebelled against it!

One day I drank a glass of icy water and then went outside without a coat. The consequences soon followed: In the evening, I had high fever. The next morning, I did not go out on work assignment, and the guards took me to the medical department. From there I was taken in a horse-drawn cart to the hospital.

There were about eighteen people in the hospital room. My bed was next to the aisle. Patients walked past me to the toilet. So there was a lot to see! The doctor Evdokiia Vasilievna was a very attractive woman. I liked her a lot. My life was interesting because I attentively observed the people around me. Besides, there were books in the hospital, and I read voraciously. But the main thing was that I did not have to think about tomorrow, about going to a work assignment in the morning.

In the hospital there was a very interesting woman named Klava Shpuntik. She was a petite Jewess with a mane of curly chestnut hair, a small-time thief. Klava was about thirty-six. She was covered with tattoos. I looked at her with amazement, and it occurred to me that if I were a man, I would have spent the night with her just to read all the tattoos on her body.

In the hospital I also met Vera Shevchuk, formerly a ballerina with the Kiev Ballet Theater. I was charmed by her. She was very smart, and I just adored her. We went together to the Culture and Education Unit and suggested they stage the play On a Busy Spot. I would play Annushka again, and Vera would play Evgeniia. Now our life became more interesting, because in the evening we used to go to the Culture and Education Unit for rehearsals. The play was a great success. I received many compliments, congratulations, and good wishes.

Vera was expecting a baby, and she had TB. However, there was some hope of her being cured. I would like to have seen her healthy again. It was such a pity, to think that this young, beautiful, talented woman was going to die.

A month later I was discharged from the hospital. By then, I had become unused to work. I lay around for a month, which was good: I was healthy again. I didn’t want to work without any goal. But I loved to go to rehearsals: To prepare a concert for a holiday was a pleasure—that was my kind of work.

Vera gave birth to a girl and called her Lenochka. One day when she went to the production area to feed her baby, I went with the “moms” to see the little girl. She was a nice and charming baby. I was looking at her, and my stomach knotted at the thought of my little daughter. Although I knew that she was with my mama, I still worried about how they were doing. I missed Bellochka so badly! I wanted my freedom! Why was I deprived of it? One day a woman who called herself a palm reader told me my fortune. She took my hand and said: “An interesting life awaits you. Hard, but long. There will be many meetings and partings, joys and sorrows, friends and enemies.” Somehow I already knew that. I was ready to struggle for every day on this earth. It was hard to preserve self-respect in the camp. The way the guards treated us, the language people spoke around me, the strict regimentation—everything was aimed at breaking my self-respect. My goal was to resist up to the bitter end. And I was trying very hard, although often my mood would go from despair to joy and from joy back to despair. I tried to preserve my dignity. I remembered the words of some famous person, “Real life is hard, but a prison is not its goal.”

I got a note proposing friendship, from a thief named Vladimir Belov, who everybody called Golodral. No way! I was indignant. He was no match for me.

Soon, four thieves serving long terms—twenty-five years each—came to the hospital. An Azeri, Roza Medzhigova; an Armenian, Lena Simonian; a Pole, Lena Bordovskaia; and Lena Vlasova, nicknamed Big. She was really big and clumsy. All of them adored charming Vera Shevchuk, and so I was also close to them. I enjoyed watching them. They were from a different world, from the world of crime I used to despise. I felt that my friendship with them harbored a potential danger. Soon they were transferred to a different camp. Verochka gave Roza a farewell present, a silver cigarette case.

A prison transport left, and all the people I liked left the camp with it. Volodia Belov still would not leave me alone. I did not want him. I had to think about getting out of there, to another camp.

I petitioned the head of the camp subsector to send me to the district hospital: I had goiter, and the doctors in the camp could not help me. The New Year 1949 was close. What would it bring me? I was sorry to part with Vera. Her friendship meant so much to me.

At last, I was taken to the district hospital. I was in the second block, in a large room. Almost all the patients were there for surgery—all except for a gray-haired old woman, who was a mental case. She lay strapped to her bed. Somebody told me she was the wife of an enemy of the people. I felt so sorry for her. I used to come up to her bed, wanting to do something for her. But the short periods of sanity became less and less frequent.

The doctor allowed me to go to the Culture and Education Unit. There I met Aleksei Konstantinovich Ancharov, a friend of Meyerhold’s,5 and a stage director with thirty years of experience. He, too, was a political prisoner sentenced under Article 58. I got acquainted also with an artist, Galina Makovskaia, when we worked together to prepare a concert. We were staging a vaudeville act. Ancharov was one of the most interesting people I had ever met. We often had long conversations about great actors—it was our favorite topic. He talked endlessly about Shakespeare, and about the American tragic actor Ira Aldridge, who had been an unsurpassed Othello. He told me about how the great English actor Henry Irving played King Lear, and how different was a performance by the Italian tragic actor Ernesto Rossi in the same role. Talking to Ancharov, I forgot that I was in a camp. Our conversations about theater, which I loved so much, warmed my soul. These were the best hours of my life in the hospital.

But a change in my life awaited me. Edik, a young, handsome guy with whom I sang a duet at the concert, fell in love with me. It turned out that a senior nurse at the hospital was madly in love with Edik. For starters, she made a big scene and forbade me to attend rehearsals. And then, as soon as the very next prison transport was scheduled to leave the camp, she put my name on the list. Ancharov tried to keep me in the hospital, but all his efforts were in vain. Although I explained to this nurse that I didn’t give a damn about her Edik, she did not believe me. She still remembered his words, “You have a pretty newcomer in the hospital!” Oh, God, when would the cruel jealousy of both men and women stop torturing me?!

The prison transport went to Labytnagi.6 The local administration greeted us there with the slogan that we should fulfill the tasks that our country had set for us. We were supposed to begin construction on a railroad to Kara Gates. For five days I stayed in the transit camp in Labytnagi, and then we were put on barges and taken across the Ob River.

It was late fall. They unloaded us in the tundra. Wherever we looked, a vast expanse of snow was spread out around us. We put up a dozen tents for shelter. In the morning, after roll call and work assignments, we were given spades and pickaxes. The soil was already frozen, and it was hard to dig.

The north greeted us with bad weather. Every day we returned from work dead tired. Days and nights, a small stove was lit in the tent. When I went to bed, my feet were warm because the stove was red hot, while my hair was covered with frost. I could not sleep without a head kerchief—my hair would freeze to the wall of the tent, which was also covered with frost. We did not take a bath for a month. Soon lice appeared. I will never forget how we squished them in front of the stove. They were big and white. They lived mostly in the seams of our clothing. I had never seen them before. Again I protested. Again I refused to go to work. I was sent to the punishment group, to subsector 65. The work there was very hard. We worked on the railroad embankment, together with a tie-laying unit, building the railway. I went to work together with a nun. Her name was Anna. She treated me well from the first day I arrived in this camp. I teamed up with her. Suddenly we saw a guy passing by. Our brigade leader, Valentina Pomazanova from Odessa, a daring woman with a long experience of camp life, turned to me: “You are beautiful. Stop this guy, ask for cigarettes. He wouldn’t say ‘no’ to you.” I came up to him, “May I have a cigarette?” He opened his cigarette case. Many hands reached into his cigarette case, and in a second it was empty. The guy laughed and said, “Well, you did not leave anything to me!” I gave him my cigarette. “Well, and what about you?” “I don’t smoke.” “Why did you stop me, then, and ask for a cigarette?” “Because I am courageous. To honor the solidarity with those who smoke.” Thus I met the brigade leader of the tie-laying unit, Boris Mikhailov, who for many years occupied a special place in my heart. It was love at first sight for both of us.

Once I was going to the canteen. A girl caught up with me, “So that’s what my rival looks like!” It turned out that before he met me, Boris had been with this girl. He told her that he loved me and warned her not to make any scenes. For as long as we were assigned to the tie-laying unit, I went to work every day. With a trembling heart, I went to see Boris. But when the tie-laying unit went on down the line, we had to part. I lost interest in everything and stopped going out to work.

To get rid of me, the administration sent me to subsector 310. Again, I had to live in a new place. But fate had a surprise in store for me: Roza Medzhigova and all three Lenas were there. They greeted me as a friend and freed a good spot for me on the lower bunk bed—making some woman move to the upper bunk. I started eating with them. Among the thieves there was Shura Prishchepa, who tap-danced like a pro. I decided to organize an amateur theater, and began to work on a program for a concert commemorating the October Revolution. All my new friends were doing their terms for robberies or murders. That’s where I had to live now! But I walked along the road that fate had chosen for me.

Suddenly, a special summons came. And again I was taken somewhere: At first to the administration unit, where a guard convoy took the place of the camp overseer. They assembled a group, and we all were taken to Salekhard—some of us to be released, some to trial, some to a hospital. I got a special summons to the theater. I was happy because I would be doing my favorite work. Salekhard was an old town, a traditional place of exile from tsarist times. That’s where fate brought me!

I lived in the club building with my colleagues from the theater. The club was on the bank of the river Ob, on the docks. We were guarded by an overseer, who lived with us. We had two tiers of bunk beds. My place was on the top. There were only a few women living in the theater. Everybody had boyfriends—Marina lived with an accordionist, Galina lived with someone else. Zhora Chernikov, a dancer, immediately put the moves on me. Work at the theater meant daily rehearsals, frequent concerts at conferences, and trips to camp subsectors. But working on stage brought me joy. Breathing the air of theatrical performance brought me back to life. The next day, a new theater administrator, a poet named Lazar Shereshevskii,7 came to our theater from Igarka. There was an empty space next to me, and he went to sleep there. Suddenly, Zhora Chernikov, in a fit of jealousy, climbed up to the upper bunk bed and lay down between us. How stupid! Where did he get the idea that I would sleep with anyone who came my way? Zhora was nervous, he lit a cigarette, dropped the ash, and set the blanket on fire. Everybody started trying to put the fire out. The overseer rushed in, wanting to know what was going on. But nothing really happened. Lazar, like an innocent lamb, was sleeping with his back to me. And Zhora had this sudden fit of suspicion and jealousy.

A couple of days later, Galina and I went to the shower, and some Latvian man who worked there tried to rape me. Galina did not help me at all; moreover, she distorted the whole event, claiming that I had a date with this man. In the evening, there was a meeting of the theater group, and I was told that I had brought shame to the whole group with my love affairs. I swear to God, my beauty was my grief. It brought out envy, slander, and baseness.

One day, at rehearsal, our stage director Rodion Zinovev began to court me right out in the open. I could not stand him and said right to his face, “Leave me alone!” From that moment, he started carping: This was not right, that was completely wrong, I could not act, I could not dance. Deep in my soul I felt that this was the beginning of the end. Would the theater be lost to me forever?!

We gave a concert at the club after a conference of party officials. Zhora was still pissed off, and I could not understand Galina’s betrayal. The atmosphere at the theater was not good for me.

Luckily, Zhakevich’s wind orchestra took me on as a master of ceremonies. We started touring. The orchestra went along down the railroad, stopping at subsectors of the camps. The prisoners greeted us happily. The music lifted their spirits, and as the only woman in the group, I reminded them of their wives and daughters. It was as if I brought greetings from them. Many men in the camps had not seen a woman for ten years, especially those in the punitive labor camps and the political prisoners from Vorkuta-Vom.

Soon we reached the tie-laying unit. My heart pounded. I saw Boris again. He still loved me. The memories of our meetings, our closeness to each other were all on the surface of our memory. The tenderness was in our eyes and in our smiles. Boris went with us when we had to go to another subsector to give a concert. Then he went to see me off. Zhakevich was gloomy and angry. Apparently, he had had his own plans for me, and then he saw Boris’s and my love for each other. A petty man of property! He had lost his prey and decided to get rid of me. I was going to the abyss, as usual, because of love.

I stayed at the central camp, living with a feeling of vague anxiety. As always, I had a lot of suitors there; only four women were in the camp. A certain Panova ran the show. I used to go to the Culture and Education Unit. Together with Mikhail Strug, a hairdresser from Lvov, I decided to stage the scene at the fountain from Pushkin’s Boris Godunov. Mikhail played Dmitrii the Impostor, and I played Marina Mnishek. I was aware of my bright, sensual beauty. It was my weapon, and I was used to winning with it. I lived by my feelings rather than by reason. One cannot escape oneself and one’s destiny.

Misfortune struck again: I came back from a rehearsal, and Panova was not there. I was told that she had been taken to the hospital, complaining of nausea. She said I had given her something! I was called in by the security officer, who told me that Panova had accused me of poisoning her. I was indignant. Oh, God, when would it stop! Of course, I knew what had happened: The Tsarina was losing her position to me and had decided to get rid of me. Again I was sent to the subsection, to do physical labor.

I worked again at railway construction. Our team had to unload cars with gravel and crushed stone. We worked with spades, ice picks, and crowbars, unloading cars, spreading the crushed stone flat. Suddenly, something happened to me. As soon as I picked up the spade, I heard a voice inside saying, “You are not a slave, you are not a slave, you are not a slave.” I did not know what to do—I could not work. When I got back to the compound, I had only one thought: “You have to escape from here!” In the evening, the common criminals would gather around me, “Hey, actress, recite something from Esenin, say something for us.” I had to entertain them. And I could not and would not obey anybody! I would not go to work. I was so tired of living among these reckless people. I wanted to be in a different environment. So I decided to feign insanity. I stopped eating and drinking. I let my long hair loose, and I would sit all day, staring fixedly, humming a lullaby to an imaginary baby. The medical assistant at the camp medical unit did not know what to do with me. They decided to send me under guard to the hospital. I was an actress, and I played a lunatic well. I loved to fool the medical workers whom I did not trust at all. Pretending insanity was difficult, as I was kept in a tiny room and they were constantly watching me. When a doctor would come and ask questions, I would stay silent, staring at one point. For days at a time, I stared out the window, at the sun straining through the thick cover of fog. I was alone, and I wanted to have some people around. So I decided to stop my stupid game. I started talking to the doctor, who immediately transferred me to a communal room. I was assigned a place on the upper bunk bed. My acquaintance, Lena Bordovskaia, was on the lower bunk. She was happy when she saw me. Lena was in the hospital feigning symptoms of illness. Her boyfriend used to come to visit her. He was a nice guy. His right hand was missing. He was a Finn, and it turned out that in Finland they used to take a hand off for theft. His nickname was the Hand. He was sitting there, talking to Lena. Suddenly he raised his eyes, saw me, and said, “Oh, you have a newcomer, and she is so pretty!” Lena’s face twisted. I realized that Mrs. Jealousy had started her reign. Why was I so unlucky? How would I live out my term if I encountered this at every turn?!

Seeing that Tolik the Hand liked me, Lena decided to knock me off. I had no inkling of that, and in the morning, I went to the toilet. Suddenly, Bordovskaia came in, holding a Finnish knife. “Well, beauty, your life is over.” At that moment, Tolik rushed in and kicked the knife out of her hand. I ran out, leaving them alone to sort things out. It turned out that an orderly, Vania, heard that Bordovskaia was going to kill me and told Tolik about it. Tolik told Lena that he would not come back to her because he had fallen in love with me at first sight. He added that if Lena tried to lay a finger on me, her life would be over. In short, Lena quieted down. And Tolik became very attentive to me. In the evening, the orderly brought me a note. It said, “My darling! Don’t be afraid of anyone. While I am alive, nobody would dare lay a finger on you.” But this time, as always, somebody squealed to a security officer, and Tolik was sent to the punitive subsection 69. We started corresponding. His notes came from the punitive compound and were sent back by the same messenger. Again, love and separation—my eternal companions! In order to live through all these separations, one had to make an emotional effort. But I was an optimist and believed that every day would definitely bring a change for the better.

One day, there was a commotion in the hospital. The wounded were being brought in. It turned out that there was an uprising in the sixty-ninth subsection. Tolik the Hand was badly wounded. He was brought to the hospital in serious condition. I was worried to death about him. Would he survive? Our love and happiness were so very short that they brought only sadness. They were going to send me from the hospital to the subsection. And again I would have the routine of everyday life in the camp.

Panova arrived from the hospital, where she had worked as a nurse in a surgery ward. She found me and told me that Tolik had died. Before his death, he called out to me, whispered my name, and died with my name on his lips. His absurd and tragic death shook me. I had lost a friend who loved me so much, who was courageous and fearless. He perished so stupidly in the crowd that started the uprising. During the uprising there was an escape, but it was all for naught. Some perished in the cross fire, some were caught and brutally beaten. The uprising brought nothing but bloodshed and death. Could they not understand that here, in the far north, it was impossible to escape, that the tundra, snowstorms, and guards made every attempt futile?

Once, my brigade leader, Anna, came up to me and without saying a word, took me to the tool shop. There I saw her husband Anton and a young, good-looking guy. We got acquainted. His name was Volodia Gurskii. It turned out that he had seen me in the compound and had fallen in love with me. We became friends. We had a very sweet relationship. Our mutual attraction made my days in prison easier. Volodia was only temporarily in our camp, and soon we had to part. A momentous love was a happiness. And what was happiness? Just a short moment, a flash. Happiness was like a one-day butterfly, so I would catch and use every moment of it! This day was mine, and the next day—I would take my chances!

Again came a change in my life, again I was slated for transport. Everywhere they wanted to get rid of me. They loaded us like firewood into the train cars, all seventy-five of us. The train was going day and night. Suddenly, I felt an urge to look out the window. It was small and had bars on it. I could not even get to the window without stepping on people who were sleeping on the floor. I made it to the window and saw forests all around us. Suddenly I saw a tie-laying unit train standing on the side track. The door opened, and Boris Mikhailov appeared on the threshold. My Boris, whom I had not seen for so long! I yelled “Boria!” He waved to me, but the train rushed forward. Just think about it—what a momentous meeting in a glance. My Boria, my beloved Boris, who occupied such a special place in my heart in spite of my flirting with other men. Boris and I had been separated. Would we meet again? Unexpectedly, Fate had let me see him from a distance.

We arrived at a camp substation, a place with the strange name of Bald Mountain. It was not far from the river Polui. We passed three camps, and at last, arrived at ours. We were assigned to barracks. While settling down, I thought about how once again my ordeals would start. Would I be able to withstand them? I went to work at the railway. I barely made it through the day. The horse flies were incredible, it was impossible to tolerate their stings. I came back to the compound all bitten up, out of sorts, not caring whether I lived or died. There was nothing for it but to get into the hospital again. What could I think up? Some woman had a severe back pain. I asked her in detail what hurt and where. She told me, and I went to the medical unit. I told the medical assistant about my “illness.” She sent me to the hospital. I came to the hospital, and Sergei Fomchenko could not take his eyes off me. Oh, God, again! I already knew that he would not let me be. Life was quiet in the hospital, at first. I spent my time reading. Sergei kept on sending me notes declaring his love. Once, the block spokeswoman Zavialova asked, “Who here knows how to sew?” I had nothing to do, and said, “I can.”

She asked me to make a dress for her. I began working, although I had never done it before and had no idea how to do it. I used my dress to make a pattern. And, oh, wonder! The dress came out fine. She began to protect me: She gave me thicker soup, and the portions were bigger. Once she told me in secret that Boria had come in with a wound on his leg. He inflicted the wound on himself in order to get to the hospital to see me. But Sergei learned that he was my friend, and he refused him admittance. Boria had to return to the camp with an injured leg! So our meeting was not in the stars.

Life was going on as usual, with its boring, hard, everyday routine, in endless nervousness. How could I get by one more day without having to work? A day doing nothing—a month of life. I had learned that forever. Today the tie-laying unit appeared on the road. They were making a road not far from our camp. I saw Boris again! He suddenly appeared. Bridge builders were working next to us. There was a huge cauldron with pitch, resting over a fire. We were sitting and talking. Suddenly, an overseer came over to us and picked me up as a nonworking prisoner. He took me to the compound and put me in the punishment cell. I was sobbing in despair at being separated from my beloved! In the evening, he let me out, smiling maliciously. I was ready to murder him!

I got a letter from my Auntie Vera. She wrote that my mama had died on April 22. I received the letter in September. And all this time I did not know anything about it. My dear mommy! Forgive me! How would I stand this ordeal?! My grief was so profound, I was sobbing, my head buried in the pillow. Suddenly, I felt the touch of a hand; I turned and saw Boris! He was standing in front of me. I buried my face in his chest, crying bitterly. He tried to console me. It was so surprising—in such a hard hour in my life, in my profound grief, my beloved one happened to be next to me. It was a riddle how he managed to enter the compound. Boria, now only you and my little daughter were left in the whole world for me. “Calm dawn, my darling, what can you do? My mother also died. You cannot bring her back by crying, you must be strong.” But I was so upset that I could not say farewell to my mommy, could not see her off on her last journey. Boris left right before dawn, and I went to the medical unit to get a release from work. In the evening, I got a note from Boria: “My darling, don’t be upset that our meeting was so short. We are only prisoners. The main thing is that I be near you and see you. You have to go to work. This is the only way for us to see each other. Your Boris loves you so much. Please use self-control, I am worried to death about you. Love, Your Boris.”

All the days that followed, Boris and I saw each other, and I was immensely happy. I felt that he loved me dearly and tenderly. Nothing could be better than mutual love that brought such joy!

One evening, a jazz band from Salekhard came to our camp. I went to the concert. The master of ceremonies announced a song performed by Vladimir Gurskii. I was so surprised! My Volodia was in the jazz band. He walked onto the stage. All the girls admired his voice and his looks. Well, I thought, you are mine, I will not give you up to anybody! After the concert, I went up onto the stage. Volodia was happy to see me and sang, “My darling, my beloved, my only love.” A year had passed since our last meeting, and Fate again brought us together. After the concert, there were dances; Volodia and I danced together. The girls watched in envy. I was absolutely happy. We stayed together all night, and I did not go to work the next morning; Volodia made arrangements with the medical unit. In the evening, when my brigade came back from work, my friend Zhenia brought me a note from Boris, “I know everything. I am sending you a pair of kidskin boots that I had made for you.” I tried them on while Volodia was still there. The boots looked so good on me, and I told Volodia, “You know, when you are in the tie-laying unit, don’t tell Boris about our affair. You and I had a fling, but Boris and I love each other, and he calls me his wife.” Volodia promised to make peace between us.

I got a note from Sergei Fomenko, from the hospital. He wrote that he loved me desperately and hopelessly. I was sorry for him, but could not do anything about it. My heart belonged to Boris. My youth had led me astray among the prison transports. But I knew the joy of meeting and grief of parting. Fate brought me and Boris together many times, and it was such a joy when we were together!

Soon somebody stole the boots that Boris had given me. All my efforts to find them were useless, and I had to put on the rubber boots again. I did not know how Boris would take it, after my fling with Volodia. Ducking under the barbed wire, I went to the men’s subsection to see Boris. He was very glad to see me, and immediately asked, “Where are the boots?” He took his boots off, put them on me, and said, “I don’t want my beloved one to walk around in rubber boots!” His boots were a little bit too big, but with my wide pants, they looked quite good on me. Seeing me off, Boris was worried about my well being, but I got back to my compound safely: Nobody had learned about my trip to the tie-laying unit. But the next day, I was told that the tie-laying unit had moved forward. So I had made my trip as if foreseeing separation again! One night, I had a dream: Boris was calling to me while sitting with some guy in a small building. I woke up, my heart pounding in anxiety. My first thought was, what had happened to Boris? There had been no notes from him for a long time. What if he forgot me? I did not believe that. I decided to escape and to look for Boris. I could not live without him. I was going crazy. What was going on with him? Where was he? I longed for him, and I was crazy with anxiety. No doubt he was also thinking about me and had no way of sending a note.

I put on three dresses. In the evening, when the prisoners with passes (i.e., without escort) were taken outside the compound to get food at the warehouse, I pretended that I belonged to their group, and managed to get past the guardhouse. From the warehouse, I took the path that led to the forest. The night was very dark. When I walked, my wide pants made a rustling sound, and it seemed to me that guards on skis were trying to catch up with me. I looked back, but nobody was there. I walked alone, thinking about Boris.

By the next morning, I had come to some subsection or other. I walked up to the guardhouse and said, “I am looking for Boris Mikhailov. I am pregnant with his child, and I came to tell him about it.” I was not sure why I said that. Perhaps the instinct of self-preservation prompted me to do so: They wouldn’t beat up a pregnant woman. Indeed, they did not beat me, but took me to the punishment block. In the punishment block, while I was being searched, I raised my eyes to the bars and saw Boris. He was looking at me, giving me a sign to remain silent. I was stunned. It was like a fairy tale! I was thinking about him, I went to see him without knowing where he was, and here I was, looking at him!

At night, Boris managed to talk the guard into letting him into my cell. We had a wonderful meeting! We could not believe that we were together again. True love conquered all obstacles. The night passed as a wondrous moment. Boris was taken to his cell, and I stayed in mine. All day long, I paced my cell, thinking about what would happen to me. Boris had been worrying about me too. I was not sure that I had done the right thing, but I could not do otherwise. Suddenly, I heard the clanging of the locks—they had come from my subsection to pick me up. They had not even known I escaped. Instead of being taken to the compound, I was dragged to the guard barracks, where the whole platoon began to beat me. Only one guard, a dog handler named Gena, did not participate, horrified by what was going on. Later, he took me to the punishment block. I saw that he sympathized with me. Yes, they punished me for escaping to see the man I loved. And I remembered how I had walked along through the forest, I remembered the silver frost on the trees. . . . It was as beautiful as a fairy tale! The snow had been so deep, up to my waist; I could barely make my way, but I had been breathing the air of freedom. My meeting with Boris was worth the beating. The guards, those fascists, got to me. They took their revenge because I proved to them that they were no obstacle at all, if a person really wanted to escape.

For my attempt to escape I got ten days in the punishment cell. Those days were difficult and boring. My life was like a tumbleweed—constant changes of compounds, circumstances, conditions, impressions, attachments. Sometimes I was even overwhelmed by the impressions. At last, they let me go back to the compound. I immediately ran to see a friend of mine—Zina. She disapproved of my escape. She could not comprehend such love. But she told me a wonderful piece of news: They were putting together a transport of prisoners with short terms. And I had only two years before the end of my term. I was on the list. Hurray! Long live changes!

We were at construction site 501.8 It was a gigantic railway construction site in the polar zone. I had been transferred from camp to camp so many times and had traveled a lot with the theater, so I saw much more than those who stayed in one place throughout their term. We were brought to some subsection not far from the Polui River, herded together into one barrack. I took a place on the lower bunk next to the wall. On the wall, I hung my little rug, a scene from the tale Ruslan and Liudmila. I made a very cozy nook. There was no work at all there, but I heard that we would be taken soon to work on sections of the railway. We were there only temporarily. In the evening we used to gather around a small, red-hot stove, and I used to recite Esenin’s poems. Suddenly, a tall handsome man in a sheepskin coat came in. The girls surrounded him. But he did not take his eyes off me. While offering cigarettes to the girls, he said, “May I talk to you for a moment?” I threw my padded jacket over my shoulders and stepped out of the barracks. He introduced himself: He was a prisoner, working as a cook in the armed guard garrison. Outside, he had been an actor in Lvov at the Zankovetskaia Drama Theater. His name was Volodia Dolga. He wanted to be friends with me. He left, and I went back to our stove. I had noticed something spiritual in his eyes, and I became interested in him.

The next day, Volodia called me outside. He had brought me butter, sugar, and bread. We would live! The girls were joking, “He is crazy about you; milk him!” But if Fate sent me something, it would always take it away immediately. Two days later, we were taken to the prison transport. The train came, and we were put into the cars. Volodia came to say good-bye to me.

We traveled three days on the railroad that we had built, passing our old camps. We turned before we got to Igarka, and at last, we rolled to a stop at the small railway station of Nikita. We would be working in the line section, guarding the railway from snowdrifts, putting up shields along the railroad. All twenty-nine women lived together in a small house. There was only one guard with us: We all had very short terms, and there was no point in trying to escape. Life was comparatively quiet here.

Once, the guards came to pick me up, and I was taken by railway motorcar to Eletskaia Station, to the headquarters of the special unit. An officer—a captain—was there, and he let the guards go. He got up and took me to his house, a nice apartment, where I saw an elderly woman—his mother-in-law. He asked her to set the table. I was sitting at the table, eating, before I even had a clue as to what was going on. When his mother-in-law left for the kitchen, he told me: “I like you. I want to be with you. I am the head of the special unit and I can release you before the end of your term if you agree to be mine.” Suddenly, somebody knocked at the door. A military man came in and said that the captain had been summoned to receive a prison transport. He got dressed and left. Then his mother-in-law came in, sat next to me, and started crying: “Take pity on his family! He sent his wife and two sons to stay with her mother-in-law, in order to be with you.” I answered: “Believe me, I don’t know anything, I am a prisoner, I was brought here. If you want, I’ll leave now.” She looked scared, “Oh, no, don’t leave. My son will be very angry, he told me not to let you go.” “But you do want to save his family?” I got up and left. At the station, I got into a motorcar that was going to my line section. Thus, I escaped from the head of the special unit, Captain Debertsov.

Soon my life changed again. Once, when I was on my way to the commissary to buy some honey, which they had just brought in, somebody threw me a note addressed “Pass to Sergeev at Vorkuta-Vom Camp.” This camp was not far from us. The convicts—political ones with long terms—were taken to work under heavy guard, with dogs. All the convicts had square patches with a number on the back of their padded jackets. I managed to pass this note; but the next time they threw over a note to pass to the production zone, the guards picked it up before I had time to do so. A day later, I was taken to Eletskaia Station and put into a punishment cell for liaison with convicts from a hard-labor camp. Three days later, a special escort took me to the transit camp at Labytnagi.

At this time, endless prison transports were going through Labytnagi from the north to the Volga–Don, to Sovgavan. In Labytnagi, I became head of a brigade that washed train cars for prison transports. Once, I had to stop by the accounting office. The head of the accounting office saw me and asked, “Would you like to work here?” So he took me to work in the accounting office. All the men in the transit camp were crazy about me. All of them, from the camp head Komarov to the deputy chief of physical plant and daily operations Kaparulin, the overseers and the prisoners, all were at my feet. They called me the Firebird. This general adoration and easy work made me feel good. I was flourishing; I was a queen there. I got embraces from everyone, but my heart was silent. Once, doing the accounting for one of the prison transports to the Volga–Don, I saw a familiar last name. My heart skipped a beat—Boris Mikhailov was on the list. I held this list in my hand for a long time, my fingers trembling. Oh, Boris, prison made us part; would we meet again in the future?!

After a while, I was sent to the haymaking brigade. I was the manager of the warehouse. All the men in the administration were on guard, watching to make sure that their Firebird did not fall into somebody’s hands. They guarded me jealously. For the first time, I realized the power of a woman over men’s hearts—even under these circumstances, in the camp.

I was a real queen at the haymaking—I was in charge of all food and clothing. But I did not take advantage of that. I tried to do my job honestly. I made a long dress out of colorful pillowcases. I looked after my appearance. One day, two team leaders came from haymaking to my warehouse for bread. I saw an old friend of mine—we had met in 1947, in Koze—a hairdresser, Mikhail Kisliakov. In spite of his passes, I put him in his place—I was unreachable for him. And he got it. Four years had passed since we had been together at tree felling. There was no going back. Besides, I never really liked him: Even back then, he had been rather obnoxious with me, and I had snubbed him. It had hurt his pride. And here, at haymaking, he saw that I rose to the occasion and was far beyond his reach.

The three months of haymaking flew by like a single day. Nobody disturbed me with unwanted passes. I was breathing fresh air, reading, and working with all my heart. One day, I discovered three boxes of moldy macaroni; the boxes probably got wet during our trip by steamer to haymaking. I had to write them off and get the signature of Kaparulin, the deputy chief of the physical plant and daily operations. Kaparulin—a free worker, with a wonderful wife and children—was so madly in love with me that when he saw me he declared his love to me. I did not know what to do—his wife Nina was a nice young woman. What more did he need? Why were all men so attracted to me? So I decided to write the boxes off with the signature of the transit camp head Komarov. Signing the document in his office, he looked at me like a cat at lard, then he locked the door and started kissing me. Suddenly, somebody knocked at the door. Komarov opened it. The deputy chief of physical plant and daily operations Kaparulin was standing on the threshold. He probably was spying on me, and thus he saved me this time. I looked scornfully at both of them, and left.

Three days later, I was sent to subsection 24, in Labytnagi. When the head foreman saw me, he said, “How could we send such a beauty to do physical work?” He hired me in his office as an apprentice to a norm setter. The head foreman, a free worker, Aleksei Klimovich Belous, became my slave, and naturally he made my life easier in the camp. I worked in the office and everybody knew that I was Belous’s love. Once again, I had proof that chance and circumstances govern our lives.

But alas, my happiness was not long-lived—only three months later I was sent to camp 310. Someone had reported that Belous, a free worker, was taking care of me and carrying on a love affair with me. A liaison between a free worker and a prisoner was a punishable legal offense. Belous was very upset that I was being sent away. He could not help me; but he wrote a note to the head foreman of camp 310, Viktor Degtiarev, a good friend of his, asking him to save me from physical work.

We came to a women’s camp. Again I had to run around in order to survive. The head foreman, Viktor, introduced me to another foreman, Lidiia Teslenko. She also knew Belous and brought me a letter from him. His letter was very nice; I was loved!

But again I had a problem: My left hand, which had been cut in Talagi, was gradually losing mobility. It happened when a thief who was in love with me tried to scare me into taking him as my lover. He had caught me unexpectedly and put a knife to my throat. In desperation, I had grabbed the knife with my left hand and fainted. When I came around, my left hand was bandaged and I had stitches on my throat. So I was alive. But now my hand began to wither, because the tendon had been cut. Here, in the infirmary, they suspected gangrene and blood poisoning. So I was sent to the main camp hospital of the Salekhard camp complex at Krasnyi Kamen to have my left hand amputated. Having learned that I was leaving for Krasnyi Kamen, Lena Krutko, a nurse, came to see me. Her husband was a surgeon there, so Lena brought me a suitcase and a letter for him. Would they really amputate my hand? Wasn’t there any other way but surgery?

I arrived at the hospital in Krasnyi Kamen and was placed in the women’s ward. The hospital was very big, and all the wards but one were for men. The only women’s ward was on the far end of the camp, next to the punishment block. I had my own linen, and I asked the spokeswoman, Lena Pisarevskaia, to send my bedsheets to the laundry. She took them, and then announced that there was no space in the hospital. Suddenly, my friend Zina Shevchenko, whom I had not seen for more than a year, came into the reception room. We hugged each other, and Zina said that I could bunk with her. Zina worked there as a nurse.

A few days later, I asked Pisarevskaia about my linen. She answered: “I don’t know what you are talking about. I have never taken any linen from you.” I was pissed off at such a blatant lie. So I came up to her, and staring hard at her, said: “You, bitch! Get my things back, now!” I still remember her frightened, roving eyes. . . .

Krasnyi Kamen was in the northern Urals. Nature was beautiful there. There were no mosquitoes or midges. It was spring. The weather was warm and sunny, more like summer. The nearby forests were already green. Soon my incarceration would be over. My heart was longing for freedom. The six years were almost behind me.

Meanwhile, I had made an enemy in the women’s ward. Pisarevskaia lived with a common criminal, Nikolai Strelianyi. She ran to him to complain about me. In the evening, he came to me to push for his rights. I shamed him—it was dishonorable for a man to get involved in women’s business. He threatened revenge. Well, as Tolik the Hand used to say, “The more enemies you have, the easier your life is!”

In the evening, there was a dance at the club. Zina and I went. And then I felt the scourge of my enemy: Nikolai made obscene comments about me, trying to drive me away from the dance. He wanted to dishonor me, but many other people were for me. I did not react to his comments, pretending that I did not hear them. So there was no physical violence, just threats. I did not know how to get out of this situation. I learned that a powerful thief, Gena Deviatkin, held the whole hospital in his hands. Gena was for me, and that’s why Nikolai did not fulfill his threats. Deviatkin was in the punishment block. I wrote him a note, explaining what had happened between me and Pisarevskaia. The answer came soon, only five words, “Don’t be afraid of anything.” Oh, my fate always had a trap waiting for me!

Again and again, I had the same dream: I came home to my mommy and told her, “I just came for three days and I’ll go back after that.” My poor mommy was no more, but I saw her in my dreams, on my return home. What was the meaning of it? I woke up and started thinking about freedom. Oh, God, how I wanted to be free! And how would freedom greet me? Our hometowns did not always welcome convicts. Here, far away from my home and my daughter, I missed them badly. I had left my daughter when she had been a toddler, and soon she would be going to school. What was she like, my little Bellochka? I had taken no part in her upbringing. She was growing up, my little legacy to the world, and I had not seen her for six years. . . .

Zina was indignant at my correspondence with the punishment block. “What do you have in common with that trash?” But I wanted protection from Nikolai. Big deal—I had insulted his whore, who so blatantly had stolen my linen! Was she beyond reach?! I had confronted her, but she had a protector. So I should have a protector too.

Doctor Ivan Grigorievich Ilchenko saved my hand. He did not amputate it. He pulled hard on the crooked fingers, and I screamed like a siren. But he straightened my fingers, put a cast on my hand, and saved it. But he was in love with me, and he paid so much attention to me! He used to give me his books to read. Everybody in the room noticed the attention he paid me.

Once Zina and I went to visit him. He lived alone in a small house. He was a very decent and interesting person. He treated us with ham and fried eggs sunny side up. When we were leaving him, Zina and I felt as if we were free and had just been visiting a friend.

I prepared a concert for May Day in the hospital. There were a lot of people there because it was a holiday. I recited Tatiana’s monologue and Tatiana’s dream from Eugene Onegin. Someone from the audience asked me to recite Esenin, and I recited “Letter to My Mother” and “A Letter to the Woman I Love.” When we were returning from the concert, Ilchenko said, “Valia, you are a wonderful actress, and I admire you.” He saw me off to the ward, and like a gentleman, kissed my hand before we parted. There was nothing but pure friendship between him and me. It was interesting for me to talk to him about poetry, literature, and art.

My days in the hospital were wonderful. My hand was in a cast. I was sunbathing, relaxing. My enemies were quelled. I had a good friend in Ilchenko and a wonderful friend in the beautiful Zina, a clever person with a poetic soul. One day, I got a note from the punishment block, from Deviatkin. He asked me to give him a volume of Pushkin. I immediately sent it to him. There was one more admirer—Viktor. He declared his love to me across the barbed wire while I was sunbathing on the grass. He was taken for a walk from the punishment block, so he came up and started talking to me.

The guys in the punishment block were reading Pushkin, and they liked it. In the evening, I went to rehearsal at the club. There, a young boy, Misha declared his love. After the rehearsal, he saw me off to the ward, and kissed my cheek like a child!

Next day, as I was walking to rehearsal, Gena Deviatkin called to me from the punishment block, and asked me to talk to him. I sat down across from the block, and we started talking. He was a very interesting person and wore a towel on his head, like an Indian. It turned out he was quite well read. And the young boy Misha kept bombarding me with love notes. The boy was going crazy, I really felt sorry for him. I couldn’t return his feelings. Here in the hospital, I had not been physically close to anyone yet. I was holding out.

A nurse, Velichko, from a neighboring ward, had a lover, an orderly named Zhenia. I liked Zhenia, but, alas!—he did not pay any attention to me. He probably had a serious affair going with that Velichko. While I was sunbathing, Gena threw a note in a matchbox over the barbed wire to me. I sent him an answer the same way. These little notes entertained convicts.

I used to go to Ilchenko’s house in the daytime, when he was at the hospital, performing some surgery. His orderly made me coffee, and I rested, waiting for Ivan Grigorievich. He came, we had tea, he kissed my cheek and left for the hospital again. Suddenly, an overseer burst in and took me to the punishment cell. What for? He did not even care to explain. But the rumor began to spread in the compound that Ievleva was caught red-handed with Ilchenko. So I had to stay in the punishment cell for three days. Again I was behind bars. What for?! I was not intimate with Ilchenko, he was just a good friend of mine, and I liked talking to him. Time in the punishment cell moved very slowly. The guys from the punishment block sent me some sugar, butter, bread, and an encouraging note. All these brought some variety into my boring stay in the cell. In the evening, when it got dark, I used to look through the three rows of iron bars to the far-away expanse of the sky. Three days later, I was released from the punishment cell. I returned to my ward. Ilchenko was very upset that I had gotten in trouble because of him and he could not help me in any way. And there were rumors in the hospital about him and me, about our alleged love affair. I felt deeply and bitterly offended because people were slinging mud at our pure relationship! Our overseers had no understanding of spiritual closeness.

There was an extraordinary event in the hospital one day. Someone was murdered. Gena was locked in the punishment block again, as he was responsible for law and order in the hospital. He was one of those whom all the rest had to obey. A thief with authority. It was awful! Was he guilty? I could not believe it. He didn’t look like a murderer. He was a literate guy who wanted to study.

Soon I received a note from Gena. He asked me to go to the dentist. I went and found an overseer in the ward. When I entered the dentist’s office, I saw Gena in the chair. He got up, and we embraced. Then the overseer came in. Everything was over: our meeting, one embrace, and parting forever.

I was called to the transit prison to be released! Hurray! At last I got my so-long-awaited freedom! I could not believe that I lived to see the day. Zina was seeing me off. She had to stay for one more year. Ivan Grigorievich could not forgive my liaison with Deviatkin. According to him, I had lost myself. Since I had lowered myself to the level of a thief, I was not a goddess but devil knew what! Thus, I lost an interesting person and a good friend who saved my left hand. Without him, I would have been handicapped. I was glad that Zina did not change her opinion of me, although she despised common criminals. I was going to the transit prison in Labytnagi. I had not been there for a long time. Oh, how I wanted to get my passport and become a free person!

In the evening, I paced the floor in my cell. It was torture to wait for freedom when it was so close. Gena Deviatkin considered me his wife and had given me his father’s address in Ivanovo. He knew that I did not have anyone but my little daughter, who had been waiting in the orphanage for her mommy to come and pick her up. The future was completely unknown and vague. Did I love Gena? No, I just liked him. But I knew that if I heard anything about Boris Mikhailov, I would have dropped everything and followed him to the ends of the earth, forgetting Gena. That evening, when it was getting dark, I was seized by panic—what if they would not let me go? Why were they keeping me in the cell, whereas before, I had been walking around the transit camp? Maybe they were conspiring against me? The very thought of it was maddening. I got a letter from Misha, the young boy in Krasnyi Kamen. He wrote that he loved me and wanted to be with me after his release. Funny guy! Maybe someday I would be sorry that I had passed his love by. But now I could not think of anything but freedom and seeing my little daughter, who was already seven years old and who would go to school in the fall. Far away was my youth with its romantic dreams and with the loud bang of incarceration. Now I was a mother, thinking of how to build my life in the future.

At last, I was called to the special department. There they issued me a warning and made me sign a document swearing that I would not tell anybody about the camps. An overseer took me to the guardhouse, handing me my passport, a certificate of release, and a ticket to Arkhangelsk. I left the zone and took a deep breath—prison, camps, my hard, bitter life there—all that was behind me. The future was unknown, but I was free. I was in high spirits. I left behind the gray, dirty barracks with two tiers of bunk beds, where the women used to sleep side by side. Thank God, it was over! I had best let Fate untangle all its threads around me, and not interfere. Our loved ones come and go, and life with all its problems remains.

Notes

1. Anglo-American merchant convoys sailed mostly from Iceland to Soviet ports in the Arctic (Murmansk, Vaenga, Arkhangelsk, Bakaritsa, and Molotovsk), carrying weapons and munitions to help keep the Soviet Union in World War II. The first convoy was dispatched on August 22, 1941. The last convoys ran immediately after the end of the war in Europe (a westbound convoy arriving in England on May 31, 1945). From 1941 to 1945, forty convoys were dispatched to northern Russian ports. Out of 811 merchant convoy ships that sailed for Soviet ports in the Arctic, 750 arrived safely. American and British sailors used to attend special events in the Intourist Hotel. Wounded sailors were hospitalized in the hospitals of Poliarnoe, Murmansk, and Arkhangelsk. British medical units were allowed to work in these hospitals. For more on these Russian convoys, see B. B. Schofield, The Russian Convoy (London: Batsford, 1964).

2. Andrei Andreevich Vlasov (1900–1946), a military general and leader of the anti-Communist movement among Soviet prisoners of war and civilian deportees in Germany during World War II, surrendered to the Americans in May 1945, and was handed over to the Soviet authorities and executed.

3. Gavrila Romanovich Derzhavin (1743–1816) was a famous Russian Classicist poet and statesman. Ievleva-Pavlenko quotes Derzhavin’s poem “God” (1778).

4. Lesia Ukrainka (Larisa Petrovna Kosach-Kvitka) (1871–1913) was a famous Ukrainian writer and poet.

5. Vsevolod Emilievich Meyerhold (1874–1940), a most outstanding avant-garde theater director and actor, joined the Communist Party in 1918. In 1920, he founded his own theater in Moscow. In the late 1930s, he was accused of formalism; his theater was closed in 1938. Meyerhold was arrested in 1939 and died in the camps in 1940.

6. Labytnagi is a railway station on the Kotlas–Vorkuta–Labytnagi Railroad. It was a transit camp in the Salekhard camp complex. The construction of a railway line meant that camps could not stay in fixed locations for extended periods of time. Several camps used to be set up along the planned route of the railway.

7. Lazar Veniaminovich Shereshevskii was born in 1926 in Kiev. He had not yet finished high school when he was drafted into the Red Army. In 1944, he was arrested on the northwestern front. In May 1944, a Moscow court-martial sentenced him to five years in the camps with three years of political and individual civil disfranchisement. He was taken first to the sharashka—a special prison and research institute—in the Moscow region, then was transferred to camp 501 (construction of the Salekhard–Igarka Railroad). Following his release in 1949, Shereshevskii lived in exile in Salekhard, where he graduated from high school. In 1953, he moved to Gorkii, where he graduated from Gorkii State University (1958). In 1974, Shereshevskii moved to Moscow, where he lives today.

8. Camp 501 (Dead Road) was a railroad construction camp complex between Salekhard and Igarka. The railroad construction began in May 1947. The construction was halted and the railroad was abandoned after the amnesty of 1953.
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as father-figure

Staniukovich, Mariia

starvation/hunger: death march and

prison

punishment cell

voluntary. See also food; hunger strike

state capitalism

Stepniak-Kravchinskii, Sergei Mikhailovich

Stolypin railcar

stool pigeon. See informant

St. Petersburg Higher Courses for Women. See Bestuzhev Courses

Strelianyi, Nikolai

student, gold medal for

suicide

Summer River

Suzdal Political Prison

syphilis

Sytinskii, Vladimir

Tagantsev, Vladimir Nikolaevich

taiga

Talagi camp

Taloi

Temnikov camps

terror

theater

theft

Third State University. See Bestuzhev Courses

Thomas Hardy

Tikhvinskii, Mikhail

Tobolsk prison

Tomsk camp

for wives and family members of traitors

totalitarianism: resistance to

terror of

train station. See railroad stations

train transport, unbearably cramped

trial(s): executions and little aspects of

repentance

sentencing of

Tsurkova

Troitskaia, Lidiia Petrovna

Troitskii, Zinovii Anatolevich

“Truth about Soviet Russia, The”

Tsepliak, Archbishop Ioann (Jan)

Tsurkov, Arkadii Samsonovich

Tsurkova (Lopotukhina), Irina Zalmanovna

arrest of

attorney of

background of

beautiful feeling of life by

file of investigation of

freedom of thought/life and

friends at trial of

friendships in prison for

intellectual activity in prison by

interrogations of

joking in prison by

leaving/arriving for trial of

losing of weight of

preparation of trial for

prison as home for

prison dreams of

trial of

Tsvetkova, Nadezhda Efimovna

tuberculosis

Tula Prison

Tvardovskii, Aleksandr Trifonovich

Tverdokhlebov, Andrei Nikolaevich

typhus

Ukhtomskii, Sergei Aleksandrovich

Ukrainians

Ukrainka, Lesia

Unified Social Democrat Party

Unified State Political Administration.

agent for

Union of Social Democratic Labor

Ushakov, Grigorii (Georgii) Pavlovich

Ushakova, (Tosia) Antonina Ilinichna

Uspenskii, Dmitrii Vasilievich

Ustiuzhna Prison

Ust-Kamenogorsk Prison

Vaneev, Anatolii

Vasileva, Irina Pavlovna

background of

men’s transport for

prison environment for

Vechor, Vera Mickhailovna

vegetarianism

Verkhne-Uralsk Special Purpose Prison

Verzhenskaia, Iadviga-Irena Iosifovna

arrest of

background of

certificate of honor of

clothing of

concern for children by

dream of

embroidery shop and

health of

mail for

as medical worker (at infirminary)

music and

pretrial of

sentencing of

theft of

Verzhenskii, Adam Ivanovich

arrest of

Verzhenskii, Iurii Adamovich

Verzhenskii, Iurii Ivanovich

arrest of

Vetukhnovskaia, Roza Zelmanovna

arrest of

background of

interrogation of

march of death and

survival of

unbearable cramped train transport for

Vladimir Prison

Vlasov, Andrei Andreevich

Voikov, Petr Lazarevich

Volfila

Volin (Eikhenbaum)

Vorkuta-Vom camp

Vvedenskii, Aleksandr Ivanovich

Vyborg Commercial School

Walsh, Edmuch Aloysius

Wandering Lecturer, The (Iaroslavskii)

What Is to Be Done? (Chernyshevskii)

White army officers

White Sea-Baltic Sea Canal Camp

wives, of traitor to Motherland

in Dolinka Camp

informants within

interrogations of

in Mordovia Camp

in Narym Camp

nonwork by

original priviledges of

in Potma Camp

prisons/camps for

prison sentence for

protest of

in Segezha Camp

social revolutionary

in Solovetskii camps

terrorism by

Tomsk Camp for

women: children, camps, and

concern/lament for children by

criminal men controlling of

crying and

equal rights of

first concentration camp for

in gulag

head of special units and

increase population of

living with men in camps by

losing of children by

pregnancy, children and

as prostitutes

religious

separate, coexisting camps for

as sisters, moms, and broads. See also wives, of traitors

work details

peat bog

seaweed

as slavery

work refusal

World War I

World War II

air raids of

writing: like a worker

as self-identity

typewriter for

Young Pioneers

Youth Organization of Social Democrats

Zaiachi Ostrova

Zborovskaia, Anna Petrovna

background of

birthing of child for

fear of losing child of

life after camp for

music and

punishment cell for

sentencing of

work conditions for

Zemskova, Aleksandra Antonovna

Zhelikhovskaia, Nadezda Vladimirovna. See Brusilova, Nadezhda Vladimirovna

Zinchenko, Aleksandr (Sasha)

Zionists

Zolkina, Anna Ivanovna

Zubov, Valentin Petrovich


About the Editor
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