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Î 

RħŴƈļŋ MŷƔřŋŚᴄů NħůŴ 0ħƏ 
Matvei Kuzmin had the reputation of a recluse among his fellow villagers. 

He lived some distance from the village, in a small tumbledown cabin stand-

ing alone on the edge of the forest. Rarely mingling with people, glum and 

taciturn, he loved to wander through the woods and swamps, his old-fashioned 

gun slung over his shoulder, his dog for a companion. In the spring when buds 

appeared on the trees and the wood grouseôs mating call rang in the forests 

over the thawed patches, Kuzmin would board up his cabin, take his orphaned 

grandson Vasya (who lived with him), and go to the distant forest lake, where 

he would remain for weeks on end. 

The kolkhozniks did not exactly dislike Matvei, but they did not under-

stand him and avoided him: God only knows what was on the mind of a man 

who shunned company, was sparing of words and roamed the woods, no one 

knew where. Besides, the hunterôs lust had long since been held in contempt 

in the village. Nevertheless he worked as the kolkhoz watchman, and although 

he was in his eighties, there was not a soul in the district who dared encroach 

on the farmôs property, guarded by grandfather Matvei and his ferocious 

shaggy dog, Sharik. 

The calamity of war had reached the Velikiye Luki lake region. A ski 

battalion of a German mountain rifle division stationed in the district, was 

billeted in the Kolkhoz Rassvet (Dawn). Someone had told the battalion com-

mander about this gloomy, unsociable, old man and he decided that Matvei 

was just the person for the post of village elder. 

Matvei Kuzmin was summoned to the German Kommandantur, which 

was housed in the new kolkhoz administration building. He was offered a 

glass of German brandy and the post of the village elder. The old man thanked 

the officer but refused to drink on the pretext of bad health. He also turned 

down the post of village elder, pleading old age, deafness and other ailments. 

The Germans left Kuzmin alone and even showed him the special favour 

of returning his old gun, which he was to have handed in on the commandantôs 

orders. 

The Germans remembered Kuzmin in the early spring when they were 

rallying their forces in the lake region for an offensive. The rifle division was 

transferred to the front line. The ski battalion, quartered in the Kolkhoz Ras-

svet, was ordered to steal through the forests and swamps without giving battle 
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until they reached the Soviet positions, when they were to attack the forward 

outposts of General Gorbunovôs unit from the rear. A guide was needed who 

knew the forest trails well. And who could know them better than Grandfather 

Matvei? He had tramped these paths over and over again and knew every 

swamp, every pine, every stone, every one of the mysterious forest signs com-

prehensible only to a hunter. 

The battalion commander sent for the old man. He asked Matvei to lead 

them in a secret night march to the rear of the Soviet positions. If he refused, 

he would be shot; if he carried out the order, he would be given money, flour, 

kerosene, and, most tempting of all, a double-barrelled hunting gun of the 

well-known German make, Three Rings. 

Matvei Kuzmin stood silently before the officer, crumpling his worn 

sheepskin cap. With the eye of a connoisseur he glanced at the gun, whose 

steel barrel shone like mother-of-pearl in the sun. The officer drummed the 

table impatiently with his knuckles. His fate and that of his battalion and, per-

haps, the outcome of the whole operation, so carefully planned, depended on 

this sullen, incomprehensible man. And now, intercepting the covetous 

glances cast on the gun, he tried to guess the thoughts of this glum man of the 

woods. 

ñA fine gun,ò said Kuzmin finally, patting the barrel with his horny palm 

as he gave the officer a sidelong glance. ñAnd will you throw in some money 

besides, sir?ò 

ñOh-ho!ò exclaimed the officer happily and turned to the interpreter: ñTell 

him heôs a practical man. Thatôs good. Tell him that the German Command 

respects practical people, that the German Command is generous to those who 

serve it loyally.ò 

The officer was jubilant. A reliable guide had been found. But there was 

more to it than that. In the five months he and his battalion had spent in that 

cold dismal forest after having been so long in sunny France, gay even in ca-

lamity, he had instinctively begun to fear these unintelligible Soviet people, 

this gloomy land, these uninhabited woodland tracts where every mound, 

every bush, every stump might unexpectedly hide a sniper; where even in the 

rear, far from the front line, they had to sleep fully dressed with a cocked 

revolver under the pillow. 

But money, money! Apparently it retained its power even here, among 

these strange fanatics who set their homes on fire at the sight of the advancing 

enemy. How enquiringly the old man looked at him, evidently trying to figure 

out whether or not he was being fooled about the reward! 

ñTell him he will be generously paidðoffer him a thousand rubles!ò 

added the officer hastily. 

The old man listened to the interpreter, gave the officer a hard look from 

beneath his bushy yellow-grey eyebrows and answered, after a momentôs con-

sideration: 
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ñNot enough. You want to buy my services dirt cheap.ò 

ñFifteen hundred; well, make it two thousand.ò 

ñHalf in advance, sir.ò 

Having talked over the matter with the interpreter, the officer carefully 

counted out the money. The old man gathered it up with his knotty, sinewy 

hand and carelessly stuck the bills inside the lining of his cap. 

ñAll right. Iôll lead you along secret paths known only to me and the 

wolves. Tell me exactly where you want to go.ò 

The commander named the place and started to point it out on the map. 

ñI know where it is. I used to hunt foxes there. Iôll get you there by morn-

ing.... Only don't fool me about the gun, sir.ò 

The kolkhozniks saw him leave the officerôs house in his usual reserved 

manner, not looking at anyone, smiling into his beard. He answered the whis-

pered curses which reached his ears with a gloomy grin, and when the former 

kolkhoz bookkeeper, a sturdy fellow, caught up with him and threatened to 

set his cabin on fire for hobnobbing with the Germans, he only muttered, with-

out even turning around: 

ñGo tell your mother to wipe your nose.ò 

The kolkhozniks, watching Matveiôs cabin from the distance, saw his 

grandson Vasya, a knapsack on his back, run down the steps a half hour later 

and disappear into the forest with Sharik trotting at his heels. They saw the 

old man bring out his wide, fur-padded hunting skis and rub them with bearôs 

grease, glancing every once in a while at the house where the German officer 

lived. 

Meanwhile, the Germans were preparing for the departure. The officer 

was sitting at his table in the lurid light of the carbide lamp, finishing a letter 

to his brother Wilhelm, an engineer in an optics factory in Saxony. 

He wrote: 

óDear Willi, 

ñI began this letter more than a month ago but I canôt seem to get around 

to finishing it. It isnôt that I havenôt the time. In fact I have so much time that 

I donôt know what to do with it. In the months that we have been stationed in 

these damned woods, we have been killing time by uselessly repeating the 

same stupid drills over and over. Weôll never need them here, for these Rus-

sians have turned war topsy-turvy and are fighting without any rules. We are 

going into battle today and I wanted to finish this letter before I tried my luck 

again.... 

ñCongratulate me. It seems I have won a great victory todayðrather un-

expectedly, I must confess, I found the key to that accursed, enigmatic Russian 

soul that has caused us so much trouble. Itôs the same old key that unlocked 

doors to us all over Europe. Nothing new about that. Money, my dear fellow! 

Just plain, ordinary money, subtly offered! Itôs too bad we have done so little 

bribing here, thinking that these Soviet Russians were a special sort of people 
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who can be convinced only by Herr Hôs tommy gunners. You remember, I 

wrote to you in January about a local hunter, an ancient fellow who looks like 

King Lear and has a name I canôt remember (devil take these Russian names!). 

Today I experimented on him and would you believe it, dear Willi, the exper-

iment was very successful. For appearanceôs sake he at first hesitated, but fi-

nally he agreed to lead us today to.... Well, Kurt just came in to report that the 

battalion is ready and I guess Iôll have to finish another timeé.ò 

The ski battalion left the village at dusk, fully armed, their machine guns 

mounted on sleds. Soon they turned off the main road and disappeared in the 

forest. 

The column was led by Matvei Kuzmin, who swept along on his home-

made skis with the bold strides of a hunter. Darkness deepened. A dry, rustling 

snow was falling and soon it became so dark that one could see nothing but 

the back of the- man in front. The old hunter plunged straight into virgin for-

est. 

The battalion marched all night long through snowdrifts, over hard snow 

crust; they crossed gullies and frozen streams and broke through underbrush. 

The officer, compass in hand, stopped Matvei several times and had his inter-

preter ask why their route turned and twisted so and whether they would soon 

reach their destination. Matvei invariably answered: 

ñThereôs no highways in the forest.... Patience, sir, weôll be there by 

morning.ò And each time he reminded the officer of the promised gun. 

Weighed down by weapons and munitions, the Germans gradually be-

came exhausted as they dragged themselves through the vast, primordial for-

est. They bumped into trees in the darkness,. became entangled in bushes, 

stumbled over each otherôs skis, fell down and struggled back to their feet. 

They began to feel that this invisible forest, murmuring quietly but menac-

ingly in the night, was deliberately casting snowdrifts in their way, grabbing 

at their uniforms with thorny claws and placing trees in their path. The corpo-

ralsô shouts could no longer close up the ranks of the tired, straggling column. 

At the first red glow in the frosty sky, the vanguard of the detachment 

finally reached the edge of the forest and halted in a clearing above a deep 

gully overgrown with brush. 

ñLooks like weôre here. Matvei Kuzmin knows his business, all right,ò 

said the old man. 

He took off his hat and wiped his perspiring bald pate. 

The exhausted officers sank down on the snow, nervously smoking ciga-

rettes which they could barely hold in their numbed, shaking fingers; with 

guttural shouts the corporals attempted to herd together the stragglers in white 

coveralls, now dirty and torn after the march. In the meanwhile, Matvei 

Kuzmin stood on the hillock, smiling and watching the rosy sun rise over the 

sparkling snow fields. He made no attempt to conceal an ironical smile as he 

glanced sidelong at the Germans. 
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It was a quiet, frosty morning. The snow crunched crisply under the skis. 

Fat, red-breasted bullfinches, busily husking small black pine cones, chirped 

noisily in the alder bushes. A dog harked somewhere very close by. 

ñMatvei Kuzmin knows his business, all right,ò repeated the old man. 

A triumphant smile, originating in the bushy depths of his beard, flitted 

along the deep lines of his crinkled cheeks and lit up his sullen face. 

Suddenly the silence was broken by the dry crackle of machine guns. Bul-

lets whined, whipping up fountains of snow above the micaceous crust. Each 

round of fire was echoed through the woods. Hoarfrost fell softly from dis-

turbed branches. 

The machine guns were close by, firing almost point-blank. The skiers, 

not having time to grasp the situation, sank down on the hard snow, frightened 

and perplexed, while the machine guns kept chattering over the snowy plains, 

pressing the column from two sides with their crossfire. When they came to 

their senses, the Germans started for the woods; but tommy guns were already 

chattering angrily from behind the bushes.... 

Abandoning their skis with shouts of terror, the soldiers dashed around 

the clearing, falling in the dry snow. Dirty, torn coveralls spotted the sparkling 

crust. Recovering himself, the officer rushed at the old man. 

Matvei Kuzmin stood bareheaded on the hummock. He could be seen 

from afar. The wind ruffled his beard and the grey hair framing his bald pate. 

His peering eyes had become youthful and glittered mockingly from under his 

bushy eyebrows. With gloating satisfaction, he watched the Germans running 

around like frightened sheep, not even trying to defend themselves. 

The officerôs hair bristled under his cap. For an instant he stared with 

indefinable terror at this man of the woods who stood with such calm exulta-

tion in the midst of the death-stricken clearing. Then with a nervous jerk he 

yanked out his revolver and aimed it straight at the old manôs forehead. 

Matvei Kuzmin laughed mockingly and fearlessly into his face: 

ñYou wanted to buy old Matvei?... You judge others by yourself, fas-

cist!...ò 

The old man tore the hundred-ruble bills from his cap lining, flung them 

at the officer, and contemptuously turned his back on the revolver. He noticed 

that the machine gunners were not shooting at the hillock on which he was 

standing for fear of hitting him. The Germans also noticed this and made a 

dash for the woods under cover of the hillock. Some of them, having sur-

mounted the last snowdrifts, had almost reached safety at the forest edge. 

Matvei Kuzmin waved his shaggy cap and shouted at the top of his lungs: 

ñLads! Donôt spare old Matvei! Let them have it! Donôt let a single viper 

escape!... Matvei....ò 

He broke off, groaned, and sank slowly to the ground, struck down by the 

German officerôs bullet. But the officer did not escape. The machine guns got 

him before he had hardly taken two steps. 
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Far away, in the gully, a ñhurrahò rang out, growing louder and louder. 

Tommy gunners dashed over the wind-polished snow at the edge of the forest. 

Firing on the run, they broke across the clearing, pursuing the remaining Ger-

mans, sending a shower of bullets after them, overtaking them, knocking them 

down, disarming them, and running further into the snowy froth of the forest, 

following the footsteps in the snow. 

Vasya Kuzmin, the old hunterôs grandson who had been sent by his grand-

father to warn the Soviet troops, was with the tommy gunners. Running at the 

heels of the advancing soldiers was Sharik, breathless from angry barking and 

struggling in the deep snow. Suddenly he stopped and pricked up his ears in 

perplexity. The din of battle in the forest was pierced by an anguished, long-

drawn howl. 

That was how Matvei Kuzmin, kolkhoznik from the Kolkhoz Rassvet 

near Velikiye Luki (a district now famous for its flax) spent the last day of his 

long life. 

He was buried on the high bank of the Lovat Riverðburied with military 

honours, like an officer: three salvoes over the fresh brown grave among the 

white expanses of fields. 

That same evening the chief of the divisionôs intelligence department ex-

amined the documents of the dead Germans and read the letter of the German 

officer which Engineer Wilhelm Stein of Saxony was never to receive. 
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Private of the Guards 
Apparently the major was calm and reserved by nature, and like all real 

soldiers, sparing of words, but he told me the story of this private with uncon-

cealed enthusiasm : 

ñAnd there's one more queer thing about him, or rather a distinguishing 

feature. He canôt bear the sight of a live fascist. I'm not exaggerating.... Of 

course, all of us have accounts to settle with Hitler, both private and public. 

He interrupted our peaceful life, broke up this oneôs family, destroyed that 

one's home, killed another's father or brother. And especially those of us who 

have been on liberated territory and seen what they did to our people there....ò 

Just then, a high voice came from behind the door: 

Comrade Major of the Guards. May I come in? 

ñYes,ò answered the major, and his baritone voice, hoarse from a cold, 

immediately became more gentle. 

A figure made invisible by the cloud of cold vapour which rushed in with 

the opening of the door, crossed the wooden floor with resolute steps, saluted, 

and stood at attention: 

ñComrade Major, Guardsman Sinitsky reporting in response to your order.ò 

In the semi-darkness of the empty hut, lighted by the only remaining win-

dow (which was two-thirds covered with straw), stood a slender boy dressed 

in full military uniform. He looked like a real soldier, only half the normal 

size. He had a round childish face, turned-up nose, full lips. and soft down on 

his ruddy cheeks. 

Everything about himðhis form, his well-fitting uniform, his snugly 

belted sheepskin jacket, his fur cap at a rakish angle, and the manner in winch 

he held the short cavalry carbine al his sideðbespoke the seasoned soldier, 

fully adapted to all the hardships of war. 

He seemed to be no more than thirteen or fourteen. But the two thin lines 

around his mouth which seemed traced by a needle, and the expression of his 

large, clear eyes, too calm for his age, betrayed what he had experienced and 

gave his face a mature look. 

The major gazed with undisguised satisfaction at this tough little soldier 

standing at attention before him. Jovial sparks of affection lighted his tired 

eyes, red from long sleepless nights in the trenches. But he introduced the lad 

very officially: 
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ñMeet Guardsman Mikhail Nikolayevich Sinitsky, sniper and trench mor-

tarman, son of the regiment.... At ease. Sit down at the table, Misha, youôll be 

our guest.ò 

The boy sat down and, without any particular reason, pushed back his fur 

cuff to glance at the fine gold watch on his wrist. It seemed to me that he was 

in a hurry. 

Son of the regiment! That was the name given to this remarkable little 

soldier by the men of Major Kurakinôs Guards regiment. All the soldiers with 

whom I spoke pronounced these words lovingly, without any of the bantering 

condescension with which grownups usually refer to youngsters accidentally 

thrown in their midst. They all willingly told about various events in this little 

mainôs life. 

Here is the story of Misha Sinitsky stripped of the exaggerations and em-

bellishments unwittingly added by the men in their unselfish enthusiasm. 

Before the war, Misha lived in the village of Ivanovka, Andreyevsky Dis-

trict, Smolensk Region. He lived the ordinary life of a kolkhoz child; he went 

to school in the winter, skated on the pond and slid down the hill in an ñice-

boatòðan old sieve filled with straw which had been specially soaked in wa-

ter and allowed to freeze. In the summer he helped his father in the field, even 

earned workdays*  by organizing the children into a brigade of weeders and 

hay drivers. Most of the time, however, he spent on the river, fishing for crabs 

with tainted meat and spearing spotted gudgeons in the deep water near the 

ferry. 

He had a childish but fully defined ambitionðhe loved machines and 

spent hours standing under the shingled roof of the Machine-Tractor Station 

reverently watching the grimy-faced mechanics repair machines under the 

guidance of Nikitin, the jolly, lame brigade leader. And when, as a special 

favour, Nikitin permitted the boy to wipe the grease off some old pinion with 

worn-out teeth or let him tighten bolts with a wrench, Misha was filled with 

endless pride. 

He dreamed of becoming a mechanic. This aspiration led him to great 

lengths. Once when all were out in the fields, Misha decided to repair the 

kitchen clock. After taking it apart, he discovered that most of the screws and 

nuts did not fit each other and that there was a surplus of wheels. For this little 

venture into the realms of scientific investigation, the would-be mechanic was 

rewarded by the feel of his fatherôs strap on the softer parts of his body. 

But in general, life flowed along smoothly and Misha would surely have 

become a mechanic had it not been for the unforeseen circumstance of war. 

On the very first day Mishaôs father reported to the military commissariat. 

ñMisha, youôll be the only man in the house now. Take care of the 

 

*  A unit by which the amount of work of each member of a kolkhoz is 

calculated.ðTr. 
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women,ò said his father half in jest, half in earnest, as he jumped up onto one 

of the carts taking the enlisted men from this kolkhoz to the district centre. 

Misha actually became the head of the family, for his mother was sick 

and his two sisters very small. The war was not very frightening from afar. 

And at first it did not affect the prosperity which the kolkhoz had attained in 

recent years. The children, as carefree as ever, ran around playing Red Army 

men and fascists. Of course no one wanted to be a fascist. Coins were tossed 

and the winners were the Red Army men, who wiped out the fascists in no 

time. 

Misha watched the games from a distance, frying to conceal the fact that 

they held any interest for him. 

ñI havenôt the time: the house needs a manôs care. You canôt depend on 

women!ò said Misha seriously to the other boys of his age who invited him to 

ñfight Hitler.ò 

And then quickly and very unexpectedly, the war came to Ivanovka. It 

was no longer a game. At first the highway was filled with endless columns 

of refugees, trucks and carts loaded with household goods, and herds of dusty, 

hungry, emaciated cows. This dismal stream of people brought news from the 

west, each story more astounding than the previous one. They told of tanks 

that knew no barriers, of roaring planes which destroyed all and everything. 

Then the planes themselves appeared, flying along the highway, strafing the 

refugees, and leaving the victims to be buried by the kolkhozniks. 

Far off, the artillery thundered harmlessly like a summer storm. It was 

rumoured that the Germans had broken through somewhere near Vitebsk. 

Then came the troops, marching out of step, in straggling, tired columns. Their 

tunics were dark with sweat, their faces black with' dust. They hurried through 

the village, morose and gloomy, looking at no one and answering no ques-

tions. On this same day the kolkhoz cattle was driven east. Misha thought of 

offering to drive the cows, but no one paid any attention to him. His mother 

was still sick and his sisters very small. In other words, Misha remained. On 

the next day a long column of strange tanks and machines painted a sinister 

greenish-grey like the scales of a fish, crawled along the highroad. 

Nothing special happened in Ivanovka on that day. A few motorcyclists 

wearing horned helmets, funny short jackets and clumsy boots with wide tops, 

made brief stops in passing. The soldiers drank from the well, chattering away 

amongst themselves. Then they ran around the village, guffawing loudly as 

they looked for chickens and geese. They killed the birds in their own way, 

hitting them on the head so skilfully with a thin whip that a chicken or goose 

would fall dead from a single blow. They filled the sidecars of their motorcy-

cles with booty, sniggering and winking the while, and then rode off in a roar 

of motors. After they had gone, the villagers said that the devil wasnôt as black 

as he was painted. There was a hope that they would somehow manage to hold 

out until the Red Army rallied its forces. 
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Machines of all kinds and sizes crept along the highway for about ten 

days. The front moved to the east, the cannonade abated, and then the village 

learned what the enemy really was, what slavery meant. 

Germans in black uniforms arrived in automobiles to replace those who 

had been dressed in the colour of swamp weed. Within the next few days 

Misha saw more suffering than he would ever have witnessed in the course of 

his entire life had there been no war. He saw how the fascists herded the in-

habitants to the edge of the village and forced them to watch the execution of 

three people: an unknown girl; Mikolaich, an inoffensive old man who was a 

crop inspector; and Mishaôs hero, Nikitin, the lame brigade leader from the 

Machine-Tractor Station. Nikitin stood near the shed, his hands tied. Until he 

fell dead on the grass, riddled by tommy-gun bullets, Nikitin kept threatening 

the fascists with vengeance. He promised them that the day of reckoning 

would come and fascism and Hitler would be wiped off the face of the earth. 

Later the soldiers slaughtered the stud bull, Vaska, for which the kolkhoz had 

been awarded a gold medal at the Agricultural Exhibition. They confiscated 

all the food supplies and clothing that the people had not had time to hide. 

When winter set in and snow covered the mournful fields with their patches 

of rusty, unreaped rye and black potato stalks, the soldiers evicted the peasants 

from their homes. 

Mishaôs mother cried and did not want to leave, but the bespectacled Ger-

man who was quartered in their house took her by the shoulder and shoved 

her through the door with such violence that she slipped and fell headfirst into 

the snow. 

Misha took his mother and sisters to a spacious slit trench in the garden, 

dug during the first days of the war. 

He settled his family in the trench, making it warmer by heaping straw, 

sacking, and old rags on top. He dug a hearth and brought in a supply of 

branches and twigs. He then disappeared without saying a word to anyone. 

Misha had gone to search for the partisans of whom the Germans quartered in 

the village spoke with mortal fear. No one in the village knew what the parti-

sans were doing, but the Germans were so afraid of them that at night they 

blocked the cottage doors with carts and sleighs and barricaded their windows 

with all kinds of household goods. Not knowing any of the rendezvous of the 

partisans, nor where they had their headquarters, the boy roamed the forest for 

several days. And, incredible as it may sound, he finally found them. Among 

them were the kolkhoz agronomist, two teachers, and a mechanic from the 

Machine-Tractor Stationðall his old acquaintances. 

Once there, the frozen, exhausted child began telling the partisans about 

the fascist outrages, about how small their garrison was, and. how they feared 

partisan vengeance. That same night he led a group of partisans to Ivanovka. 

The raid was successful; only a few of the uninvited guests escaped alive. The 

group returned to the forest with rich war booty. 
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It was already a cold December with snapping frosts. The Germans, de-

feated at Moscow, were retreating through deep snows. Day and night endless 

columns of Red Cross ambulances passed the village going west along the 

highway, which was now like a wide trench between mountains of snow. The 

retreating army had no time to deal with the partisans, so the raid in Ivanovka 

remained unavenged. 

Soon, however, a large sapper unit was stationed in the village. They be-

gan building a fortified line along the highway. Again people were evicted 

from their homes. Plunder and extortions began anew. Taught by experience, 

the Germans now used hounds to scent out goods buried in yards and gardens. 

They dug up everything they found, thus depriving the inhabitants of their last 

possessions. The occupants had lost their former chic, and wandered around 

the village in felt boots, peasantsô sheepskins, womenôs padded jackets, or 

anything else that could help keep them warm. Encouraged by the success of 

the first raid, Misha decided to call in the partisans again. But there was no 

opportunity. Large numbers of Germans were now billeted in the village and 

they were more vigilant. Guards and sentries were posted everywhere. On 

dark nights they continuously sent up flares, and the ghoulish white lights 

quivered over the snowy fields until morning. 

But at last an opportunity came. The German Christmas arrived. From 

early in the morning the Germans shaved and preened themselves. A machine 

came bringing paper sacks filled with gifts and collapsible cardboard Christ-

mas trees decorated with cotton and tinsel. The soldiers were issued additional 

rum rations, and then these men who had chased women and children into the 

biting frost of the icy dugouts, themselves sat down at tables decorated with 

these ersatz Christmas trees, placed photos of their wives and children beneath 

them, and sang melancholy Christmas carols. 

At this moment, the partisans attacked the village. Again the Germans 

fled, abandoning a number of automobiles and a large supply of sapper equip-

ment. The partisans very methodically burnt the automobiles and smashed the 

equipment. The commander of the unit, a Party member and Mishaôs former 

history teacher, ordered the Christmas gifts to be distributed among the 

women who had small children. On this dark and frosty night Misha made a 

round of the houses with a large sack, distributing gifts from the German Santa 

Claus, readdressed by the partisans. 

But in doing this, the cautious lad blundered; he disclosed his connections 

with the partisan unit. In the morning appeared punitive troops, dressed in the 

black uniforms which he knew so well. Once more began arrests and tortures. 

Someone must have betrayed Misha Sinitsky. The boy managed to slip away, 

but the SS men seized his mother, little sisters and all his relatives, locking 

them up in the cellar where the farmôs dairy products had once been kept in 

the happy days of the kolkhoz. 

The boy must have greatly interested the hangmen. Perhaps through him 
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they wanted to discover the secret paths to the partisan camp; or perhaps their 

nervous chiefs in Smolensk demanded the capture of all the leaders of the 

rebellious village. Whatever their motive, notices were posted on all road 

signs and at all crossroads in which the commander of the special ñmobile 

unitò declared that if by a certain date and hour the ñadolescentò Mikhail Sinit-

sky did not report at his former school, his mother, sisters and relatives would 

be shot. If, however, ñthe aforementioned adolescent sees fit to make a reap-

pearance,ò they would be released and he would merely be sent to Germany 

ñto undergo a course in labour discipline.ò 

Misha decided to report. The partisans tried to convince him that he would 

save no one and only harm himself. The commander, Mishaôs former teacher, 

made an effort to prove to him that all the concepts of military honour and 

duty which he had once taught his pupils had been violated and trampled in 

the dust by fascism. But to no avail. Mishaôs mind was dominated by a single 

thought: ñTheyôll shoot me, of course, but let them: Iôm a partisan. But why 

should my mother, sisters and relatives suffer? Itôs better for me to die alone 

than for the whole family to be wiped out.ò 

Finally the commander, tired of trying to convince him, locked him in the 

dugout. During the night the boy burrowed his way out, left the camp, and 

went to the office of the SS chief located in the school building. Even after 

several years had passed, he became agitated on relating how the fat red-

headed German had laughed in his face exposing two rows of metal teeth as 

he sat rocking on his chair. From time to time he had caught his breath, wiped 

the sweat from his face, once more looked at the astonished boy and at the 

notice Misha held in his hand, leaned back, and again burst out laughing as 

though someone were tickling him. Then suddenly he broke off, waved his 

hand and said something to the soldier standing at the door. The soldier 

grabbed Misha under the arms and carried him out of the room while the boy 

cried and struggled frenziedly. 

Misha could not remember how he landed in the cellar. When he came to, 

lie felt the touch of tender, rough, familiar hands on his face. He understood 

immediately that they were the hands of his mother. Invisible in the darkness, 

she bent over him and placed something cool and wet on his templesðit was 

the rime which clung like white fur to walls and ceilings. The room was so 

crowded with people awaiting death, that the rime melted and dripped from 

the ceiling. Misha noticed his sisters and relatives near his mother. And then 

he understood everything. He became frantic. He threw himself on the slimy 

brick floor, banging it with his fists, shedding angry tears, answering no one 

and listening to no one. Then he quieted down, became silent, and hid in the 

corner like a hunted animal. His mother rocked the younger sister, trying to . 

warm her with her body. The even steps of the sentry echoed hollowly as he 

marched back and forth over the cellar. Someone who had been beaten to a 

state of half-consciousness gave a painful cough. 
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ñFool!... Oh, what a fool!... I believed them! Believed those devils!....ò 

This thought continued to torture Misha. The people in the crowded cellar 

relapsed into heavy slumber. His mother leaned against the wall and snored 

lightly, as she was wont, while the baby on her knee made little sucking noises 

in her sleep. The snow crunched under the sentryôs boots. Somewhere up 

above dogs howled and clanked their chains. But Misha could not sleep; he 

could only lie there cursing himself, tortured by his helplessness, recalling the 

SS chief with his metal teeth. He groaned and ground his teeth. Perhaps it was 

then that the two lines of suffering were etched on his ruddy face, still covered 

with childish down. 

All of a sudden, just before dawn, rifle shots were heard close by. The 

cellar became alive in a moment. Instinctively the prisoners moved closer to-

gether. The shooting drew nearer. A machine gun chattered overhead. Then 

everything was silent. The trapdoor was opened, letting in a blinding ray of 

light. An excited, raucous voice asked in Russian:  

ñHello! Anybody alive down there?ò 

This happened during the first winter offensive of the Red Army, during 

the stormy days when our front sometimes moved westward dozens of kilo-

metres in a single night. A Guards regiment advancing along the highway 

burst into Ivanovka and unexpectedly freed Misha and his relatives. When 

Soviet power was re-established in the village and the boy no longer had to 

worry about his mother, who was well on the road to recovery, he joined the 

Guards ski unit which had liberated his village. They did not want to take him 

at first and told him to go home. Misha went to the major, who, on hearing the 

boyôs story from the soldiers, had him included in the rations list. 

A uniform was made for Misha and a short carbine was obtained from the 

cavalrymen. Misha Sinitsky became a Red Army Guardsman, a participant in 

all the glorious exploits of his ski battalion, sharing all the hardships of his 

fellow soldiers. He was appointed to a trench mortar platoon. Keen, persever-

ing and clever, with a knack for mechanics, he quickly mastered the simple 

technique of the trench mortar and was soon awarded the badge of ñExpert 

Mortarman.ò 

But trench mortar crews do not fight the enemy every day. And this little 

soldierôs hatred was so burning and inexhaustible that it gave him no peace. 

Remaining a member of the trench mortar crew, he made friends with the 

snipers. The days that the mortar crews were not busy, Misha donned his white 

cover-all, to which he had himself sewn fir-tree twigs, and went to the edge 

of the forest before sunrise. He settled himself, cleverly camouflaged, some-

where close to German positions. There he would wait, hour after hour, some-

times for a whole day, until his eyes ached from staring into the snowy ex-

panses. He would wait until the figure of a German would climb out of the 

blindage on to the path for a breath of air. Then, with bated breath, his heart 

pounding, every nerve taut, Misha would take careful aim, his whole being 
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becoming one with his little carbine. 

A shotðand the German would stumble and fall. On such a day Misha 

would return to his company singing merrily. His cheerful laughter would ring 

out in the trench, sounding incongruous under those austere conditions. 

But Misha was not always so lucky. One day he came back from his 

ñhuntingò gloomy and depressed. Without saying a word, he threw himself 

onto his bunk. The soldiers began asking him what the matter was, why he 

was so upset. It turned out that he had tracked down an officer in a tall hat and 

well-tailored greatcoat with a brown fur collar. The German had reminded 

him very much of the one with the metal teeth who had laughed at him in the 

school. 

Misha took aim with exceptional care. He became as motionless as though 

turned to stone. But just as he pulled the trigger the snow crust under his elbow 

gave way and he missed. The officer looked around, and jumped into the 

trench, dropping his cap in his haste. Beside himself with rage, the little sniper 

shot at the cap. The second shot disclosed his hiding place. They saw him and 

opened fire. Misha heard the whining of the bullets over his head and, un-

mindful of the danger, cursed himself with all the words known to him. Such 

a target! To miss such a target! 

On returning to the blindage the Red Army Guardsman threw himself on 

his bunk, his face buried in straw, and cried all day. 

Once the commander of the front, a well-known Soviet general on his 

way to the observation post, drove through the village where the ski battalion 

was resting. His driver stopped at a well to fill his radiator. The general got 

out to stretch his legs and saw Guardsman Mikhail Sinitsky crossing the road 

to the kitchen with his mess-kit. 

The commander called to him. Without displaying the slightest timidity, 

Misha reported as befits a soldierðclearly, cheerfully, and confidently. This 

won the heart of the old Soviet commander, who asked Misha who he was 

and what he was doing here. Upon receiving an intelligent and exhaustive 

answer, he ordered his aide to write down Mishaôs name and regiment. When 

the radiator was filled, the general drove off. And the skiers, having rested, 

went into battle. Misha forgot all about his meeting with the commander, until 

one day a code came from division headquarters demanding that Guardsman 

Mikhail Sinitsky report to the staff headquarters with his documents and per-

sonal belongings. The code explained that by order of the commander, the boy 

was being sent to the rear to study. 

But this was not the end of Guardsman Sinitskyôs war record. One even-

ing sometime later as the commander of the front, accompanied by his aides, 

was returning from a telephone conversation over the direct wire, a little figure 

in an army sheepskin suddenly popped out from under the feet of one of the 

aides. He drew himself up to attention, clicked his heels and in a clear ringing 

voice reported: 
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ñRed Army Guardsman Mikhail Sinitsky. Permit me to report, Comrade 

Colonel General.ò 

In spite of the unexpectedness of this meeting, the commander immedi-

ately recognized the boy, and being in a good mood as a result of his telephone 

conversation, he replied merrily: 

ñWell, go ahead. First of all, tell me where you came from. How did you 

get here?ò 

The little soldier gave a boyish whistle and disparaging gesture, as if to 

say it was not so difficult for one like him to get to staff headquarters and even 

under the very feet of the commander. The general laughed and ordered Pri-

vate Sinitsky to follow him. In the generalôs cabin they had a talk which I have 

recorded as accurately as possible from the generalôs own words: 

ñWhy arenôt you in school studying?ò  

ñPermit me to report, Comrade Colonel General, that I want to fight.ò 

ñVery good. Youôll finish your studies, become an officer, and then go 

fight.ò 

ñYe-s-sé but the war will be over by that time, and youôll wipe out all 

the fascists without me, Comrade Colonel General ò 

The commander did not reply. An unwonted expression of deep feeling 

crossed his stern, unsmiling face. And his steel grey eyes, which sometimes 

made even generals tremble, narrowed and sparkled with laughter. 

ñSo you want to get back to your regiment?ò 

ñYes, Comrade Commander. Iôll study after the war. Iôm young, Iôll still 

have time, Comrade Colonel General. I canôt study while they are crawling 

all over our land.ò And forgetting himself, he changed back from the soldier 

into the boy as he added: ñOf course you donôt know what theyôre likeðhow 

could you? But Iôve had much too close a look at them!ò 

The general gave a broad smile, a thing which rarely happened with him. 

ñAll right, have it your own way. Go ahead and fight,ò he said. Then, after 

a brief pause he took off his wrist watch and offered it to the boy. ñSomething 

to remember me by, my little warrior. Here, give me your wrist. Iôll put it on 

so it won't fall off.ò 

With a glance at the door, he suddenly embraced the child with the round, 

close-cropped head and kissed him on the forehead like a father blessing his 

son on setting out to perform some great feat. 

ñAll right, go ahead and fight,ò he repeated and turned to the map, study-

ing it with exaggerated attention. 

And Red Army Guardsman Mikhail Sinitsky returned to his regiment to 

go on fighting. 
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A Handful of Earth 
Excitement made the regimental commanderôs voice, usually so calm and 

composed, almost unrecognizable through the phone: 

ñReport the situation. As quickly as possible!ò 

Without putting down the receiver, Lieutenant Moiseyenko thrust his 

head out of the blindage and looked around. 

The top of the hill, towering high over the marshy lowlands, commanded 

a broad view of the surrounding area in all four directions. The sun had not 

yet risen from behind the stunted and rugged birch grove some distance away. 

But the first golden rays were struggling through the leaves, gilding the east-

ern slopes, and making the dewdrops on the grass sparkle like diamonds. Grey 

shadows still lay over the lowlands. Larks were singing above the cool, as-

cending fog, and only a trained eye could distinguish some vague movement 

in this peaceful, deserted, landscape. 

It was not for nothing that Moiseyenko had fought for so long as an artil-

lery observer: his sharp eye missed no essential detail in the scene. 

ñA train of about 40 carts is moving along the road from the westðare 

you following it on the 500,000 scale map?ðthere at the bridge over the 

stream. The tail end is hidden in fog. Thereôs a column of tarpaulin-covered 

trucks on the northern sector of the road What? Hauling munitions, I suppose. 

Nobody in sight around the trucks. Thereôs a company of infantry on the edge 

of the forest and three guns pointed in our direction.... Theyôll probably attack 

us soon.... 5 

A hoarse sigh sounded in the receiver. 

ñItôll be hard, Lieutenant. Listen to battle orders: hold out until evening. 

Understand? Not a single cart or car is to pass along the road. Understand? 

Hold out to the last man. Do you hear? Hold out until nightfallðthen Iôll come 

to your aid.... Well, Moiseyenko....ò The regimental commanderôs voice fal-

tered. ñRemember, Iôm depending on you; the main thing isðhang on to the 

roads, grab them by the throat, so that....ò 

Came a sickening, ever-increasing sound, penetrating like cold to the very 

marrow. A mine exploded somewhere close by. The earth trembled. Dry sand 

rustled between the logs of the blindage. Suddenly the telephone went dead in 

the middle of a word and the lieutenant realized that the thing he had most 

feared had happened. The undiscernible thread of wire in the grass, the only 
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connection between the handful of men on the hill  and the regiment which 

had retreated yesterday, was severed. 

Moiseyenko cast a sidelong glance at the soldiers who had been, listening 

to the conversation from a distance, then drew himself up and reported into 

the dead telephone: 

ñComrade Regimental Commander, your battle orders have been re-

ceived. Not even a rabbit will slip across the road to the front as long as one 

of us remains alive.ò 

After placing the now useless phone on the box, he looked questioningly 

at the soldiers. There were only nineteen of themðall that remained of the 

platoon after yesterday's battle for this height. Of the nineteen, five were 

wounded. He knew most of them very well. They had retreated with him all 

the way from the Latvian border to the city of Kalinin, then back again from 

Kalinin to the Rzhev marshes where the line of the front had held during the 

winter and trench warfare had set in. Now they stood thoughtful, silent and 

calm. It seemed to the officer that the tall and spruce machine-gunner Fade-

yev, a man no longer young, was smiling slightly as he puffed at the cigarette 

hidden in his smoke-stained palm. The lieutenant suddenly felt ashamed of 

his cunningness. These men were soldiers and should be told things straight. 

ñCommunications with the regiment have been broken. However, orders 

were received,ò said the lieutenant, fearing that his voice might reveal the 

alarm which had suddenly seized him on realizing that he was the one now in 

command and that on his ability, efficiency, and resolution depended the lives 

of these people as well as the fate of the whole regiment, exhausted by unequal 

battle. ñThe Fritzes have only these two rooads across the marshes. Our height 

is like a lock keeping them from passing. Of course the Germans will spare 

no effort to smash this lock, for without munitions their forces cannot ad-

vance.... The commander of the regiment has ordered that not a single vehicle 

be allowed to pass to the front line. Well?ò 

The soldiers silently smoked their hand-rolled cigarettes. The bluish 

smoke clung to the dewy grass. 

Machine gunner Bezdolya, a powerful, energetic Siberian, was absorbed 

in weaving a wreath of daisies from the bunch lying on his knees. All watched 

his large dextrous fingers as though the destiny of this small group, left on 

enemy territory by the vicissitudes of fate, depended on the weaving of this 

garland. 

The lieutenant was younger than any of his men. He had been a student 

in the third year at the university when he enlisted. And now before the great-

est and, perhaps the last battle in his life, he wanted to say something special 

to these men about their native land, about their duty, and about the great cause 

for which the Soviet people were fighting. But when he once again looked at 

the remnants of his platoon, he suddenly calmed down and only said: 

ñIs everything clear?ò 
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ñPerfectly clear,ò someone answered. 

ñThe Germans will pass only over our dead bodies,ò added Bezdolya, put-

ting aside the unfinished wreath and brushing the dewy daisies from his knees. 

For some reason these flowers reminded fathers of their children far away. 

Machine gunner Fadeyev, who had been watching the Germans through 

the embrasure, pricked up his ears, screwed up his eyes, and bit his lips. Then 

he slowly left the embrasure, put out his cigarette with saliva and frugally hid 

the butt in the leather band of his cap. 

ñComrade Lieutenant, the Germans are stirring on the edge of the forest. 

It looks as though they will begin an attack from the forest, there on the sunny 

side.ò 

The lieutenant raised the binoculars and immediately put them down 

again on the parapet to conceal the involuntary trembling of his hands. The 

grey figures of Germans grew steadily larger as they broke through the fog, 

moving towards the height in semicircular open formation, uncamouflaged, 

not even crouching, with tommy guns ready. 

ñLook how bold the scoundrels areðdonôt even bother camouflaging 

themselves!ò said Fadeyev placing his eye to the sight of the machine gun. 

ñCome closer, come on, Iôll give you a good welcome!ò 

ñThey probably think the artillery crushed us all last night, or that we 

slipped away in the fog,ò conjectured Bezdolya, whose machine gun was 

turned towards the west in case of attack from that side. 

The soldiersô remarks suggested a plan of defence to the lieutenant. 

ñStand to.... Ready for battle! Pass the order: not to shoot without com-

mand!ò 

The Germans could already be seen with the bare eye. They advanced as 

before, erect. The vanguard had reached the foot of the hill. They were clearly 

seen up to the waist, as if floating in the white mist. Now they began climbing, 

and it seemed as though they were emerging from a milky lake.... 

All one sizeðno less, no moreð 

Led by gallant Chernomor.... 

Incongruously enough, this line from Pushkin came to the lieutenant's 

mind as he lay there gripping his tommy gun, suppressing an overwhelming 

desire to fire at the strapping, bald German in glasses but without a cap who 

was advancing at the head of the column. 

ñDonôt fire without command, my shot will be the signal,ò he repeated, 

feeling that his tunic had become damp and sticky and was hindering him. 

With a swift movement he tore open his collar and immediately glanced at 

Fadeyev to see if he had noticed it. 

But the machine gunner, and his assistant, lighted by the direct rays of the 

morning sun coming through the embrasure, stood as though carved from 

stone, pale, with clenched jaws, apparently also struggling with a passionate 
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desire to press the trigger and shoot these enemies who were already well 

within aim. 

ñWhy am I so excited?ò thought the lieutenant. ñItôs not the first time, is 

it?ò But he immediately answered himself: ñThere are so many of them. A 

company? Perhaps two? Perhaps a battalion?ò The machine gunner was prob-

ably thinking the same. 

ñSwarming like lice on a collar-band,ò he muttered through his teeth. 

As if in answer to this remark, the words of the great general Suvorov 

flashed through the lieutenants mind: 

ñFight not with numbers, but with skill.ò  

ñ óNot with numbers, but with skill,ô do you hear, Fadeyev?ò said the 

lieutenant. 

Fadeyev nodded without taking his eyes off the sights. Suddenly the lieu-

tenant looked at these grey figures as if he were seeing them from a new angle, 

as if they were on the cinema screen, unhurriedly climbing this slope bisected 

by trenches seemingly empty and deserted. He suddenly felt an intoxicating 

joy flow into his body. ñNot with numbers, but with skill.ò 

ñBut I must not miss the crucial moment,ò he thought, trying not to lose 

sight of the bald German with the broad forehead whose cap was thrust under 

his shoulder straps. He was advancing heavily, no more than twenty paces 

away; beads of sweat were discernible on the bridge of his nose. His jacket 

sleeves were pushed up above the elbow, disclosing thick, hairy, knotty arms. 

Now! The lieutenant pulled the trigger. A look of surprise flashed across 

the face of the German, followed by a grimace of pain. As if stumbling, he 

fell on the grass. And immediately the silent hill spoke in a chorus. A second 

German fell, a fifth, a twelfth.... The grey chain girdling the hill snapped, 

broke up, and after a momentôs hesitation rolled back as if swept by a whirl-

wind. The soldiers ran, leaping with huge bounds, spurred on by fear and in-

ertia. The defenders of the height fired at them calmly and accurately, as 

though they were so many wild geese. 

ñThere you areðónot with numbers, but with skill!ô ò yelled the lieuten-

ant as he changed the disk and sighted the fleeing grey figures swaying above 

the dissolving fog. 

To save ammunition the men abandoned their machine guns and took up 

rifles. The shots from the blindage were few but accurate. 

The garrison on the hilltop became jubilant. Someone shouted ñhurrahò 

at the top of his voice, another put two fingers in his mouth and whistled at 

the Germans like boys at a fleeing dog. 

ñThat was some treat! They got what was coming to them all right!... And 

they thought we no longer existed!ò laughed the husky Bezdolya, merrily 

nudging his assistant, a fair, middle-aged fellow. ñBut here we wereðcome 

into my parlourðwon't you sit down? Just look how many stayed with us! 

Two dead Germans to each one of us. Look, look, one is still crawling over 
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there near that birch tree! Here, give me a gun and I'll put an end to him.ò 

ñPerhaps now they won't come back until evening.ò 

ñA fat chance! You want to fight the easy way! Fritz is stubborn.ôô 

The lieutenant knew that Bezdolya was right. It was too soon to rejoice. 

Having burnt their fingers in a direct attack, the Germans would probably re-

sort to some trick; perhaps they would bring tanks and aeroplanes into action. 

Only rifle shots could be heard from the front line, which was quite close. 

Evidently the offensive was being held up. The munitions were out there on 

the roads, the queues of cars getting longer and longer. 

Encouraged by success, the lieutenant analyzed the situation calmly and 

systematically. The thought of death had completely left him. Everything was 

once more in its proper place, and war was again the usual difficult job. Hav-

ing decided that the Germans would surely attack the blindage on the hilltop, 

he ordered the soldiers to disperse into the foxholes in the slopes. He himself 

also crawled into one. His decision was correct. At midday four bombers ap-

peared from beyond the woods and unhurriedly swooped down on the blind-

age. Bombs screeched through the air. Black geysers of earth and rock spouted 

into the sky. When the dust had settled, they could see the logs of the bombed 

blindage standing on end. The German battery opened fire simultaneously 

from the fringe of the forest. The hill shook from explosions which enveloped 

the summit in brown clouds of upturned earth. 

Now, as always during such a shelling, when black fountains of earth 

leapt into the sky and the world was shaken to its foundations, everything 

inside of man contracted and went cold, and he involuntarily clung to the 

earth, trying to squeeze himself into it. And as always, he ignored the conso-

lations of reason and strained his ear to catch the crescendoed screeching of 

bombs, the grinding whistle of mines or the formidable rustle of shells, figur-

ing the while: this will land to the left, this will fly over, and the next, where 

will the next one land? 

But when sitting in the narrow foxholes, so cramped that it was even im-

possible to bend their knees, seasoned soldiers felt themselves more or less 

safe. The dampness and the very smell of the earth seemed to comfort them. 

During a moment of quiet between explosions the lieutenant heard Bezdolyaôs 

bass booming loudly, perhaps on purpose, so the others could hear: 

ñThey're trying hard all right, but itôs no use. No use, I say. Just causing 

their Hitler unnecessary expense; no use, I tell you.ò  

Nervous laughter came from various spots on the shell-scarred slopes. 

During another interval between explosions someone sighed: 

ñWhat good hay is being ruined! If it was mowed on time, what wonderful 

hay it would be!ò 

ñImagine grudging the hay! When whole cities are burning! ...The only 

thing that counts is to smash them, the devils! Nothingôs too good to sacrifice 

for this! Imagineðhay!ò  
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At last the barrage ceased. A menacing silence reigned. The lieutenant 

felt rather than saw that the Germans were preparing for a new attack. But 

now they were being very careful. The field was deserted, except for a quick 

flash at the edge of the forest. Evidently the Germans were studying the height 

through binoculars. 

The smoke of the explosions settled. Not a man could be seen on the hill; 

the demolished blindage was silent and it seemed even to Lieutenant Moi-

seyenko that there could be nothing left alive on this mangled, mutilated earth. 

The lieutenant crawled along the passages from one foxhole to another. He 

knew the next encounter would be the decisive one. He crawled to Bezdolya 

who even here in this temporary trench, in two hoursô time and under enemy 

fire had had time to settle himself comfortably, to dig shelves in the damp clay 

for his tobacco, pipe, pouch, and hand grenades. 

ñWell, will we hold them back?ò 

ñWeôll hold them back all right!ò whispered Bezdolya and added: ñDonôt 

worry about me, itôs not my first, Comrade Lieutenant. Go over to himðhe's 

trembling like a leaf.ò He pointed to the neighbouring foxhole where a pock-

marked soldier sat huddled up on the very bottom. This fellow, father of a 

large family, had always taken pleasure in reading his letters from home aloud 

to his comrades during hours of respite. 

ñWeôve showed them something!ò said the lieutenant crawling up to him. 

ñOnce weôve held this height, youôll have something real to write about to 

your Katya! I'll also add a few lines to tell her what a hero you are, only watch 

out you donôt shoot without orders. Your aim has to be sureðour cartridges 

are numbered.ò 

ñThere are so many of them!ò sighed the soldier, raising his haggard, pale, 

unshaven face, on which every pock mark now stood out clearly. 

ñThere are many to be sure, but we killed plenty. óNot with numbers, but 

with skillô.... There they lie, count them while you have nothing else to do. 

How they ran!ò 

ñBut this will be the end of us,ò said the soldier despondently. ñAnd I 

have five children!ò 

The lieutenant grabbed him by the shoulders and shook him, looking 

straight into the dull, confused eyes: 

ñQuit that talk, do you hear? Hold tight and youôll stay alive. Do you 

hear? Well, letôs have a smileðbroaderðstill broader. Now youôll stay alive 

for sure!ò 

The lieutenant tried to say something to each soldier in these minutes of 

tense, ominous silence, or at least to pat them on the back encouragingly. He 

now believed blindly and passionately in the impossible. And this belief, 

which had come to him on recalling Suvorovôs motto ñnot with numbers, but 

with skill,ò filled him with reckless energy, stimulating him, even cheering 

him like strong drink. 
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The Germans now advanced with caution. They crawled across the field, 

girdling the height in a close, ever-narrowing ring. The only sign of their ap-

proach was the stirring of the grass. It seemed as though a herd of wild boars 

was advancing. The ones in the vanguard had already begun to climb the hill. 

Their grey forage caps appeared for a moment and then disappeared. The 

strained ear caught the crunching of pebbles under their hobnailed boots. The 

heart beat loudly; breathing became heavy; temples ached from the tension. 

Now they leapt up and were running, firing on the run at the demolished blind-

age and the summit of the hill. 

ñFire!ò yelled the lieutenant with all his might. 

And again the hill reared and roared with shots, and again its shell-scarred 

slopes sent a shower of bullets at the enemy. The machine gunners sent over 

brief volleys; the riflers sustained a carefully aimed fire. The Germans fell, 

pitching onto the earth, but others came on and on. 

ñFire! Fire!ò yelled the lieutenant, and his tommy gun hissed as a bead of 

sweat fell on it. 

On three sides of the hill the Germans could hold out no longer and rolled 

back, but on the fourth, the south side where there was no machine gun, they 

continued to advance. They were very close, but hidden behind the ridge. Sud-

denly several figures appeared on the ridge. Shots rang out, but too late. The 

Germans jumped into the trench. 

There is a moment in each battle which decides its outcome. The lieuten-

ant understood that such a moment had come. Now and not a second later he 

must do something, say something that would make this handful of tired, hun-

gry, deafened and wounded men perform a miracle. Throwing himself over 

the parapet into the trench where the Germans were already preparing to 

shoot, he shouted in a voice that sounded strange even to himself: 

ñStalin!ò 

He said nothing more. He  had no time.... Something heavy hit him in the 

chest, seared his face.... Everything swayed, the earth reeled and reared up on 

end.... To keep from falling into the bottomless pit which suddenly yawned 

before him, the lieutenant pressed his body hard against the damp clay and 

dug his nails into it.... 

He recovered consciousness in the demolished blindage. The lean face of 

Fadeyev with its high cheekbones bent over him, as calm as ever. 

ñAre you alive, Comrade Lieutenant?ò 

ñDid you repel the attack?ò 

ñThat one and two more. Weôre holding on. You lie still, donôt get up, 

you mustnôt. Just a minute.ò 

For some reason Fadeyev tiptoed out of the ruined blindage. Through the 

mangled logs the lieutenant caught a glimpse of blue depths of evening sky in 

which screeching martlets flashed. 

ñThe lieutenant is alive,ò said Fadeyev. ñHey, where you going? Back to 
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your place, blockhead! Donôt stick your head up. Pass on the word that the 

lieutenant is alive. And tell everybody to keep on the alert!ò 

Everything was bathed in. the golden light emanating from the slanting 

rays of cool, setting sun. The lieutenant felt a chilly weakness, as though his 

bones had been taken out and his body stuffed with damp cotton. He glanced 

at his watch with difficulty. It was 21:50. Some time would yet pass before 

darkness settled down. 

ñFadeyev, Fadeyev,ò he called, unable to move. 

The lieutenant ordered that he be carried out of the blindage and placed 

where he could see everything around. He chose a wounded soldier to be his 

messenger and ordered the other men back to the trenches, after which he 

proceeded to watch the enemyôs movements. 

He could clearly see the state-like figures lying stiffly on the slopes and 

in the grass at the foot of the hill. It seemed as though during this day the 

swampy field had become covered with grey mole mounds. He began to count 

them, losing count after he reached a hundred because of the buzzing in his 

head and the coloured dots flashing and reeling before his eves. 

He took up a handful of clay, already damp from evening dew, and 

squeezed it in his weakening fingers, showing it to his wounded liaison manð

that same pale, unshaved, pock-marked private with whom he had spoken be-

fore the decisive attack. 

ñDear earth. Do you see the price they pay for it?ò 

ñWe won't let them have it for any price at all, never!ò the soldier guf-

fawed, politely covering his mouth with his hand. ñNot going to get this 

height, they arenôt! Have other things to think of! Hear that thunder? Some-

oneôs coming to our aid.ò 

On their faces they felt the cool dampness of this August evening, filled 

with the aroma of earth and grass. And they forgot the pain and the danger as 

they smiled and listened to the roar of artillery fire approaching from the east. 
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+şũƏ şŅ ᴁbŬħƈĸħᴂ 
Although this story sounds like a fairy tale, it is true from the very begin-

ning to the end. I heard it in the woods of the Kholm-Zhirkovsky District, 

Smolensk Region, when this area was still occupied by partisans. It was told 

to me by Nikolai Fyodorovich Somov, a partisan demolition trooper, and his 

son Yura, formerly a trade-school pupil and now a partisan scout, known in 

the detachment as ñSunnyò because of his round, beaming face and flaming 

red curls. 

ñWhen Fritz had taken Vyazma and was pushing towards Moscow, our 

Kolkhoz Orekhovka and the places around it turned out to be deep in the Ger-

man rear,ò said Nikolai Fyodorovich, beginning his story. 

ñAbout three hundred kilometres from the front,ò specified Yurka, a prac-

tical lad who liked precision in everything. 

ñThatôs right, but donôt interrupt.... Gotten into the habit of poking his 

nose into grownupsô conversation," the father remarked, frowning at him. 

ñWell, we didnôt lose our heads, and soon a partisan unit commanded by Com-

rade M., I wonôt mention his name, you know him anyway, appeared in the 

woods near Orekhovka. We began with almost nothing; so to say: one rifle to 

five men, and that without cartridges, a crate of hand grenades and incendiary 

bottles. Soon, however, we feathered our nests with weapons and other equip-

ment, all captured in battle. We even seized a German radio set. 

ñWe had a fellow in our partisan outfit named Sanka, who had been a film 

operator in our districtða clever lad. He quickly caught on to how the radio 

worked, monkeyed around for awhile and repaired it. óNow, fellas,ô he said, 

óweôre no longer deaf; weôll listen to Moscow....ô Only a person who has 

fought in the woods knows what a radio means. A great thing! He put on the 

earphones and all the fellows gathered around, stretching their necks like 

geese. We could hardly wait to find out where the Red Army was fighting 

now, what was happening on the Mainland, and what was what in Moscow. 

This took place in October, I remember it as clearly as though it had happened 

yesterday. In the mornings, the fields used to be white with frost and the 

swamps were already freezing.ò 

ñNot in October, but the end of October,ò amended Yurka. 

ñWhat would you do with a kid like that? How many times you been told 

not to butt in when your father is speaking? Get out of here!ò said Nikolai 
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Fyodorovich, losing his temper. He waited for his son to go out before continu-

ing his story: ñYes, to be sure, it was the end of October, but whatôs the differ-

ence. Well, to make a long story short, the crowd of us was standing around the 

radioðeverybody except the sentries, of course. Suddenly, Sanka got up, pale, 

his lips trembling like he had been hit on the head with the butt of a rifle. óMos-

cow, fellas,ô he says, and without finishing, sat down on a mound, covered his 

face with his hands and burst into tears. He was a big husky fellow and God, 

itôs awful when such a guy suddenly bursts into tears. Well, all of us stood 

around silent-like. The commander shook Sanka by the shoulders. óYouôre ly-

ing! Perhaps you misunderstood.... Well, answer, answer us!ô óItôs the truth,ô he 

answered. óThe broadcast is coming from Kuibyshev. They said Moscow and 

Leningrad have surrendered and that the city of Gorky is holding on by a thread 

and that the Red Army is retreating according to plan to the Uralsô. The com-

mander said: óYouôre lying, I want to listen myself.ô He sat down beside the 

radio, and as always happens with radios, just at the vital moment a crash and a 

bang and nothing could be understood and the broadcast ended. 

ñI wonôt try to describe what we lived through that day. Everybody looked 

as if he had just buried his mother. Such news was no joke! 

ñIn the evening when it was time for the latest news broadcast, the com-

mander said to Sanka: óTune in your machine and then get the hell out.ô He 

put on the earphones himself. He listened for a while, then got up without 

saying a word or looking at anybody and we all understood: things was in a 

bad way. 

ñMeanwhile the Germans had put up posters addressed to the partisans 

saying something like: óYouôre fighting for nothing, Moscow and Leningrad 

have fallen, Gorky and Ivanovo are in German hands, the rest of the Red Army 

is retreating beyond the Urals, your cause is lost, so put down your weapons 

and come out of the forestsðnothing will happen to you.ô Of course no one 

wanted to believe them. How could we ever believe that the Red Army had 

been smashed! And now this broadcast from Kuibyshev....ò 

ñNot from Kuibyshev but from Konigsberg,ò impatiently interrupted 

Yurka who had unnoticeably slipped in and was standing behind his father. 

ñTrue enough, but we found that out later. At that time it never entered our 

heads that the Germans were pulling our leg. The hours were the same and the 

voices of the announcers seemed familiar. Hm.... Well, such news made us feel 

as though we was sitting with a sword hanging over our heads. About this time 

one of our kolkhoz women, a widow named Katerina Vlassyevna Zharinova, 

went out into the yard to hang out her wash. She went out and what does she 

see: there on the snow was a newspaper. She unfolded it. It looked familiar. It 

was the Pravda. And the photograph on the front page showed the Lenin Mau-

soleum with Comrade Stalin on the reviewing stand along with Comrades Mol-

otov, Zhdanov, Mikoyan, Voroshilov and others.... And the newspaper a fresh 

one. What did this mean? She glanced at the date. November 8! 
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ñShe grabbed up the newspaper, rushed into the house, and showed it to 

her daughter: óRead it, daughter! Hurry up, what does it say?ô The daughter 

read, and could hardly believe her eyes: a parade in Moscow. Comrade Stalin 

had made a speech. The invadersô days were numbered, he had said. A neigh-

bour dropped in to borrow a frying pan or some such thing. Again they read 

it through. In the evening the whole kolkhoz flocked to the house. Comrade 

Stalinôs speech was read about ten times. The newspaper was passed around. 

The people looked at it as though it was something sacred, honest to God. It 

was something real, something ordinary, something dearly familiar. Itôs im-

possible to describe how happy people felt. That night a messenger came run-

ning to us from the village. Sweating bullets, wet as a rat, he cried, óGood 

news, fellows! One of the women has found a recent copy of Pravda! Com-

rade Stalin has made a speech in the Red Square! Weôre going to send the 

Germans straight to hell! There was a tank parade in Moscow!ô And all such 

things. 

ñWell, we felt as if a heavy load had been lifted off our shoulders. We 

sent for this newspaper, brought it to the detachment, built a huge bonfire, and 

collected all the people around it. All night long the newspaper was read 

aloud. Weôd just get through reading to one group when new ones would 

come, and weôd begin all over again. And the new ones listened and the old 

ones remained. You see the German radio had made us sick. We had a terrific 

yearning to know the truth. 

ñThose who was younger, whose memory was fresher, learned Comrade 

Stalinôs speech by heart, it was read so many times that night. Here, my Yurka 

can recite it to you, word for word even now, only ask him... all right, donôt 

bother, theyôll believe you without it. Heôd be only too glad.... 

ñWell, anyway, the news of the Pravda travelled far and wide. Even dis-

tant villages began sending messengers secretly, some of them trudging more 

than a hundred miles to read this newspaper. Comrade Stalinôs speech was 

copied into notebooks. The words, óItôs a lie,ô were written with charcoal 

across German posters with their falsehoods. 

ñPeople took heart. They knew our Soviet Government couldnôt be over-

thrown. And affairs in our partisan outfit picked up. People came to us in 

flocks. We began selecting our people, and took only those who had their own 

guns. 

ñThe Germans became alarmed: What was the matter? What had hap-

pened? There was one rat among us: Pyotr Pavlov, the biggest crook in the 

whole district. We finished him off later in a partisan court. Well, he betrayed 

Zharinova. He said she had a newspaper that stirred people up. Well, the Ger-

man police came in a truckðabout fifteen of them with machine guns. They 

broke into Zharinovaôs home. Whereôs the newspaper? Hand over the news-

paper. Katerina stood before them as white as a sheet: óI donôt know what you 

are talking about, I donôt know anything about any newspaper.ô They asked 
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her: óWhy do all the people from the district come to visit you?ô But Katerina 

kept her wits about her! óI gather medicinal herbs; you chased away all the 

doctors so I treat the sick,ô she said. 

ñShe lied well, but they didnôt believe her. Most likely Pyotr Pavlov had 

given them all the dope. It was clear that this newspaper worried the Hitlerites, 

hm-m.... They tortured Katerina for a long time. They twisted her arms and 

pulled her hair out in bunches by the rootsðwhat else could you expect of 

fascists! She cried, but didnôt give anything away. óGo ahead and kill me, but 

I don't know a thing.ô They took her out into the garden. óTell us where the 

newspaper is or weôll set your house on fire.ô Katerina denied everything: óGo 

ahead and burn it, but I donôt know anything.ô ò 

Nikolai Fyodorovichôs voice trembled and broke. The partisan turned his 

back and pretended that makhorka smoke was choking him and began rubbing 

his eyes. 

ñGod damn this makhorka, it burns the throat like vinegar!... Well, they 

burned her house and then shot her. But the women had hidden the newspaper 

under a special stone in the garden near the willow. Zharinovaôs daughter, also 

Katyaðsheôs a member of our unit now, a nurse; I can call her in if you likeð

well anyway, she went into the garden at night, took the newspaper from un-

derneath the stone and brought it to us. 

ñAnd again the Pravda passed from hand to hand. The newspaper became 

worn and torn from so much handling. We pasted the corners and folds with 

paper and continued reading it at the kolkhozes. 

ñAnd it goes without saying our partisan unit continued to grow. The Ger-

mans mustered all their troops to Moscow because things were going bad for 

them there and only old men and all sorts of leftovers remained in the village 

garrisons. One fine day we attacked these garrisons, killed them all off, 

cleaned up our district, and organized this so-called Partisanland where Fritz 

wouldnôt dare stick his nose without tanks. Well, you know all this without 

me telling you. 

ñBut about the newspaper. Our commander hid it. Iôm going to keep it,ô 

he said, óbecause itôs a historical document. Weôll defeat the Germans,ô he 

said, óand weôll hang up this newspaper in some important museum. Let our 

descendants see what kind of newspapers we had during the war,ô he said.ò 

ñWell, where is the newspaper?ò 

ñThatôs the question. Our commander guarded it like the apple of his eye. 

He had been a Party secretary before the war and he understood such things. 

Once, however, the commander from the neighbouring district sent his scout 

to us with a note, óSend us the newspaper. Itôs only a historical document for 

you because you have already freed yourselves, but we,ô he wrote, óare still 

under the Germans; for us it will be a weapon.ô Well, there was nothing we 

could do about it; we gave him the newspaper in return for a receipt, and again 

it began making the rounds.ò 
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ñAnd where is it now?ò 

Nikolai Fyodorovich lifted his large, knotted, veiny hands, the hands of a 

kolkhoz smith, still black from metal burns and smoke even after so much 

time in these woods. 

ñI donôt know where it is. We lost track of it. Now the district where the 

commander operates who took it from us has also been liberated, is also Par-

tisanland. I was sent there to repair a field gun they had captured; well, our 

commander said to me: óBring back the newspaper,ô he said, óI must send it 

to the Mainland.ô So when I got there I asked: óWhereôs the newspaper? Fork 

it over.ô But one of their comrades said: óFine time to ask for it. Last December 

the boys near Minsk came and asked for it and we gave it to them.ô ò 

Nikolai Fyodorovich grinned, showing his strong, white teeth. Lighted by 

a smile, his face at once became younger. 

ñThey began making up legends about that newspaper. Believe it or not! 

Itôs said that the Germans threw it into the fire, but it wouldnôt burn; they 

threw it into the river, but it wouldnôt sink; they got angry, crumpled it up and 

put it into a shell and fired the shell, but instead of destroying the paper, the 

shell burst into a million new copies!ò 

ñBunk!ò interrupted Yurka, solemnly. ñOld wivesô tales!ò 

Nikolai Fyodorovich smiled good-naturedly as he looked at his son, a 

small, sturdy, lively lad, tightly belted with a red leather belt, probably taken 

off some German officerôs body, 

ñNo, itôs not the bunk. Arenôt we connected with the Mainland now? And 

donôt we get Pravda, Izvestia, and other newspapers and even mail from there 

every week? And donôt we learn all the news, even if it is two weeks late? All 

about how you live over there, what youôre doing, how our beloved Allies are 

scratching their heads on the other side of the Channel, and how the Red Army 

is advancing and crushing the Germans on all fronts.ò 

The partisan gave his son a swift, affectionate push. The boy reeled, but 

quickly regained his balance. 

ñWell: what do you say? Isn't it so? óOld wivesô talesô indeed! Have to 

understand a tale when you hear it, smarty!ò 
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Scouts 
Once during the very height of the war, an interesting dispute took place 

between Nikolai Ilyich Cherednikov, a veteran soldier, and Valentin Utkin, a 

lucky sniper who, though still very young, had seen a lot of fighting. These 

two were favourites in a scout company famous along the whole Kalinin front, 

commanded as I remember now, by Captain Kuzmin. 

Cherednikov, who always had a patronizing and rather supercilious atti-

tude towards youth, asserted in the blindage before the whole unit that he 

could camouflage himself so that Utkin would not be able to detect him even 

at a range of only ten metres, and knowing that he was somewhere close by, 

Utkin, an experienced fellow, with every reason to be self-confident, an-

nounced that this was a ñlot of bosh.ò He who had ambushed up to fifty Ger-

mans and could spot a fly fifteen metres away, most certainly could see a man, 

especially one with the proportions of Uncle Cherednikov, as Nikolai Ilyich 

was called in the company. 

The forfeit was a tobacco pouch. 

Sergeant Zverev, the companyôs ñbread and butter man,ò a just and re-

spected fellow, was asked to act as judge. 

At an hour when the company was resting, having been transferred to the 

regimentôs rear echelon after heavy fighting, the sergeant solemnly called 

Utkin and led him away. Sent off with spicy jokes and wishes of good luck, 

they walked through the back yards of the village where the company was 

stationed, and crossed unploughed fields overgrown with weeds and fenced 

off by a demolished hedge. They stopped at the bend in the village lane where 

it curved to enter a sparse young birch grove. 

ñStand here and look sharp,ò said the sergeant, noting the time on his 

watch and wondering as he glanced around where on earth Uncle Cherednikov 

could be hiding here. 

It was a wet, dreary, windy day. Shapeless dark clouds sailed over the wet 

fields and forest, almost touching the pale fluttering leaves of the treetops. 

Large drops hung on the shiny branches of the bushes. The raw air penetrated 

to the very marrow. But in spite of the weather, somewhere high up in the sky 

the larks were singing over the gloomy, brown fields, reminding the world 

that it was early spring and not fall. 

Utkin looked around attentively. The country was flat and it was 
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impossible to hide anywhere except, perhaps, among the trees at the edge of 

the field. He began to scrutinize it, studying every birch, mound and bush with 

the sharp, patient eye of a scout. It would seem to him that the grass had been 

trampled in one spot, or that a certain clump of moss was unnaturally high, or 

that a stick in the swamp, with both ends sticking out, had been pressed down 

by a human foot. The scout was on the qui vive, eager to call out to Uncle 

Cherednikov that he had found his friend, but on taking another look, he 

would discover that he was mistaken. Then he would begin examining the 

locality again with still greater care. 

The sergeant sat smoking on a large pile of stones nearby and also looked 

around with curiosity. The incessant rain had covered the grass with a silvery 

grey coating like dew. Every footprint should have been visible. But none 

could be seen, and this, more than anything else, confused both of them. 

By the end of the half hour set for the search, Utkin had lost his temper. 

It seemed to him that the old scout had played a trick on him and was sitting 

as usual, somewhere near the bonfire, throwing on dry twigs, dreamily watch-

ing the fire dancing and crackling, while he laughed up his sleeve at the gul-

lible ones. 

ñThe old devilôs played a joke on us!ò said Utkin irritably. ñLet's go, 

whatôs the use of staring into space. Itôs enough to make a cat laugh!ò 

As he said this a familiar hoarse voice came from somewhere right beside 

him, as if out of the earth: 

ñLook more carefully... donôt be so impatient. Donôt spare your eyes. Re-

member how you used to boastðóNo fooling ME, canôt hide from MEé.ô ò 

The stones rolled and clattered and from the heap two paces away, so 

close that Utkin had not even paid any attention to it, emerged the tall round-

shouldered figure of the old scout, shaking himself and shivering from the 

dampness. His drooping, tobacco-stained moustache was now wet with rain. 

He tugged at his tunic, with rapid movements of his large hands pulling 

the gathers under the belt to the back. He adjusted his forage cap, slung his 

rifle over his shoulder and stepped up to Utkin, who stood open-mouthed as 

if frozen to the spot. He held out his hand: ñLetôs have the pouch.ò 

Utkin silently pulled out his blue silk pouch with the words ñTo a Hero 

of the Great Patriotic Warò embroidered in satin stitch. It was a cherished 

pouch, received as a May Day gift, the envy of the whole company. He looked 

at it regretfully and handed it to Uncle Cherednikov. The latter took it without 

the slightest hesitation, filled his small homemade pipe with tobacco from it, 

blew a couple of smoke rings, carefully tied up the pouch and put it into his 

own pocket. 

ñI know you feel bad about it, but I'll not be giving it back to you. See 

that there are no more senseless arguments with old Nikolai Cherednikov and 

donôt try teaching your grandmother how to suck eggs. Is that clear, Private 

Utkin?ò 
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There was a long story attached to this tobacco pouch and the whole com-

pany knew it. On receiving the gift, Valentin Utkin had found a note inside: 

ñHave a good smoke and think of meòðor something to that effect. It was 

signed and bore the address: ñProletarka Weaving Mill, City of Kalinin.ò By 

this time not only an exchange of letters had ensued, but a whole love story. 

So the whole company was surprised that Uncle Cherednikov, a good- na-

tured, just man, a Communist who was ever ready to give away anything he 

had to a comrade, should have deprived the company favourite of such a treas-

ured token. 

Nevertheless, the dispute raised Uncle Cherednikov's prestige still higher, 

and from that time on no matter what the old scout said about their work, no 

one risked arguing with him. At times even Captain Kuzmin called Uncle 

Cherednikov and asked his advice. 

A scout! You most likely imagine a scout as a bold fellow with a lively, 

energetic face, sharp eyes and a tommy gun slung across his chest. But Uncle 

Cherednikov, as you already know, was a man well on in years, tall, round-

shouldered, slow, and while not exactly close-mouthed, he preferred listening 

to talking. When listening, he would never take the crooked little pipe he had 

carved from a bit of birchwood out of his mouth. 

He preferred an ordinary Russian three-linear rifle to a tommy gun. Nev-

ertheless, he was a scout and a sniper, unsurpassed on our front, with the true 

talent of a pathfinder, with his own peculiar ways, the cunning of a fox, and 

inexhaustible inventiveness. 

This Siberian kolkhoznik, inhabitant of the taiga, descendant of many 

generations of Russian hunters, approached war with calm calculation and ef-

ficiency. He used to say that since the fascists had broken into our house, he 

looked upon them as beasts rather than men, and fierce beasts at thatðblood-

thirsty wildcats, more thievish and harmful than wolves. He hunted them con-

tinuously and untiringly, not only during days of fighting but also during rare 

hours of leisure, when his company was moved back to the (rear for a rest. 

In contrast to other soldiers of those days, he kept no record of the Ger-

mans he killed. But his friends gave the Guardsmanôs word of honour that 

Uncle Cherednikov had ñpopped offò close on to a hundred. He himself 

claimed, and I think sincerely, that he attached no particular importance to 

thisðñnothing much to boast ofðknocking off a gaping Fritz!ò was his atti-

tude. 

However, as a hunter recalls the bears he has killed, so Uncle Cheredni-

kov remembered three of the Germans he had wiped out: two officers whom 

he had spotted as he lay in no manôs land and shot while they were reconnoi-

tring, and the third ñarch fiendò of a German sniper, as he called him, who had 

killed several of our soldiers and wounded the scoutsô petðthe dog Adolph, 

a shaggy, noisy mongrel that used to run along the front line with a German 

iron cross around its neck. 
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Uncle Cherednikov hunted this sniper for about two weeks. The sniper 

knew he was being tracked, and in his turn tried to get the old scout. As though 

competing for a championship, they watched for each other days on end. The 

captain had given orders to get rid of the ñarch fiendò and Cherednikov de-

cided to ñfight to a victorious end.ò He used to show up in those days only 

long enough to get a new supply of rusks, tinned food and tobacco from the 

sergeant, and fill his flask with spirits to protect him from the severe January 

cold. He would come to the camp thin, unshaved, irritable, with bloodshot 

eyes and chewed moustaches. Answering no questions, he would doze off for 

a couple of hours in the corner of the dugout, and then be off again to the front 

line. 

Not until the end of the second week did he discover the snowy lair of the 

German sniper. It was dug behind the carcass of a horse which had been lying 

there since fall, horribly bloated and already snowed under. 

Uncle Cherednikov tried to entice the enemy into battle by shooting into 

the air. The sniper did not answer, but the Germans opened such fire from 

their positions that Uncle Cherednikov barely escaped with his life. 

He tried setting up a dummy in the forest dressed in a helmet and cover-

alls. There was nothing new about such a ruse, hut it often served the purpose. 

The ñfiendò did not bite and the day was wasted. 

Then once on a foggy night just before dawn, Uncle Cherednikov made 

some tracks to a lone pine tree just opposite the dead horse. He shook down 

the hoarfrost from the branches and threw some bark on the snow. He placed 

his coverall near it so that it was barely discernible. All this he camouflaged 

rather carelessly. He stretched a white string from the pine to his real hideout 

in the snow and allowed it all to become covered with the hoarfrost which 

settled with the morning mist. 

When day had dawned and the sun had risen, he began to jerk the string 

gently. The snow fell slowly from the pine branches. Heôd jerk and then lie 

quiet for half an hour. Again he would jerk and lie still. Finally something 

stirred in the German sniper's lair. Something whiter than the snowy horizon 

appeared over the horseôs brown belly. A shot. It merged with Uncle Chered-

nikovôs firing. Then silence. The only sign of life was the snow which flut-

tered down as the shot hit the pine branch under which the scout had so care-

fully placed and camouflaged his coverall. 

From that day on the ñarch fiendò ceased to trouble our soldiers, and 

Adolph, the dog, who had been gradually brought back to health by the scouts, 

could now run along the front line jingling his iron cross, and disdainfully 

lifting his leg at a tree stump or a parapet under the very noses of the Germans. 

Uncle Cherednikov spent his free time hunting down the enemy, but his 

real military profession was that of a scout. Our scouts invented many tricks 

during the Great Patriotic War but I shall not bother telling about them. Uncle 

Cherednikov preferred noiseless scouting based on subtlety, on knowing the 
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habits of the enemy and on skilful camouflage. 

He and his partner, the same Valentin Utkin from whom he had so mer-

cilessly taken the cherished pouch, crawled like lizards to the enemy's posi-

tions and took note of what was needed. When circumstances demanded they 

would knock out a gaping sentry with cold steel and always return quietly, 

without a shot. 

Scouting was not a profession but an art for Cherednikov. He loved it like 

an artist, and like an artist he willingly, persistently, and patiently taught the 

young people sent from the reserve regiments. But he taught them not with 

words. He did not like words. He showed the young soldiers how to crawl, 

how to wrap their boots in felt to make their steps noiseless, how to tell the 

cardinal points of the compass by the moss on the trees and by the annual rings 

on stumps; how to climb tall, branchless pine trees with the aid of a leather 

belt; how to lead a dog off the track, how to protect oneself from cold in the 

snow; how to tell the distance of the enemyôs position by the time difference 

between the shooting of a shell and its explosion, the position of a firing bat-

tery by the tone of the shot, and much more that was essential in this compli-

cated military profession. He showed the young soldiers his famous camou-

flage coverall to which he himself had sewn twigs and bark so that it could 

not be detected two metres away. 

ñThe fascist is a cunning beast, frightened and on the alert. He must be 

taken craftily, and because of this, we have to work on tiptoe,ò he told the 

young soldiers. 

He was guided by this principle himself and was so expert that sometimes 

he unwittingly fooled his own men. 

Once the whole detachment almost wept his loss. 

The commander ordered him to capture a ñtongue.ò*  Information had 

been received that the enemy was planning a new operation, and the order was 

given to capture a German tongue as soon as possible. Uncle Cherednikov 

listened to the orders silently. To the question: ñDo you understand?ò he 

blurted out as usual: ñYes, Comrade Captain.ò 

He made a full turn to the left, took only his gun, leaving even his famous 

coverall behind, and went to the front line. He did not say anything to anyone, 

not even to his friend Valentin Utkin. 

A tongue was badly needed. Therefore, without waiting for nightfall, Un-

cle. Cherednikov crossed the defence lines and began crawling towards the 

German trenches, burrowing so skilfully in the snow that the comrades fol-

lowing his movements soon lost sight of him. But something went wrong 

when he was only about twenty paces away from the enemy. He suddenly 

raised himself slightly. The soldiers heard the Germans fire a couple of bursts 

from tommy guns. They saw the scout fall backwards with arms widespread. 

 

*  A prisoner from whom necessary information can be obtained. ðTr. 



45 

Then complete silence. In the deepening dusk the immobile body with the 

hand upraised could be distinguished lying in the spot where it had fallen. 

The Germans tried to creep up to the body, but our soldiers immediately 

opened fire and forced them back. The news that Uncle Cherednikov had been 

killed quickly reached the company. White as a sheet, Utkin ran out in his 

camouflage coverall, looked at the motionless body with the upraised hand, 

and immediately crawled over the parapet. The others barely held him back, 

and he would have crawled out to his friend and perhaps been killed if the 

captain himself had not ordered him to wait until dark. 

All evening Utkin sat with the soldiers from the outposts and drank spirits 

from a flask, openly wiping the tears from his cheeks and asserting the while: 

ñWhat a man! What a man! You donôt realize what a man Uncle Chered-

nikov was!...ò 

When darkness deepened and snow whirled over the fields, the captain 

permitted him to go for the body of his friend. Utkin jumped over the parapet, 

went through the entanglements and moved forward. For a long time he 

crawled on his elbows over the slippery crust.... Then suddenly through the 

rustle of flying snow he heard someoneôs heavy, muffled breathing. Someone 

was crawling towards him. Utkin stopped stone dead, silently pulled out his 

knife and waited. Suddenly he heard a familiar husky whisper: 

ñWhoôs there? Don't shoot, itôs a friend. Passwordð'Trench mortar.ô 

Why are you so quiet, do you think I donôt hear you? You donôt dig yourself 

in deep enough, your backside sticks out. Well, come help me!ò 

It seems that Uncle Cherednikov, realizing the importance of the task, 

decided to risk everything. He figured this way: he would crawl unnoticed 

close to the German trenches, then show himself on purpose, fall when they 

shot, make believe he was dead and wait until dark. One of the Germans would 

come for his body. He would attack this German and seize him. 

The general who commanded the division was so pleased with Cheredni-

kovôs ñtongue,ò that he himself decorated him with the medal For Valour for 

past exploits and with the Order of the Red Star for this one. 

What aa celebration was held! Having had more to drink than the estab-

lished army ration, the untalkative Cherednikov opened up. He returned the 

cherished pouch to Valentin Utkin with a warning not to lift his nose too high 

in the presence of old veterans. He then began telling his comrades how, when 

just a rookie, he had participated in the Brusilov offensive in 1916, how the 

Germans had then fled under Russian blows through Galicia and how he, 

Cherednikov, had volunteered to penetrate enemy lines with a party of scouts. 

With his own hands he had captured an Austrian captain, disarmed him and 

brought him to headquarters, for which he had received his first decoration, 

the St. George Cross. He told how the Germans had retreated before the Red 

Army in the Ukraine in 1918 and how the Red regiments had pursued the 

Germans at their very heels. Cherednikov had again crossed the German lines 
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with a group of scouts, this time seizing staff vehicles, the regimentôs cash 

box, some very important documents, and an automobile loaded with Christ-

mas presents. For this, the division commander had presented Cherednikov 

with a silver watch. 

The old scout pulled out a heavy watch on which were engraved two 

crossed rifles and the words: ñFor outstanding courage, valour and zeal.ò The 

watch was passed around, and when it was returned to the owner, he looked 

at it pensively: 

ñOh, how fast the Germans ran away from us then, my lads! Ninety miles 

an hour, hanging on to their ears to keep from losing them! And theyôll be 

running soon again, you just take Uncle Cherednikovôs word for it! Who were 

we in those days? What were we? And look at us now! What are we like now, 

I ask you? We didnôt chase them to Berlin thenðdidnôt have the strength. But 

now, boys, you can be sure I wonôt return home until Iôve lighted my pipe in 

Berlin. Perhaps you think Iôm boasting? Let anyone try to say that Iôm boast-

ing!ò 

But no one said he was boasting, although this old veteran spoke these 

words when our troops were still storming Velikiye Luki and Beilin was still 

far away. 
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Î 

Her Family 
With short shuffling steps, a small, stooped, old woman, very energetic 

for her sixty years, came into the office of the Chairman of the Nelidovo Vil-

lage Soviet, a room in one of the few buildings that remained standing after 

the expulsion of the Germans. The thick locks escaping from beneath her beret 

were snow white, but her large, beautiful black eyes were young, and their 

vitality offered a strange contrast to her silvery hair. 

For a moment she studied the tired face of the chairman and then, as if 

having decided that he was a worthy person and one with whom it was possi-

ble to have a heart-to-heart talk, she asked: 

ñHave you ever been to Toropets? No? Too bad. If you had been in To-

ropets before the war, you most certainly would have known my husband. My 

name is Sarah Markovnað Sarah Markovna Feinstein. Iôm the wife of 

Gershel Feinstein, the best menôs tailor in Toropets and the mother of three 

sons who are now in the Red Army fighting the Germans. May all good people 

be blessed with such sons!ò  

She sat sideways on the edge of the luxurious armchair proffered her. 

How this chair had found its way into this bleak room, with its dark log walls, 

was a mystery. She fingered the fringe of her black shawl with long thin fin-

gers and continued: 

ñOnly please donôt think I have come to ask help as the mother of three 

soldiers. Oh no, I wouldnôt think of doing such a thing! But I have come a 

long distance on very important business. Do you hear me? For three days I 

travelled from Toropets, jouncing in trucks along rutted roads. May Hitler be 

made to ride along such roads to his dying day! Do you hear? I came to tell 

you what remarkable people live in your district.... No, no, donôt be afraid, I 

won't keep you long.... This doesn't concern me alone. God knows I would 

never have made such a trip if the matter concerned only me! But youôre the 

head of the district and you have a right to know what worthy people you 

preside over. Do you know the Kolkhoz Budyonny, the one on the Toropets 

highway? Do you know it, Iôm asking? Why don't you say somethingðóyesô 

or ónoô? 

ñYes, I do,ò answered the chairman in a strangely muffled voice, barely 

suppressing a smile. 

The chairman had headed a partisan unit in the woods of these parts for 
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about a year during the German occupation of the district. They had been 

forced to live only in the woods because in turning the region into a ñdead 

zone,ò the enemy had burnt all the villages except those located along the 

highway. During the year he had spent in the dense forests, in dugouts, around 

campfires, the chairman had lost the habit of living in buildings, and now had 

difficulty in regulating his powerful ringing bass to fit the small office. For 

that reason he always felt embarrassed when speaking to strangers. 

ñSo you do know it. Very good. Now listen to me and listen carefully, 

while I tell you something that will stir you, as head of the district, to the 

depths of your soul.ò 

With nervous haste the old woman began telling what she had lived 

through and seen in this region during the horrible days of German occupa-

tion. 

On the first day of the war, Sarah Markovna had seen her youngest son 

off to the military commissariat. Soon the eldest had followed his brother, 

leaving his wife Hannah in the care of the old folks. The third son was a mil-

itary man by profession and was already fighting somewhere in Byelorussia. 

When the Germans broke through to the Nyeman River and Toropets was 

declared to be in a state of siege, old Gershel armed himself with a rusty spade 

and a change of underwear and went to join a workersô battalion building a 

line of fortifications near the city. 

ñDonôt worry, Sarah, the main thing isð no panic. We wonôt let them get 

any closer than the old borders,ò he said taking his leave. ñAnd if a few stray 

ones slip through here and there, theyôll be held up at our trenches. Do you 

know what kind of trenches these will be? Oho-o!ò and he solemnly waved 

the rusty spade in front of his wifeôs tear-stained face. 

But the Germans broke through the old borders. Nor did the new fortifi-

cations in this district stop them. And then a stream of refugees began flowing 

east along the Toropets highway; a stream of silent, depressed people driving 

trucks and carts loaded with household goods, and herds of dusty tired cattle: 

a stream which brought from the invaded territory in the west vague rumours 

of the innumerable forces and the fierceness of the advancing enemy; a stream 

which swept along the family of the Toropets tailor. 

Leaving everything behind, without even locking the apartment, Sarah 

Markovna left the city early one morning with her daughter Raya and daugh-

ter-in-law Hannah. The two younger women took the old lady under the arms 

and carried her bundle. 

This was in the days when fascism was revelling in victory. The Berlin 

radio incessantly played marches and made hourly announcements of newly 

captured villages and cities. Fascist fliers amused themselves by diving down 

on the human stream flowing along all the roads to the east, to the interior of 

the country. They practised precision bombing by aiming at the refugees. 

Fighter planes with black crosses on their wings strafed the defenceless 
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crowds, showering them with bullets from cannons and machine guns. 

Such a bullet, fired from a fighter plane, killed Hannah on the Toropets 

bridge. Her body, together with others, was carried to the river bank and bur-

ied in the shade of a willow. 

On the next day Raya was killed by a dive bomber. Only a deep smoking 

crater marked the place where the girl had been standing. 

And Sarah Markovna walked on and on, mechanically, numb with grief; 

she walked without thinking of anything, without understanding anything, ex-

cept that one must not lag behind this stream of people, that one must move 

on, on to the east, no matter what happened. 

Someoneôs kind hands lifted her when she fell from fatigue on the hot 

dusty road. Someone gave her a piece of bread or a potato and, forgetting to 

thank the giver, she ate without appetite, without even tasting the food. 

Strange voices called her to campfires at night, and she, the mother of a large 

family, now all alone, warmed herself at strangersô fires. 

On the fourth day she fell ill. She left the road and collapsed on the dusty 

grass which smelled of tar, gasoline and the sweat of horses. She concluded 

that she must die here, for she no longer had the strength to move on. Rattling 

carts rolled past her. The dull perplexed eyes of children looked out from be-

hind dusty bundles. Tired horses foamed at the mouth, wheels creaked, cattle, 

tortured by heat and dust, bellowed. 

The eyes of the people who trudged behind the carts were dry and in-

flamed and saw nothing. They lugged the remains of their worldly goods on 

their backs, on bicycles, in handcarts or in baby carriages. Their black lips 

were tightly compressed. Sarah Markovna closed her eyes. She knew that each 

one of them had enough cares of his own, without bothering about those of 

other people. She did not ask for help. But there were people who carried her, 

sick as she was, to the first cottage in the nearest village. 

ñThe house is full of our own trouble, and they have to bring a stranger,ò 

she heard someone say in an unfriendly voice. ñThe house is full of our own 

people, and here, if you please.... All right, put her thereðover thereðwhat 

are you waiting for? Oh dear! Oh dear!ò 

Sarah Markovna did not know who said these words. She did not have 

the strength to open her eyes, which seemed to be glued together. 

She came to only on the next day and looked around in surprise, not real-

izing where she was. 

She was lying on a bench in a spacious peasant cottage. Bright rays of 

midday sun broke through the greyish leaves of the geraniums on the window 

sill. The oven crackled as it warmed up. Flies buzzed over the table set with 

spoons, bread, and a steaming bowl of cabbage soup that no one had yet 

touched. 

A tall, lean, middle-aged woman with three children hanging on to her 

skirts was looking out of the window into the street, from which came the 
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rumble and thunder and purring of motors and the throaty sounds of strange 

speech. 

ñWhat will happen to us, my dear children, what will happen? What will 

we do now?...ò repeated the woman looking out into the street. 

Without quite understanding what had actually taken place, Sarah Mar-

kovna realized that it was something terrible, and she uttered a plaintive cry. 

The woman looked at her with eyes as dry and sad as those of the refugees. 

ñAh, so you have come to? Alas, my dear, it would have been better if....ò 

She did not finish, and again gazed out of the window, through which the wild 

howling and clanking came in waves, sometimes so strong that the walls 

shook and the windows rattled, sometimes abating and dying away com-

pletely. After a momentôs silence she added: ñThe Germans are here!ò 

Sarah Markovna threw off the old patchwork quilt with which she had 

been covered and jumped to her feet, reeling and leaning against the wall for 

support. 

ñIôm going, I canôt stay here, Iôm going,ò she said. 

The woman of the house gave her a hard, withering glance and waved her 

hand: 

ñWhere are you going? Lie down. Thereôs no escaping fate.ò 

Through Sarah Markovnaôs mind flashed the terrible tales told by the ref-

ugees about fascist atrocities against the Jews. She recalled how in the small 

town of Sebezh, the Jews had been assembled in the local synagogue as 

though to be registered. The doors had been locked and barred with logs and 

the old wooden building set on fire. She remembered how in Nevel, Jewish 

families had been herded onto a narrow sandy strip of land projecting out into 

a lake. Tanks had then been sent charging along this strip, so that the waters 

of the lake, famous for their transparency, ran scarlet with human blood. 

No, she had not the right to bring trouble to this family who had by chance 

taken her in. She could not. She must not remain here. 

ñIôm going. Let me. I'm going,ò she said, getting up. ñIôm not afraid of 

death; Iôve lived my life. Iôve brought up my children, but you have three 

small ones. I donôt want others to die because of meé.ò 

ñDo you know what answer I received from this kolkhoz woman, Yeka-

terina Fyodorovna Yevstigneyeva?ò asked the old woman of the district So-

viet chairman as she wiped the tears rolling down her wrinkled cheeks. 

ñPlease write down her name in your notebook: Yekaterina Fyodorovna 

Yevstigneyeva from the Kolkhoz Budyonny. You just listen to what she said 

to me. She told me that I was an old fool; yes, yes, an old fool; that I had lost 

my mind if I thought that she, a kolkhoz woman, would throw a human being 

to wild beasts in order to save her own skin.... She told me that the Soviet 

Government must have brought me up badly if I could think that of her. She 

ordered me to lie down, to keep quiet, and not to talk nonsense! Thatôs the 

kind of person Yekaterina Fyodorovna is! There she was with her three 
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children and no husband, and the fascists in her back yardðnot somewhere 

in Germany. They were driving their tanks right under her very windows. She 

and I heard them guffawing near the well where they were filling their radia-

tors. But that's not all. You're the head of the district, and itôs your business to 

know what your people are like, so please have the patience to listen to the 

end and see what happened.ò 

On the insistence of the woman of the house to which Sarah Markovna 

had been brought, she remained at the Kolkhoz Budyonny, though this organ-

ization had been declared abolished by the Feldkommandant of all the villages 

along the highway. 

The woman gave her an old worn-out peasant dress, and made her lie on 

the bunk on top of the oven. Then, after consulting with her neighbours, she 

decided to tell the German soldiers from the Kommandantur who came to 

search the huts and rummage through the peasantsô trunks that a woman sick 

with typhus was lying on the oven. The Germans, fearing infection, not only 

left the old woman alone, but in general avoided Yevstignevevaôs house. 

Sarah Markovna lived like this until winter, without leaving the house. 

When the Germans drove the inhabitants to clear the roads during blizzards, 

showing no consideration for the small children left behind, the kolkhozniks 

brought their children to Yevstignevevaôs house and Sarah Markovna took 

care of them until they returned. Gradually the women got used to her, and 

even became attached to her. In order to avoid using her name, they called her 

ñMama.ò 

Then the usual notice appeared on the wall of the fire house stating that 

all Jews must immediately register at the nearest Kommandantur. Likewise, 

people who housed Jews or knew where they lived must report to the same 

place within twenty-four hours, on penalty of death. 

When she heard of the order, Sarah Markovna decided to register. She 

dressed and collected her belongings without saying anything to the woman 

of the house. But at the door she met the women with shovels and pickaxes, 

returning from roadwork. 

ñWhere are you going?ò asked Yekaterina Yevstigneyeva, with a sweep-

ing glance. 

Sarah Markovna dropped her eyes and said nothing. Then one of the 

women guessed: 

ñGoing to register? Ah, my dearies, true enough! Just look at her, putting 

her neck in the noose this way! Can it be you donôt know what they did to the 

Jews in Toropets?ò 

ñYes, I know everything!ò cried Sarah Markovna. ñLet me go, I donôt 

want good people to die because of me.ò 
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ñDo you know what these women said to me?ò asked the old woman get-

ting up out of the armchair and looking excitedly into the tired eyes of the 

chairman, now glowing with a warm light. ñThey told me I was crazy, they 

told me that I wanted to shame their kolkhoz; that if they, because of fear, 

allowed these savages to harm me, they would not be able to look each other 

in the eye. And just at this moment another peasant came in; they called him 

by a different name then, but I later learned that his real name was Nikifor 

Churilin. He did not live in the village at the time. They say he was a partisan. 

He said, óWhat are you women making so much fuss about?ô And they told 

him: óThis crazy fool wants to go to the Kommandantur. Sheôs afraid weôll 

get into trouble.ô And do you know what this Nikifor Churilin told them? No, 

you donôt know. You canôt even guess. You just listen to me.ðHe said: 

óDonôt worry, Mama, and donôt give a hang about the registration. Weôll 

weather it through together or weôll die together.ô Thatôs what Nikifor Chu-

rilin said to me. Please write down his name in your book too. And do you 

think this is all, Comrade Chairman? No, itôs not all, be patient and let me 

finish.ò 

Care for the old woman became the concern of the whole kolkhoz which 

formally had been abolished but actually had been cemented more closely 

than ever before by their common trouble. Sarah Markovna continued to live 

with Yevstigneyeva. Although the occupants had stolen and devoured almost 

all the food supplies of the inhabitants, even having discovered the secret 

stores buried in the yards, so that now the entire population lived from hand 

to mouth, nevertheless the women considered it their duty to share their last 

crust of bread with the stranger who was their common care. 

The Germans continued to avoid Yevstigneyevaôs house, for fear of 

catching the typhus. It seemed that everything was going along smoothly and 

Sarah Markovna began to believe that with the help of her new friends she 

would live to see better days. But all of a sudden came a new calamity. 

An automobile with a Red Cross on it came to the village. An interpreter 

asked where the woman with typhus was. In their excitement the inhabitants 

did not know what to say, and someone sent the doctors to Yevstigneyevaôs 

house. But the doctors did not enter. Instead, an old officer gave instructions 

to the orderlies, who began pouring gasoline on the foundations. Yevstigne-

yeva thought the gasoline was some sort of disinfectant and silently stood in 

the front yard with her children. Even when one of the Hitlerites set fire to a 

bunch of straw and threw it against the gasoline-soaked logs, she looked at 

him without understanding. 

The flames engulfed the house in a red sheet of fire, quickly devouring 

the walls and straw roof. The Germans went to the automobile and drove off. 

Then the woman screamed and rushed into the house. With her skirt already 

on fire, she hurried to the oven where her guest was hidden and led her from 

the roaring flames through the cattle shed, and out the back door.... 
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ñAnd do you know what this woman said who had lost her home and 

property because of me and was left without shelter with three small chil-

dren?ò asked the old woman of the chairman. ñShe said: óA human being is 

worth more than a house.ô She said: óIf the bones are there, the flesh will grow-

ô She said: óIf Soviet power returns, there will be a new house. And if fascist 

power remains, I wonôt need any house or even life itself. Let the devil take 

everything.ô Thatôs what she said to me, this same Yekaterina Yevstigneyeva. 

I beg you to remember this, for you must know what your people are like.ò 

ñI shall remember,ò boomed the chairman and bent down to look for 

something in the drawer of his writing desk. When he straightened up his face 

was red and damp, as it he had suddenly caught cold.... 

On the day that Yekaterina Yevstigneyeva's house was burned by the Ger-

mans, she moved to her sister's, and Sarah Markovna, whom everybody called 

"Mama,ò moved from house to house, living in turn with every family, like a 

shepherd in summertime. 

In January the Feldkommandantur got wind of the fact that the peasants 

were sheltering a Jewess. Gestapo men came in automobiles all the wav from 

Nelidovo. A covering detachment was stationed at the village crossroads, and 

a thorough search began. While the soldiers searched the houses, two boys, 

Vasya and Petya Churilin, sons of Nikifor Churilin, led Sarah Markovna 

through back yards, beyond the edge of the forest to the neighbouring village. 

There they hid her at the home of their Uncle, Mikhail Churilin, who also did 

not live in the village and was also rumoured to be in a partisan outfit. 

Sarah Markovna lived there more or less uneventfully until the moment 

when the thunder of a tank battle came to them through the woods. And then 

all of a sudden some flushed, perspiring ski soldiers with fur hats on their 

heads, and dirty snow-camouflage suits on their backs rushed into Churilinôs 

house. They asked for a drink in gay, husky voices, whose accents were pure 

Russian.... 

On that same day Sarah Markovna returned to the Budyonny Kolkhoz as 

though she were returning to her own family, and lived there, taking care of 

children, until her native city was freed. Then a passing ambulance drove her 

to Toropets. 

The whole village came to see her off. Her friends saw that she was 

dressed warmly, gave her baked potatoes for the trip, and begged her not to 

forget them. 

ñHow could I ever forget them, Comrade Chairman? Can such people be 

forgotten? 'Could I forget them even if, God forbid, I should live to be a hun-

dred? They called me óMamaô and true enough, I now feel that I have not only 

three sons who are fighting at the front (may God send all good people such 

sons!)ðI now have dozens of sons and daughters at the Budyonny Kolkhoz 

where I was called óMama.ô But that is not all. Why do you suppose I jogged 
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along these terrible roads for three days (may Hitler ride along such roads to 

his dying day!)? Iôll tell  you why: I came to say that these people must receive 

decorations. No, please donôt smile. Do you think they donôt deserve it? What 

have you to say?ò 

The chairman was silent. An expression of great tenderness softened his 

features, an expression unusual for this rough, courageous man, whose face 

still bore the tan of his partisan life, except where he had shaved his moustache 

and beard. 

ñYes, Mama, they deserve to be decorated,ò he said finally. ñThey de-

serve it very much indeed; they deserve even more. But the thing is that we 

canôt decorate all Soviet people for being Soviet people.ò 
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Î 

Friends 
When, after a long and difficult march along winter war roads, Kafii Ga-

laulin and Nakhtangov Yuldash first reached the fighting line of the Velikiye 

Luki front, Pyotr Stupin, although only going on twenty-three, was already an 

experienced soldier with the reputation in his company of being an expert on 

military affairs. 

He had twice fought his way out of encirclement, known the bitterness of 

retreat, and made a five-hundred kilometre winter march, advancing to the 

west. Stupin already had three wound stripes and the medal For Valour, and 

it seemed there was nothing in war that he had not already seen, studied, or 

lived through. 

No matter what war theme the men discussed in the hot dugouts of an 

evening or in brushwood shelters during a march, he always found something 

to tell from his own experience, and he always spoke willingly and interest-

ingly, as is usual with people of experience who are by nature generous and 

open-hearted. 

The company loved this broad-shouldered, stocky private with prominent 

cheekbones in a thin, wind-burnt face which bore a derisive expression be-

cause of a scar that crossed and lifted one eyebrow. He had become so accus-

tomed to life at the front that he had forgotten all about having once been a 

tractor driver in the peat fields near Leningrad. War had become his second 

profession. 

In fact Pyotr was so used to this life that he no longer noticed its hardships. 

The men in his company involuntarily tried to copy his dashing carriage and 

customary smartness, the clearness with which he reported to his chiefs, his 

springy step, his manner of cocking his hat, his habit of always being tightly 

belted and the way he smoothed out his tunic under his belt so that not a single 

crease remained. When Stupin grew a moustache, there immediately appeared 

several other moustaches in the company, so that the commander advised 

Stupin to remove this facial decoration in order to stop the further develop-

ment of the ñHussar epidemic,ò as the commander put it. 

Half the men in the company were Pyotr Stupinôs pals. And the young 

soldier Kafii Galaulin (a jolly city man who had until recently been a me-

chanic in the Kazan fur-dressing mills) was immediately added to the number. 

This came about very simply. One frosty December day Galaulin sat cleaning 
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his gun near a blindage dug into the steep bank of the small, winding Lovat 

River. Something had gone wrong with the lock. In spite of the frost, beads of 

sweat broke out on his grease-stained face. 

Stupin happened by, and stopped to watch Galaulinôs futile attempts to 

assemble the gun. Without a word he took it in his hands, and in the twinkling 

of an eye had it apart and together again. 

ñSee how itôs done?ò he asked, pleased by his own skill. ñYou forgot 

about the frost, friend. The grease thickens in the cold, understand? The same 

thing happened to me near Klin. We were lying on our bellies waiting for a 

German attack when all of a sudden I discovered my gun didnôt work. 

Couldnôt figure out what was wrong. I tried clicking the lockðwouldnôt work. 

Tried a second timeðsame thing. I pushed it this way and that, but nothing 

would move it. Then a soldierðone of the professional ones next to me in 

lineðsaid; óYou dope, the lock has frozen, warm it up inside your coat.ô I 

warmed it up and what, do you think? Everything went fine. Itôs a good rifle 

all right, but it doesnôt like the cold. Keep this in mind, you from Kazan. Got 

any tobacco? No? Well, all right, weôll smoke mine. Only thereôs nothing 

much left but. dust.ò 

Stupin sat down beside his new friend and began quietly puffing away, 

fondling the burnished barrel of the rifle the while and expounding on the 

gunôs virtues and caprices and the best way to fight with it. Warming up to his 

topic, he took the gun apart and put it together again, and demonstrated vari-

ous ways of using it in battle. He did this with such relish that by the end of 

the talk there was a whole crowd listening at the riverbank, which in those 

days had come to resemble cave dwellings, or an anthill. 

Stupin suddenly came to his senses and hastened to disperse the crowd, 

fearing that the Germans might spot them and attack them from the air. 

It was not in this accidental way that Stupin made friends with 

Nakhtangov Yuldash, a sheep breeder and hunter from the Kazakh steppes, a 

taciturn man who was no longer young. Nakhtangov had a particularly hard 

time adjusting himself to frontline life. He had been brought from vast steppe-

lands to a region of forests and lakes in weather so cold that the ice on the 

river snapped loudly at night; sparrows fell into the snow paralyzed in flight 

by the cold wind, and spittle froze before it hit the ground. Yes, it was hard 

for a man who had come from districts where blackouts were unknown, to 

become accustomed to living in this riverbank dugout from which it was pro-

hibited to emerge without reason because the locality was constantly under 

enemy cross fire. 

And to top off everything he had a poor knowledge of Russian and of the 

customs and ways of war, besides being shy by nature. In short, Yuldash crept 

into his shell. And everything went wrong with him; his fingers were all thumbs, 

and when the squad leader scolded him for poor execution of orders he would 

only blink and gaze painfully at the strange people and strange scenery. 
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Apathetic natures are not popular in war. The men began to cast sidelong 

glances at Yuldash, laugh at him and shun him. This estranged him still more. 

Once the sergeant sent several soldiers, headed by Stupin, to the rear for 

food. Yuldash was sent along at Stupinôs request. On the way Stupin tried to 

talk with him. He had tried this before, considering it the duty of a Communist 

to help newcomers, but nothing had come of his efforts. Yuldash would mur-

mur only ñyesò or ñnoò and slip back into his shell like a snail. 

The road to the rear followed the twists and turns of the river. A sharp, 

cold wind howled fiercely as it skimmed over the ice. 

ñThe wind is blowing hard. Cover your face, do you understand? Your 

face. Cover it like this, or itôll freeze; youôre not accustomed to the cold,ò said 

Stupin to Yuldash, and pulling out a newspaper from his boot, he showed him 

how to make a paper mask to protect his face from wind and cold. 

He then treated him to some tobacco, talked about this and that, and sud-

denly found out that for three months Yuldash had received no news from his 

large family. For some reason letters did not reach him and Yuldash himself 

did not write home because his wife was Russian and could not read Kazakh; 

he himself could barely write Russian, and was too shy to ask anyone to write 

for him. 

Stupin only shook his head as if to say, ñMy dear friend, why have you 

kept quiet all this time?ò While the boxes with dehydrated food and frozen 

mutton were being loaded at the supply base, Stupin took a sheet of paper, 

placed it on a box of tea, and said to Yuldash: 

ñWell, my friend, tell me what to write. Iôm a past master at writing let-

ters; half the company exploits me.ò 

At the dictation of Yuldash he wrote a long letter about life at the frontð

the usual soldierôs letter in which all the relatives and friends were mentioned 

and enquiries were made about the innumerable trifles so dear to a man who 

is far away from home. It ended in elaborate greetings and best wishes. 

Stupin was indeed a great master of the art of letter writing, for when he 

read his work aloud to Yuldash and the head of the supply base and the clerk 

who made out the daily food lists, they listened with the greatest attention, 

each one recalling his own distant dear ones and nodding his head at the most 

touching places. In order to waste no time, they took the letter to the field post-

office on the way home. Thus it left this region of whistling bullets and crack-

ling frosts for a region where the snows had already melted and the apricots 

were in blossom. 

On receiving an -answer, Yuldash completely changed: he straightened 

up and took more care of his appearance, his glance became more cheerful 

and his eyes no longer had that sleepy lookðon the contrary they were very 

bright and livelyðeven sly, damn it all! In a word, he was reborn. He grew 

so fond of Stupin who used to write his letters for him that he tried to stay near 

him all the time, in or out of battle. 
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And little by little a strong frontline friendship bound together these three 

people, so different in type. 

When Stupin was sent on scouting missions or to the enemy rear to get a 

ñtongue,ò he always tried to take along the quick, witty Galaulin and the mid-

dle-aged Yuldash who, despite his outward slowness, turned out to be invalu-

able in such matters, for he was calm and steady as a rock, as well as being an 

accurate shot, and one who could wait for the enemy for hours without moving 

a muscle. 

They moved into the same corner of the dugout, slept on the same ground 

sheet, took turns getting each otherôs bread and vodka rations, ate from one 

mess kit, and kept only their tobacco in separate pouches. 

The quality of friendship is tested in difficult moments. Such a moment 

came to these friends when Velikiye Luki finally fell as a result of the New 

Yearôs drive, and the remnants of the German garrison surrendered. 

Their regiment broke through the enemy defence lines and moved rapidly 

forward in the vanguard of the division. Exploiting the success of the break-

through, it fought ahead day and night. And suddenly, when the main lines of 

the. German defence had been mangled by our artillery and left far behind, 

the progress of the regiment through a ravine was impeded by a strong Ger-

man blockhouse keeping the whole locality under fire. 

With the combined efforts of a scouting company and storm platoons, the 

regiment tried to smash this blockhouse on the march. But the fire of four 

German machine guns was so skilful and so strong that the attack was frus-

trated and the vanguard had to retreat. The advance was stopped. 

Then the artillery was given the floor. Guns pounded the obstacle for an 

hour, unsparing of shells. When the brown cloud of frozen earth settled, pieces 

of splintered logs could be seen in place of the blockhouse. The infantry began 

an attack. But the wreckage suddenly came to life. The heavy fire of the four 

machine guns pressed the attackers to the ground again. Darkness deepened. 

The minutes began, slipping by without action, and only those who have par-

ticipated in an offensive can truly estimate the value of each minute. One after 

another came the divisional commanderôs messengers. The general was in a 

hurry. 

The commander of the regiment himself came to the vanguard company 

and asked for volunteers to destroy the enemy blockhouse under cover of 

night. 

ñNothing will come of it at night, but in the morning weôll destroy this 

snag,ò said Pyotr Stupin. 

ñWhy in the morning?ò 

ñThe night will be bright and frosty. And the German is afraid of the dark, 

so he places lots of sentries around. In the morning he feels more secure, be-

sides which there will be a fog.ò 

ñHow do you know there will be a fog in the morning?ò asked the 
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commander of the regiment. He admitted the correctness of Stupinôs conclu-

sions but he wanted very much to get rid of the obstacle and report to the 

general that the offensive had been renewed. 

ñLook, Comrade Lieutenant Colonel,ò said Stupin showing him the 

sleeve of his greatcoat which was grey with hoarfrost. 

By morning Stupin had worked out a plan. Galaulin, armed with a tommy 

gun, must crawl close to the blockhouse from the right, hide carefully behind 

mounds, dig in and fire at the embrasure in order to attract the attention and 

fire of the Germans. Meanwhile Stupin and Yuldash, with knives and tommy 

guns, would creep up to the blockhouse from the rear, unexpectedly rush into 

the trench from the entrance, knock out the sentry if there was one, and wipe 

out the garrison with tommy guns. 

The plan was a good one and everything went smoothly at first. Galaulin 

was able to attract the. fire of the Germans without much trouble. The other 

two set out crawling in the snow and were already near the blockhouse when 

a chance which neither they nor anyone else could have foreseen, interfered. 

A stray bullet, bounding back with a whistle from a stone, seriously wounded 

Stupin in the neck. Choking with blood, he lay unconscious in the snow. 

When he regained consciousness, Yuldash had tied the wounded man to 

his belt and was crawling on all fours, carrying him to the rear. For the first 

time the friends quarrelled.  

ñDrop me, Yuldash, and go forward. The fog is lifting 

ñShut up, Pyotr, shut up!ò gasped Yuldash breathlessly continuing to 

carry his friend and two tommy guns. 

ñIôm the commander and I order you to leave me. Carry out orders, Com-

rade Nakhtangov. Look how the fog is thinning out.ò  

ñYouôre the commander, Pyotr. Yuldash wonôt leave his wounded com-

mander; Yuldash will carry out your orders even if there is no fog at all.ò 

He carried his friend to a safe place under a pine, covered him with his 

greatcoat, and taking his tommy gun, crawled back in nothing but his sleeve-

less padded vest. 

The fog had actually lifted. A clear frosty morning, yellow as a lemon, 

lighted up the hills which had been pitted by dark mine explosions. The sun 

was shining brightly. Every blade of grass sticking out from under the snow 

was clearly visible on the sparkling blue crust. Galaulin continued to distract 

the attention of the Germans by shooting at them, but it was no longer possible 

for Yuldash to crawl to the blockhouse unnoticed. 

Yuldash began digging a trench through the deep snow with his hands. He 

dug, pushing the snow backwards with his feet like a mole. And he moved for-

ward in this trench unnoticed, at the pace of about half a metre per minute. It 

was a torturous job to dig this caked snow, which crunched and crumbled like 

corn starch. His hands became numb, his face ached, but Yuldash was stubborn 

and enduring. Drenched with sweat, his heart pounding in his breast, he dug on 
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and on for an hour, for two hours, three hoursðdug until his tunnel bumped 

into hard earth, which he guessed was the parapet of the German trench. 

After taking a brief rest and greedily swallowing a few handfuls of snow, 

he concluded that, judging by the silence, the trench must be empty. He chose 

a moment when the firing between Galaulin and the Germans increased, and 

placing his knife between his teeth, he cocked his tommy gun and, with a 

quick, catlike leap, entered the trench and stood still. 

Now he understood the secret of the German blockhouse; it was here to 

these side ditches that the Germans had retired during the artillery barrage. 

With a few cautious jumps, Yuldash passed the communications trenches 

and came face to face with a sentry. Before the surprised German had time to 

shout, a knife had been plunged into his chest up to the very hilt. Jumping 

over the fascist, Yuldash came to the entrance of the damaged blockhouse. In 

the semidarkness which smelled of gun powder, several figures could be seen 

scurrying about the embrasures, sending off brief machine-gun volleys. With 

one hand grenade, Yuldash wiped out the whole machine-gun crew. 

Hearing the explosion in the blockhouse, Galaulin immediately guessed 

what had happened. He grabbed his gun and rushed forward, shooting on the 

run from his tommy gun for the first time in his life. He reached the block-

house just in timeða few seconds before the enemy reserves had time to ar-

rive through the tunnels. Now it was easier for the two skilful fighters. They 

held the Germans at the turn in the trench with tommy-gun fire until Soviet 

troops arrived and finished them off. 

That was how the three friends cleared the way for the advancing regi-

ment. 

I met them a few days later in the field hospital where Nakhtangov and 

Galaulin, having just received the Order of the Red Banner, had come to visit 

the wounded Stupin. They both sat quietly and sedately beside his cot, their 

hands on their knees. And before them on a newspaper lay their gifts: ciga-

rettes, sausage, butter, and some white rusks with bits of makhorka stuck to 

them. They had received all this on the previous day, when they had been 

decorated; and they had brought all of it, to the last rusk, to their wounded 

friend. They felt solemn and important. Stupin, on the contrary, who claimed 

that today his ñwound had given him a day off,ò was in a jolly mood. He 

crunched at the rusks loudly, tore at the tough sausage with his strong teeth 

and teased his friends: 

ñThey brought everything but the main thing. And they call themselves 

pals!ò 

ñThe main thingò appetizingly gurgled in Yuldash's aluminium flask. The 

friends had decided to save the ñmain thingò until Stupinôs recovery, until the 

triumphant hour when, on leaving the hospital, he would also receive a deco-

ration. It would be a long wait, taking into consideration the seriousness of the 

wound. 
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ñand you think they won't save it? They will, all right! I'll stake mv head 

on itðtheyôll save it! That's the kind of fellas they are!ò shouted Stupin 

through the ñward,ò as this ordinary peasantôs house, converted into a hospi-

tal, was pompously called. 

And every one in the wardðthe wounded on their cots, and the old sur-

geon with his Lysol-burnt hands, and the rosy, curly-headed young nurse who 

reminded one of a Christmas tree ornamentðlooked at the three friends with 

a smile. 
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Î 

The Birth of an Epos 
In a snow swept ravine close to the front, protected from winds and enemy 

observers by a low, bushy, pine wood where the advancing battalion had made 

its brief halt, I witnessed a very curious scene. Three Kazakh soldiersðsturdy, 

broad-shouldered fellows in baggy greatcoatsðhad built a campfire near a 

tree stump uprooted by a shell. They were making themselves some porridge, 

and while one attended the boiling pot, stirring it with a juniper branch, an-

other threw dry twigs into the fire, and the third, a wrinkled, pockmarked chap 

well on in years, sat on the stump, his rifle across his knees, pensively watch-

ing the fire, which consumed the dry branches with a hiss, a crackle and a 

howl. 

Suddenly he began to sway slowly and wail a long-drawn song of the 

steppes in a sharp falsetto, as monotonous as the wind in the treetops. He sang 

louder and louder, swaying rhythmically and beating time on the butt of his 

rifle with his fingernails, closing his eyes on the high notes. 

ñDo you know of whom he is singing? About Major Malik Gabdullin. 

Have you heard about him? Hero of the Soviet Union. He visited our battalion 

only a few days ago,ò explained Lieutenant Klimov, a lanky, sinewy man, 

with a wind-burnt face, coarsened by a coat of winter tan, but still youthful 

and animated. Cocking his head, he listened to the song and began to translate: 

ñHe is singing that Malik the Warrior is strong and brave and cunning as a 

steppe fox; that he has the ear of a mountain goat and can detect the enemy 

miles away; that he has the eyes of a golden eagle and can see the enemy no 

matter where he hides; that his hand never tires of killing fascist jackals, and 

the harder it hits, the greater the strength that flows into it. He sings that just 

the mere sight of Malik the Warrior makes the Germans flee....ò 

The song babbled and murmured like a forest springðquiet, clear and 

endless. Like a magnet it attracted the Kazakh soldiers and commanders. An 

attentive, thoughtful crowd already stood near the bonfire, but the soldier-folk 

singer was so carried away with his song that he did not notice anyone. A 

nervous flush covered his round face. Occasionally he would straighten up as 

if listening to something that rang in the air for him alone, and then he retold 

this something to the others. The song captivated us, even though we did not 

understand the words. And the Kazakhs listened with such attention that they 

did not notice the porridge boil over, hissing in the coals of the dying fire and 
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spreading the appetizing odour of burnt millet. 

ñHe sings about how the people of the steppes love Malik; how his father 

has become the envy of all fathers; how his mother is revered by all mothers 

for having borne such a son; how girls dream about him and sing songs about 

him. He sings that Stalin himself knows Malik, praises Malik, has sent Malik 

a Gold Star from Moscow; that Malik now goes around the trenches bearing 

with him Stalinôs words, and soldiers of all nationalities understand his speech 

because it penetrates to the very heart. He sings that he himself saw Malik and 

heard Malik, that Malik told them that if they fought well, then eternal songs 

would be sung about them on their native steppes, such as those now sung 

about warriors and heroes of old, like Koblandy and Makhambel.ò 

Suddenly the song broke off on a high note. Tired and self-conscious, the 

singer fell silent. But it took some time for the charm of his improvisations to 

vanish, for the crowd to disperse, and for his comrades to become aware of 

the porridge, the remains of which they suddenly rushed over to save. 

ñWe have had the good fortune of witnessing the birth of a new epos,ò 

said Lieutenant Klimov, deeply moved. With a timid smile he admitted that 

the song reminded him of wonderful prewar days when he had taught litera-

ture in one of the Alma-Ata schools and spent his summer vacations travelling 

over the steppes, recording such songs. ñThus a new epos is horn, an epos of 

the Patriotic War," he added. ñDo you know Major Gabdullin? 

I knew Major Gabdullin. I had often met him when putting up for the 

night on the front line, and from him and his comrades I had learned his biog-

raphy, a biography which was extremely interesting if in no way fabulous. 

Of course, neither Malikôs father (an old, illiterate kolkhoz cattle breeder 

named Gabdulla Elemesov) nor Malik himself (a Soviet youth, who had risen 

from a shepherd to a college teacher and well-known folklore scholar in his 

native land, with several published works to his credit) had ever thought that 

he, Malik Gabdullin, would become the hero of a Kazakh legend. 

At the time war was declared, Malik had just finished writing a thesis for 

his masterôs degree. His work was highly praised by his friends at the institute, 

philologists, and professors of literature. The thesis required only a final sty-

listic editing before being submitted. But at this time a Communist division 

was being organized in Alma-Ata, and the finest patriots were joining as vol-

unteers. Malik put aside the thesis on which he had been working for more 

than two years, came to the District Party Committee, and asked to be taken 

off the exemption list and sent to the front as a private. Times were hard, so 

nobody raised any objections. The young scientist received his uniform, mess 

kit, knapsack and a semiautomatic rifle. He was put through a hasty training: 

the front demanded new forces as quickly as possible. 

At the height of the German offensive on Moscow, Gabdullinôs division 

stepped directly from the troop train into the midst of battle and in a frozen 

trench, unskilfully and hastily dug into the steep clay bank of the Rusa River, 
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Malik took his first course in the severe military school which he had entered. 

The company of which he was the political instructor stretched in platoons 

along the eastern bank of the river. The platoon in which he had to substitute 

for the commander who had been killed, was defending the left flank. An or-

der was received stating that the Germans were not to be allowed to cross the 

river under any circumstances; that they must be held back at any cost. Behind 

them lay Moscow. 

The first battle conducted by Malik was terrific. It lasted all day, almost 

without respite. The company of Germans, which had probably received 

equally imperative orders to advance, tried to cross the river at the section 

where Malik's platoon was stationed. The enemy was allowed to advance until 

the men were already in the water, when machine-gun fire was opened from 

above. The dark, cold, autumnal waters carried away the bodies along with 

the thin crust of ice which had already formed. 

This was repeated several times. With each new attack Malik Gabdullin, 

whose knowledge of war had so far been limited to books and films, felt more 

sure of himself in his role of commander, His orders became clearer and more 

decisive, his quiet voice more strict and demanding. 

In the evening twilight, after having repulsed the last attacks and forced 

the remainder of the German company to leave the top of the opposite bank, 

he sent a liaison man to report to the commander that the assignment had been 

carried out and he was waiting for further orders. The nervous excitement of 

battle abated and Malik felt very tired as he sat peering cautiously into the 

darkness. With some surprise he became aware of a fact which he had not 

noticed during the confusion of battle. The gunfire, resounding heavily in the 

silence, for some reason came from behind his back. Inexperienced as he was, 

he did not understand what this meant. 

Then Malik summoned Sergeant Kovalenko, a huge fellow who had been 

chairman of one of the leading kolkhozes in Kazakhstan. Malik had made his 

acquaintance in the troop train and had become attached to him for his opti-

mism and clear thinking. 

ñMaxim Danilovich,ò he said, addressing him in civilian manner. ñGo to 

the command post, my friend, and see if theyôre all asleep there. No commu-

nications, no orders. And also find out what all that shooting behind us 

means.ò 

ñAll right, Comrade Gabdullin,ò answered the sergeant, also in civilian 

fashion. ñOnly it seems to me that things are pretty bad. I don't like that shoot-

ing.ò 

When Kovalenko returned two hours later, he was pale, caked with clay, 

and his greatcoat was badly torn. Without a word he handed Malik a blood-

spattered Party membership card, the covers of which had become stuck fast. 

Malik opened it with difficulty and discovered that it had belonged to the 

commander of the company. The Germans had crossed the river and forced 
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back the platoons on the right flank. The commander of the company had been 

killed, taken unaware by enemy tommy gunners. Kovalenko had seen the 

body of the liaison man on the road. In order to return to his positions, he 

himself had crawled through the fog, between the furrows of frozen plough-

land for a whole kilometre in order to slip past the Germans. 

ñWhat shall we do, Commander?ò he asked, warming blue, lacerated 

hands at the fire. 

Malik had not yet lost the scientific habit of reducing everything to careful 

analysis. 

ñWhat forces have I now at my disposal?ò he asked himself. There re-

mained only forty-three men in the platoon. The one-day food rations were 

ending. The soldiers were smoking their last shreds of tobacco, cleaning out 

the seams of their pockets. The Germans were already in the rear. Who knew 

how far they had already advanced beyond the river? Retreat? But had not this 

platoon of greenhorns emerged victorious from yesterdayôs battle against a 

whole company? That experience had already turned Malik into a military 

man. The last order, received thirty-six hours ago, demanded that they hold 

out to the last man. And an order is an order. 

ñBuild circular lines of defence, Comrade Sergeant,ò Malik said in a com-

manding tone. 

Pickaxes pounded and shovels scraped against frozen clay. 

The platoon fought the whole of the next day. The Germans brought three 

truckloads of infantry to the very riverbank. The observer, sitting in a pine, 

reported their approach in good time. Anti-tank riflemen, sturdy mechanics 

from Alma-Ata, crept down to the very water and managed to set these ma-

chines on fire before they even had time to stop. The machine gunners fired 

at the infantrymen who jumped out from under the flaming tarpaulins. All this 

went off smoothly. Chance had spared the raw platoon thus far. But soon 

things became more difficult. Evidently deciding that they were dealing not 

with a handful of men but a large unit located not far from the riverbank, the 

Germans changed their tactics. They left the platoon alone, pinning it down 

with thin fire. While the remnants of the German company were firing at Ma-

likôs men, not permitting them to get out of the trenches and pressing them to 

the ground, the Germans crossed the river higher up the stream. 

This was discovered unexpectedly. The clanking of caterpillar treads was 

heard from behind and Malik saw a tank. A tank of unfamiliar construction, 

with a white cross painted on it, was rolling heavily across the field, spitting 

shells as it went, breaking through the alder bushes and clearly trying to reach 

the rear of the platoon. Its steel carcass served as a shield for tommy gunners, 

some of whom were sitting on the tank, others running in its wake and firing. 

ñA tank to the right! Prepare hand grenades! Fire at the infantry!ò Malik 

barely had time to command, trying to remember what the infantry field man-

ual instructed one to do in such cases. 
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He grabbed a rifle from the hands of a fallen Red Army man, and ran 

towards the tank along the communication trenches. 

But before the words of the commander were transmitted along the line, 

the soldiers on the right flank began firing. The tank reached the first trench, 

stopped, and clumsily turned around over it, evidently trying to crush the men 

sitting in the narrow slits. This was a heavy tank. The anti-tank riflers fired at 

it, but their shells only struck sparks and bounced off the steel armour with a 

piercing whistle. The German tommy gunners tried to force their way deep 

among the ranks of the defenders. 

For a moment it seemed to Malik that the situation was hopeless; that the 

steel monster was invincible and nothing could save the remnants of his pla-

toon. He even unfastened his pistol holster. Well, he was ready to die with 

honour, fighting as befits a Soviet man! But the next moment he became con-

vinced that there is no such thing as a hopeless situation in battle. 

The figure of the Party organizer, Vasili Kondratyevich Shashko, rose for 

a moment above the foremost trench, the very trench on top of which the 

heavy tank was revolving with a clanking of treads and a puffing of smoke. 

This was for only a brief second. But Malik saw him wave his hand as he 

shouted something. There was an explosion. A pillar of flame and earth caused 

the tank to shudder and stop. Then it jerked forward, damaged, but still for-

midable because of its gunfire. From the crushed trench once again rose the 

head of Shashko, now covered with blood. And once again he waved his hand. 

From somewhere behind the tank burst a black column of smoke. The explo-

sion shook the earth, and suddenly the steel machine burst into flames, into 

fierce, ragged, smoky flames, as if the tank had been made of celluloid rather 

than of steel. 

ñFor our comrade, for our Party organizer, for Vasili Shasheko! Fire at 

infantry!ôô shouted Malik, pulling the trigger of his gun again and again. 

He fired, changing cartridge clips and sweating blood until the German 

tommy gunners who had been trying to seize the foremost trenches were 

forced to flight. Then Malik, forgetting danger, jumped out of the trench. He 

did not see the explosions, did not hear the angry twang of bullets, was un-

conscious of everything about him. He only waved his rifle above his head 

and shouted with inspiration: 

ñAt the retreating Germans in the name of Shashko! In the name of Vasili 

Kondratyevich! Fire! Fire! Fire!ò 

His enthusiasm infected the soldiers; they forgot their fear and fatigue and 

opened up such devastating fire that one might have thought they represented 

a whole company of fresh reserves, rather than the worn remnants of a battered 

platoon. 

Malikôs men held out for another day, encircled as they were. The Ger-

mans, taking advantage of their success, advanced further and further from 

the river, leaving small covering detachments to fight the resisting handful of 
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men. The soldiers ate their last rusks, smoked tree moss and shot their last 

cartridges. Only twenty-two men were left in the platoon, and the line of the 

front had moved so far to the east that the artillery bombardment was barely 

audible, sounding like the rumble of a distant train. Obviously there was no 

longer any point in holding the position. Malik decided to break through the 

encirclement of the covering detachments and join his own division. 

At night they  buried the dead, removing guns and Party cards from the 

bodies. When, just before dawn, a frosty mist enveloped the unharvested, des-

ecrated fields, the soldiers crawled one by one out of the enemy ring as if 

melting in the mist. 

They entered the forest, lined up, and had a roll call. Malik announced 

that he was going to try to reach their division. At the command ñForward 

march!ò the men headed for the sound of the distant cannonade. 

For three days Malik, getting his bearings from the compass and the thunder 

of the distant guns, led his platoon through roadless forests and swamps. Hungry 

men, who had not had a crumb in their mouths for four days, moved forward in 

military formation, sending scouts ahead, placing patrols on the flanks. They 

carried their machine guns, or rolled them along the ground. They took turns 

carrying the wounded on ground sheets fastened to poles. Like a magnet attracts 

iron filings, so this small unit, welded by the strict discipline enforced by its 

commander, attracted soldiers and commanders of retreating units who had 

made individual escapes from enemy encirclement. 

By the third day of march, Malikôs detachment already numbered one 

hundred and eighty-seven soldiers, with twelve machine guns and twenty 

tommy guns, with plenty of cartridges, but not a crumb of bread nor a pinch 

of tobacco. 

Now hunger was the chief enemy. It became harder and harder to march. 

The soldiers staggered, barely dragging their feet along, so that the column 

stretched out into a long, straggling line through the forest. During halts the 

soldiers threw themselves on the frozen ground, and it was very hard to get 

them on their feet again. Louder and louder were the voices asserting that they 

would not get anywhere in such numbers; that it would be better to break up 

and let each shift for himself, taking the risk; that the wounded must be left in 

some village and the machine gums be abandoned, first damaging them. Some 

of the weaker ones began dropping: their weapons. 

Malik ordered a long halt. He called all the Communists and Komsomol 

members into a ravine. He announced his decision to preserve the unit at any 

cost and to continuously march forward. The strong ones must in turn help the 

weak, carrying their weapons and the wounded. The Communists and Kom-

somols must set the example. He threatened to shoot panic-mongers and dis-

organizers on the spot. The civilian in him was still strong. He put his decision 

to a vote. All were in favour of it. Then Malik ordered the Communists and 

Komsomols to heat some water in the morning, wash off the dirt of the march, 
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the soot of the campfires, to shave and put their clothes and weapons in order. 

At daybreak the whole unit lined up in a forest clearing against a wall of 

spruce trees. 

ó'Attention!'ô ordered Malik. 

The soldiers drew up to silent attention. But what soldiers they were! They 

barely stood on their feet in their singed and grimy greatcoats and forage caps, 

with unshaven, sooty faces in which sunken eyes burned feverishly in dark eye-

sockets. Some were unable to keep their knees from bending, and leaned trem-

bling against their neighbours for support. But among these tired, exhausted 

men, the Communists and Komsomol members were distinguished today by 

their energy, their neat appearance, their washed and shaven faces. And among 

them was the giant Kovalenko, who had even managed to find polish some-

where and shined his boots. Malikôs eyes rested for a moment on his large feet 

in shining boots, firmly planted in the snow, and suddenly he felt better. 

ñIôve been told that some of you think the unit should be dissolved and each 

shift for himself. Perhaps it would be better to separate?ò said Malik, glancing 

at the tired faces of the soldiers with his narrow, black, beautiful eyes. 

The soldiers looked at him in wary amazement and perplexity. But on 

some faces he caught an expression of approbation. These nodded their heads 

in agreement and one of the soldiers who had most recently joined, a bearded 

fellow in a peasant cap instead of a forage cap, whispered happily to his neigh-

bours. 

ñWell, speak up,ò ordered Malik. 

ñI say it would be better to separate. Such a gang will never get across the 

front unnoticed.... Singly I say, itôll be easier, more sure.ò 

A hubbub arose in the lines. Malik realized that this little soldier who had 

completely lost all military aspect during the long days of tramping in the 

woods, had voiced the opinion of a number of those who had recently joined 

the unit. He stood all huddled up, quietly stamping the ground with his torn 

boots which were caked with reddish clay. Kovalenkoôs shining boots, his big 

feet standing resolutely in the snow, again drew Malikôs attention. He noticed 

a broom lying close by. The soldiers had probably used it to sweep the snow 

from around the bonfire. 

And thinking of how to answer this little soldier shivering with cold and 

worn out with wandering, this recent collector of folklore recalled the ancient 

tale known to all peoples. He picked up the broom, pulled out a twig from it, 

and handing it to the small soldier, ordered him to break it. The soldier looked 

at the commander in surprise as if to say, ñPerhaps the man has gone mad from 

hunger.ò But he obeyed, and easily broke the twig. Malik gave him the broom: 

ñBreak it!ò 

The broom bent but did not break. 

ñWell, try again!ò ordered Malik. The hoarse laughter of tired people was 

heard from all sides. ñBend it some more, don't spare your strength!ò 
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ñUse more pressure! Come on! What, wonôt it break?ò shouted the sol-

diers from all sides as they glanced at the commander, guessing what he was 

driving at. 

ñThatôs what weôre like: as long as we are together and disciplined, no 

enemy can break, us,ò explained Malik, adding sternly: ñWith my own hand 

Iôll shoot the first one who tries to leave the detachment. Do you understand? 

At-ten-tion!ò 

In the evening the scouts who had been sent ahead returned and reported 

that along the way on the right there was a village which, had not been burned 

down by the Germans but was occupied by them. Sergeant Kovalenko, who 

had also been sent out, did not return until after dark. He reported that judging 

by all signsðlarge warehouses, lots of wires strung up, etc.ðsome commis-

sary station must be located; that although no defence works had been dug, 

the village was heavily guarded and patrols were stationed in all directions, 

but that they were rather careless and stood around campfires warming them-

selves most of the time, so that it would be possible to get by. At the end of 

the report, the sergeant pulled out a bottle of milk and a piece of bread and 

offered it to the commander: 

ñHere, eat this. I brought it for you. The women along the way gave it to 

me. Oh, how anxious they are to see us!ò 

ñGive it to the wounded,ò said Malik, bending over the map and making 

believe that food did not interest him in the least, although the smell of the 

sour bread made his mouth water and his head swim. 

He decided to risk attacking the village and seizing food supplies from 

the Germans. 

Surprise and cunning must substitute for lack of forces in the plan which 

he worked out during the night, Before  the dawn, when night still reigned in 

the forest and the trees were barely distinguishable in the cold darkness, at the 

hour when man sleeps the heaviest, the detachment quietly surrounded the 

village and opened fire from all their machine guns. The echo of the shots had 

barely died away when the soldiers with shouts of ñhurrah'ô rushed forward 

from four directions, crushed the defence detachments, and in brief hand-to-

hand street fighting decided the outcome of the battle. The Germans fled, leav-

ing more than fifty killed and all their food and munition stores. Twenty-seven 

Germans surrendered. 

Malik ordered the soldiers to fill their knapsacks with food and tobacco, 

to place their wounded, machine guns, and a supply of food on German sleighs 

found in one of the dumps, and harness the prisoners to the sleighs. Whatever 

German property remained was to be saturated with benzine and set on fire. 

For a long time as they made their way through the wood, the detachment 

could see the columns of smoke behind them rising to meet the clouds. To-

ward evening of the seventh day of march, the fed and heartened soldiers at-

tacked the rear of the German foreposts, penetrating the front like a dagger, 
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almost without losses. Thus they broke through to their own division. On their 

sleighs the detachment brought twelve machine guns and twenty tommy guns. 

Many of the soldiers were armed with trophy tommy guns in addition to their 

own. Sixteen wounded were brought in and twenty-seven prisoners were 

handed over to the commandant. 

Kovalenko, the giant, also brought to the regiment a four-year-old boy 

named Vova, whom he and Malik had found among the ruins of a charred 

village, burned by the Germans. They had decided to take the orphan with 

them. They carried him on their backs in turn, and during dangerous moments 

left him in the bushes in care of the wounded. Thus the child made the whole 

march on the shoulders of the soldiers. Later he was sent to Moscow in an 

ambulance which happened to be making the trip, and there he was placed in 

a childrenôs home. 

General Panfilov*  himself asked to see Malik. During the formation of 

the division in Alma-Ata, he had run his experienced eye sceptically over this 

neat, timid scientist who had come to him with a recommendation from the 

district committee. Now the general was anxious to see what changes the war 

had wrought in him. From under his stern eyebrows the stern warrior studied 

the slim figure of Malik, who still looked out of place in a uniform. Then the 

face of this stern warrior livened up and softened. 

ñThere's a collector of folk tales for you! There's a scientist for you! Good 

for you! You'll make a fine soldier!ò he said in a voice which seemed to issue 

from a barrel as he hugged him and kissed him three times in the Russian 

manner. 

Those who were present related that at that moment an expression of pa-

ternal joy lighted the face of this general, whose fame has since become wide-

spread. 

From this ñhunger marchò as it was jokingly called in the division, the 

young scientist gained a firm belief in himself, in his men, and in the old sol-

diersô saying that there are no hopeless situations for a skilled, courageous 

fighter, and that even in retreating, one can be the victor. This conclusion was 

put to the test in his next great experience when, during the period of the of-

fensive, the commander of the regiment sent Malik with thirteen tommy gun-

ners into ambush to guard the deepest wedge cut into enemy positions. At this 

pointa counnterattack was expected, and because the regiment, having lost 

anumber of men in recent battles, was ñpulling itself togetherò so to say, this 

ambush was to protect it from any fortuities. 

Malik moved his small detachment during the night. He chose for the am-

bush a suitable position in the bushes on the bank of a frozen stream which 

reminded him of his position on the Rusa where he had fought his first battle. 

 

*  Major General Ivan Vasilyevich Panfilov (1893-1941) lost his life in the 

Battle of Moscow. ðTr. 
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Having sent private Abdulla Kerimov to patrol, he ordered the other soldiers 

to dig deep slit trenches during the night and set up gun emplacements. The 

soldiers grumbled at the commander for putting them to work without a mo-

mentôs restðas though they could not wait until morning! But at dawn, when 

they were camouflaging the ready trenches by covering the parapets with 

snow, Kerimov ran in breathless and announced that five tanks and a company 

of infantry were moving under cover along the hollow towards Malikôs am-

bush. 

Five tanks and hundreds of men against thirteen tommy gunners! Such a 

balance of forces would have upset even an experienced commander. But Ma-

lik, who had analytically observed the great Battle of Moscow, already knew 

that success in battle was not decided by arithmetic equations. In a calm and 

even commonplace tone he ordered preparations for battle to be made; the 

infantry must be separated from the tanks by tommy-gun fire and not a shot 

was to be fired without his orders. The foremost fighters must get anti-tank 

grenades ready. Malik himself tied incendiary bottles to three grenades, for in 

those days this was considered by veteran soldiers the surest anti-tank means, 

and crawled to the foremost trench. 

The tanks stopped on the edge of the wood to let the infantry pass. Not 

expecting an ambush, and probably thinking they were passing through no 

manôs land, the soldiers advanced in large groups, stooping over carelessly, 

simply to obey the letter of the law. Malik leaned his chin on the cold parapet 

and held his breath. The Germans looked about them as they walked, but not 

in the direction of Malikôs menðwhich meant they had not seen them and 

had not an inkling of their presenceð which meant they must be allowed to 

come as close as possible. The louder the volleys, the greater the panic, and 

the less the danger, damn it all! 

Malik had convinced himself that this was the correct method, but despite 

his conclusions, he was anxious to give the order to shoot immediately. ñSelf-

control. Once again self-control!ò he kept telling himself. The crunching of 

the snow could already be heard under the Germansô boots. ñSelf-control, 

keep calm!ò 

ñLet us fire, please let us fire!ò the impatient Kerimov whispered fever-

ishly to his commander who was lying beside him. 

Just a little longer. Just a tiny bit. Let them all come out of the forest into 

the clearing. To strike at them all simultaneously! The first ones were only a 

few steps away! Now was the time! 

ñFire!ò 

One of the Germans screamed wildly. They all came to a halt. Brief vol-

leys spluttered. Several soldiers fell. The remainder lay down and fired at the 

bushes. But this was all right, they were lying in a snowy clearing. They could 

be seen far off, like crows on the road. 

ñFire!ò 
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The tommy gunners shot all the more energetically. The targets were 

clear. ñThey won't hold out, they wonôt hold out!ò Malik said to himself, pas-

sionately hoping for the moment when they would flee. The number did not 

frighten him. A soldier in a trench was worth ten on open ground. And they 

did not hold out. They were crawling hack on all fours. ñMore, more!ò 

The tommy gunners strained every effort. The volleys blended into one 

grand roar. White fountains of snow spurted up in the clearing, as when heavy 

rain falls over a lake. ñA-ha! Run, you rascals, you!ò 

ñHur-ra-ah!ò 

A German officer in a greatcoat with a fur collar was standing near a pine 

waving his revolver. Apparently he was trying to stop the retreat. Malik 

pressed his cheek against the cold butt of his gun and held his breath. The 

black point of the sight sought out the officer. Rang! Missed. Never mind, 

they kept running past the officer, yelling something and pointing to the 

bushes. What was that? Machine-gun fire coming from the forest. Whose? 

Could it he ours? A-ha, it was the German barrier detachments. Thatôs what it 

was. Malik had already heard that the Germans had units which shot at their 

own men when they ran away. ñAll right, all right, keep your head!ò 

Caught between two fires, the Germans turned and again advanced. There 

was nothing else they could do. They moved jerkily, in short dashes. 

ñIf only my men don't waver! If only they don't come out of the trenches!ò 

thought Malik. ñIf only they donôt let the Germans guess how many of us there 

are here!ò The bullets twittered like birds, as they hit the branches, shaking 

down the snow. For some reason he noticed that the sharp-beaked, yellow-

breasted blue titmice were chirruping fearlessly as they flew about in the 

bushes. 

The jovial Gaisin, who always had a supply of spicy stories for his friends, 

was killed. The good-natured, coolheaded Kutsevoi whom Malik had first met 

on the troop train, was no more. The liaison man Kerimov fell on his side like 

a wounded mountain goat, but immediately raised his head, and, leaning his 

chest on the parapet, took up his tommy gun. Only nine remained to hold out. 

Tommy guns chattered in the bushes, stubbornly and businesslike, and it was 

hard to guess how many there wereðten, fifteen, a hundred.... 

Malik crawled from one to another, supple, quick and flushed, his shining 

black eyes burning with excitement. 

ñHold out for just a little while longer! They'll run away soon!ò 

Each of the men felt that the commander was ever at his side, and heard 

how evenly his gun kept firing. 

ñSoon, soon theyôll flee!ò 

And indeed the Germans did flee. And this time their barrier detachments 

were silent. Most probably the enemy staff considered further attacks futile. 

But a green rocket tore into the pale air. What could this mean? Single explo-

sions were heard very close by. Trench mortars! Mines with a premonitory 
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mewing began to fall into the bushes. But the soldiers had not worked for 

nothing all night, digging the frozen ground. Now they were lying in narrow 

slits. Whizzing splinters flew over their heads into the bushes, covering them 

with twigs, cones, and frozen earth. But they remained safe! Safe, damn it! 

The trench mortars fell silent. But there was no general silence; the purr-

ing of motors could be heard. Tanks! Most probably the same which Kerimov 

had reported. Of course. There they were coming out of the forest. Could it be 

that they were being sent to help? With a roar the machines crossed the edge 

of the clearing. 

Five tanks and a company of infantry against nine soldiers and their com-

mander! Retreat? Run? But you can't run away from a tank. To run means to 

die. Fight! To repulse the tanks. This was the only chance to live, to conquer. 

All this flashed through Malik's brain as he crawled over the snow to meet the 

tanks, dragging a bag containing grenades with incendiary bottles tied to them. 

The machines moved in the favourite German formationðthe wedge for-

mationðand the leading tank was heading directly for the stump behind 

which Malik lay. The tanks fired rapid volleys from their guns on the move. 

The shells flew high above their heads. ñWhat is this for? There is nothing 

there. Just for the sake of the noise?ò thought Malik as he jerked a grenade 

from his bag. And then another thought came to him: ñThey themselves are 

afraid!ò 

The front tank headed straight for him. He could already see every scratch 

on its armour. He clearly saw in his mindôs eye the Party organizer Shashko, 

great and beautiful in his inspiration of selfless battle. At that moment the 

machine rumbled by so close that the polished track almost crushed his hand. 

Malik jumped back. Straightening like a spring, he jumped up. The grenade 

with the incendiary bottle landed right on the radiator of the machine. 

The explosion knocked Malik to one side. This saved him from the second 

machine which had headed directly for him. He did not lose consciousness, 

but there was no time to throw the grenade. Malik almost shoved it under the 

treads and, springing back, clung to the earth. The explosion was so great that 

the tank almost turned on its side. Falling back heavily, it stopped and a sticky 

yellow flame enveloped it like a cloak. The bottle had done its work. 

The deafened Malik, feeling as if his whole body were being pricked with 

electric current, again reached for his bag. But what was this? Three machines 

slowed down and began turning around hastily, jerkily. Against whom? 

Against their own? Of course not, they were going back. They were retreating! 

When this penetrated his mind, Malik fell unconscious to the ground. The 

touch of snow brought him to. Two soldiers crawling low along the ground 

dragged him to the bushes. 

ñAnd we thought you'd been flattened out like a pancake!ò said the one 

across whose shoulders Malik lay. 

ñCome on, come on, hurry, theyôre turning their snouts towards us again,ò 
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hastened the other, helping him. 

Malik sat in the foxhole in the bushes. Ilis whole body ached and trem-

bled; the sharp pricking became torturous. His damp underwear stuck to his 

shoulder blades, hampering his movements. Malik examined himself, pinched 

himself. No, he was not wounded; He was whole. He greedily swallowed 

some snow. Steam rose from him like from a driven horse. 

But despite the pain from concussion, everything in him sang and tri-

umphed. He, a lone man, had conquered five tanks, those mighty monsters! 

And again before his eyes, sharply, clearly, as if alive, flashed the figure of 

the Party organizer Shashko. 

ñComrade Commander, get down in the foxhole, theyôre firing again,ò 

someone warned him. 

Having retreated to a safe distance, the tanks opened fire. And the trench 

mortar battery again began firing from the forest. The tommy gunners had 

only five or ten cartridges left in their disks. It was clear that they must retreat. 

But the tanks on the edge of the forest barred the way to their own regiment. 

Malik looked at the map. He mentally drew a line to a spot just opposite his 

own positions, straight into the forest, to the German trench mortars. He cal-

culated that it would be more correct to return to his own regiment in a round-

about way through the woods. He knew that the soldiers had firm faith in him, 

and would fulfil any command he gave. 

They crawled on all fours along the bed of the frozen stream to the edge 

of the forest, to that very place where the enemy mortar crews were sweating 

in their neat, comfortable lairs, sending mine after mine into the opposite 

hushes, where no one now remained. At Malik's silent sign, under the cover 

of the shots, the soldiers rushed at the trench mortar crews, killed them with 

their last cartridges, took their guns, even their documents, and, having dam-

aged the trench mortars, disappeared into the forest. 

They made a wide detour through the thickets and reached their own reg-

iment much later. When Malik unexpectedly opened the door to the dugout 

where Lieutenant Colonel Karpov, commander of the regiment, was sitting at 

the table with his commissar, Mukhomedvarov, the two men looked around 

and jumped to their feet. A strange expression of amazement crossed their 

faces as they gazed at Malik standing in the passage in his torn, bloodstained, 

camouflage coverall. 

ñGabdullin?ò finally said the commander quietly. 

ñMalik!ò exclaimed the commissar, his old comrade from Alma-Ata, as 

he rushed over to him. 

ñItôs me.... What are you so surprised about, whatôs the matter with you? 

Tell me what has happened,ò said Malik in his turn. 

The commander picked up the paper they had just been reading and 

handed it to Malik: ñIn battle near the village Shiryaevo, thirteen tommy gun-

ners of our regiment, headed by Gabdullin Malik, died the death of heroes. 
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The scout reported that they fought to the last breath. In unequal battle they 

destroyed two German tanks and one hundred and fifty Hitlerites.ò The paper 

was signed by Anikin, Commander of the Fifth Company, and Jejibayev, sec-

retary of the Komsomol bureau of the regiment. 

ñWell, what does this mean?ò asked the commander. 

ñWe were just mourning your loss,ò added the commissar. 

ñItôs all true, except that we didnôt die,ò replied Malik with a weary smile. 

He had such an overwhelming desire to sleep that he could barely keep his 

eyes open. 

óóWhat we need is more of such corpses,ò joked the regiment commissar 

rather clumsily. 

He rummaged in a suitcase under his cot and brought out a bottle of 

brandy, carefully wrapped in clean underclothes, and placed it on the table. 

ñWhen I left Alma-Ata, my wife gave it to me for the trip,ò he explained. 

ñI promised myself I would not open this bottle until Victory Day. And I've 

been carrying it around ever since. But I think we should have a drink on an 

occasion like this! To your health, Malik!'  

The words of General Pantilov, the shrewd old soldier and expert in the 

art of war, had come true. This scientist and collector of folklore had devel-

oped into a skilful commander. And although outwardly he remained the same 

thin, youthful city boy with a fine olive face, seemingly carved out of ivory, 

with the long, narrow hands of an intellectual, he had become a hardy unpre-

tentious soldier, strict with himself and demanding of those under his com-

mand. 

He was already at the head of a company of scouts. When this company 

was sent to rest up after battle, he did not allow bis men any peace even then. 

Daily, from morning until night, he taught his Kazakh soldiers to ski, and to-

gether with them perfected this art so unusual, and therefore so difficult for 

his people. He was a bad shot at the beginning of the war, so during rare mo-

ments of rest, when his comrades were having a bath or a nap, he would go 

off into the woods and practise shooting, until he was finally able to hit a pine 

cone at the first shot. He had already been decorated with the Order of the Red 

Star and the Order of the Red Banner. His scouts were well-known throughout 

the army. Their fame grew as the offensive grew. The story of Malik was 

spread by wounded soldiers home on leave and by letters written from the 

Panfilov division, so that he was known from the cold Kalinin woods to far-

off Kazakhstan. He was spoken of at kolkhozes. Old men compared him to 

legendary heroes. Poems were written about him. Without suspecting it, he 

became a hero of steppe folk songs, the very songs which he had once col-

lected with so much love and devotion. 

In the winter of 1942 his division advanced in the vanguard of the army. 

Karpovôs regiment marched at the head of the division and Malikôs skier 

scouts were its escorts. The division broke through the enemyôs flank, 
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surrounded it, and penetrated behind enemy lines. It was to close the ring of 

encirclement around one of the large German units, stubbornly resisting in the 

forest. The pincers almost met. Only a narrow bottleneck remained. In the 

centre of it, like a lock, was a strongly fortified village where the German staff 

was located. This village had to be taken in order to close the bottleneck. 

It was decided to throw the first battalion and Gabdullinôs scout company 

into this operation. After a wide detour through forests and swamps, they were 

to unexpectedly attack the village, seize it and hold it until the divisionôs arri-

val. Malikôs men, steeled by long and weary training, easily made the difficult 

forest march. After giving his men a rest, Malik summoned them and ordered 

them to drop their knapsacks and everything else they could manage without. 

"Weôll have breakfast thereðbooty snacks,ò he said. 

By twelve oôclock the whole company was concentrated at the edge of 

the forest, close to the village. Malik looked at his watch. The attack was timed 

for 12:15. But the battalion he was coordinating with had not yet arrived. 

The best skier had long since been sent to make contact. The minutes 

dragged. Finally the skier returned and reported that the battalion was making 

a cross-country march without skis, moving very slowly because of the diffi-

culty of getting through the deep snow. It appeared they would not get here 

for another three hours at least. Everything was calculated on surprise. The 

village would be difficult to take surrounded as it was by blockhouses and 

dug-in tanks. If the Germans happened to find out what was awaiting them 

and brought the whole might of their firing system into action, it would be 

hard to crush them even with the forces of a division. 

Experience had taught Malik to value every minute under such circum-

stances. And he decided to attack the village with his own men. He divided 

them into four unequal groups. Into one group he collected all the physically 

weak and inexperienced. All the disks loaded with tracer bullets were given 

to them. They were to go to the village through the woods from the direction 

whence the Germans might expect an attack, settle themselves comfortably, 

and at 13:00 sharp open rapid fire, shifting their positions continually. Mean-

while, two groups of skiers commanded by Senior Sergeant Timonin and Ser-

geant Monakhov, were to approach the village from two sides without a shot 

if possible, break into the German trenches, and seize the blockhouses from 

the rear. Malik himself with the main attacking group decided to rush into the 

village and wipe out the Germans in houses and streets. 

This plan of attacking a large German garrison protected by powerful for-

tifications, with only one company of soldiers seems incredible, viewed from 

the postwar period. But this plan, worked out by a commander strongly be-

lieving in himself and in his men, was carried out to the slightest detail on that 

day. And about two hours later, when the straggling battalion finally reached 

the scene of battle, Malikôs men were already finishing the fight, driving Ger-

mans out of the last blockhouses and catching them in cellars and attics. 
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Malik himself was sitting in the damaged headquarters of the German 

staff, reading the documents that had been seized. One of his soldiers named 

Martynov, formerly a mechanic at a Leningrad machine plant, was sweating 

over the locks of two safes, swearing at the Germans for their tricky gadgets. 

He succeeded, however, in opening the safes. In one was the location map of 

the district, important staff documents, and a great deal of counterfeit money. 

The other was full of boxes containing iron crosses ready to be sent to units, 

the encirclement of which Malik Gabdullinôs scouts had just completed. 

Thus, from deed to deed, from battle to battle, the young folklore scholar 

grew into a hero similar to those in the songs and legends of his people. And 

when his fame had spread over the whole front, he, a fighting commander, a 

skilful political educator, an excellent linguist who spoke Russian, Kazakh, 

Kirghiz, Uzbek, Kara-Kalpak, Tatar and German freely, was appointed polit-

ical instructor amongst soldiers of non-Russian nationalities. And he began 

travelling from unit to unit, bringing the teachings of the Bolshevik Party to 

the soldiers. 

It was about one such visit that the soldier-folksinger sang in the snow-

covered ravine near the front line. 
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On the Bank of the Volga 
In a battle like that of Stalingrad, even the most seasoned soldiers feel 

uneasy in moments of sudden silence when the earth ceases trembling from 

explosions and the whistle of lone bullets can be heard. 

It was on one such rare occasion he crawled to me over the old, dry straw, 

placed his hand on my greatcoat and asked: 

ñAre you asleep? Give me a light. Letôs have a smoke.ò 

There were three of usðan elderly sapper from the motor barge, a nurse 

who was a sanitary instructor from the medical corps and had been wounded 

in the shoulder, and I. We were sheltered in a small hole dug in the steep clay 

bank above the crossing, waiting until the damaged motor barge should be 

repaired on the other side of the Volga. 

The sapper was nervous, and every few minutes would run outside. He 

was annoyed that he was here and could not help with the repairs. In order to 

make the minutes pass more quickly he took his rifle apart and cleaned it for 

the third time, carefully placing the already shining parts on his foot cloth. 

ñShall we smoke? You donôt smoke? Good for you. Itôs better for the 

health and easier on the pocket. I only started smoking when I was forty-

seven. Couldnôt hold out any longer. I started here in Stalingrad.... Anyoneôll 

smoke here! Iôve probably seen more during these two months on the crossing 

than you two have seen in your whole lives, even if you are soldiers. Really.ò 

He puffed away at a huge, clumsily rolled cigarette, and watched the di-

rection of the smoke in the semidarkness of the dugout, seeming to be thinking 

aloud rather than telling a story. 

ñIôm a peaceful person. And my work was peaceful: prospecting.... Iôm 

from the Urals myself. Well, out there I used to pan gold for the artel. Itôs a 

good paying job if you know your work. I didnôt even enjoy hunting, honest 

to God. Believe it or not, I couldn't bear the sight of blood. Sometimes when 

we were pressed for food and I had to hunt in the taiga (everybodyôs a hunter 

out there), I would always try to' kill the bird or beast outright so as not to see 

it quiver. 

ñWhen I was mobilized I was very glad that I was appointed to a pontoon 

unit, because pontoon crews donôt have to shoot much. I couldnôt even imag-

ine shooting a man. Well, that was what I used to be like. Now I hardly know 

myself! 
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ñWe came to this very bank in August to put up reserve crossings. Of 

course I was tickled to death. Who hasn't heard of Stalingrad! Although we 

prospectors live, so to speak, in the very thick of the taiga and are often ac-

cused of being grizzly bears ourselves, nevertheless, you can ask any one of 

us, and  heôll answer: Stalingradôs a city on the Volga which Comrade Stalin 

himself defended in 1918, smashing the Whiteguards to smithereens. 

ñAnd all of us also knew about the famous tractor plant, the pride of the 

First Five-Year Plan, for although we live out there among forests and rocks, 

and our wheat fields are nothing to brag about, itôs the Stalingrad tractors that 

plough them.... 

ñWell, we put up the crossing and there was nothing else to do, so the 

commander permitted us to take a trip around the city. We washed, cleaned 

our boots, sewed on clean collars, all as it should be, and went sightseeing. A 

beautiful city; it gladdened the heartðclean and spacious. And what houses, 

stores and streets! Everything a workingman could wish for! After work you 

could take a walk on the boulevard, sit down at a table in the park and have a 

mug of beer, or go to the theatre. The theatre there was so big your hat would 

fall off if you looked up at it. We found the house where Stalin had had his 

headquarters during the Civil Warðturned into a museum it was, with a mar-

ble slab on the entrance. And although the museum was closed, we stood in 

front and had a good look at it. And although we were sappers and not ex-

pected to do much shooting, as I already explained, still it was flattering to be 

sent to defend such a cityða city named after Stalin, and as you see, a city 

Stalin himself had defended. 

ñIt was a clear Sunday. The kids were playing in the sand on the boule-

vards. Girls and women in bright dresses were strolling along the streets. And 

on this quiet, beautiful Sunday, a hundred or more German bombers suddenly 

appeared. And there they were flattening out the city, flying right over the 

streets and houses, block after block. One group would drop their load, then 

others would fly over and unload, and already a third group could be heard 

coming in. And this city which had so gladdened the heart of the working-

manðcalm, peaceful, joyful, suddenly burst into flame. 

ñOur planes flew at the Germans and knocked some of them down. But 

they had five times as many planes as we did. They had the upper hand, and 

they kept on bombing for all they were worth. 

ñOne drought year when I was still a boy I saw the taiga burn. Itôs an 

awful thing when the taiga burns. Believe it or not, even the animals go mad 

from such a fire. I used to think I would never see anything more terrible than 

those forest fires. But I did. The city was turned into a mountain of flame. And 

along the burning streets, through the scorching heat women and little children 

ran towards the Volga; old folks went hobbling along somehow; other people, 

all members of the peaceful population, so to say, tried to get away as best 

they could, their hair scorched, their clothing smoking.... Hell it was, Iôm 
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telling youðjust hell! 

ñWe, pontoon men, worked hard that night. Forgot about ourselvesðno 

time to think! We carried refugees across the Volga all night long while the 

fascists bombed and strafed. But it was impossible to get such a mass of peo-

ple across immediately. Just look how wide the Volga is here! And it was just 

the crossing that the fascists kept bombing! óMessersô picked out the places 

where the people gathered and swooped down out of the clouds like buzzards, 

firing machine guns at the peaceful population, so to say. 

ñIôve already seen a lot in the war, and Iôll perhaps see a lot more, but I 

doubt that Iôll ever see anything as bad as that. My heart grew heavy with 

anger: What are you doing, you villains? Do you call this war? Do you think 

you can get away with shooting at old folks and women and little children like 

that? What law permits that? 

ñAn old bald-headed man all covered with blood jumped into my barge. 

He had two little boys in his arms. One was dead, the other was still breathing, 

but his little leg had been torn off. The old man, their grandfather, had gone 

completely mad, and kept yelling at the planes: óYou devils! Who gave you 

the right to shoot babies?ô 

ñThen he fell on the deck and cried: óMy grandsons, my grandsons!ô And 

then again to the fascists: óYou devils! May you be cursed from this day on to 

the end of time!ô 

ñA wounded woman was brought on board. She was placed in the stern, 

near the motor, at my very feet so that she wouldnôt be trampled in the crowd. 

Dying, she pressed her little child to her breast. She was drawing her last 

breath, but still she tried to cover the child with her body because they were 

shooting from above....ò 

The sapperôs voice trembled and broke. He made believe he was listening 

to the renewal of the cannonade as he turned away and secretly wiped a tear 

with his sleeve. 

The wounded girl sitting in the corner seemed to have turned to stone 

from the tension. And it seemed that her large eyes were flashing in the sem-

idarkness, so fierce was the anger in them. 

ñAnd I remember,ò continued the sapper in a somewhat changed voice, 

ñhow they set a hospital ship on fire from the air. It was the Composer Boro-

din, an enormous four-decked ship, but it burst into flame like birch bark. And 

all the passengers were badly wounded, bedridden. As the ship burned they 

crawled along the decks, stuck their heads out of the port holes, called for 

help, groaned and cursed the Hitlerites. Fishermen rushed their boats to the 

ship from all sides and started dragging the wounded out. Your girlsðò he 

nodded towards the nurse, ñwhat fine girls they are! The ship was one mass 

of flames. Their hair and skirts caught on fire, but they paid no attention to it. 

Unmindful of themselves, they continued carrying out the wounded and low-

ering them into boats. Thank heaven our planes came and chased away the 
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óMessers.ô One which was brought down then is still slicking out of the water 

opposite the monument to the Stalingrad flier Kholzunov, Hero of the Soviet 

Union.... Yes, we saw plenty in those days. 

ñIn the evening the Germans bombed a huge raft that was going down the 

river loaded with children from the orphan homes. It was a clumsy wooden 

thing and began to sink rapidly. A ghastly sight. Sailors and fishermen and we 

sappers rushed in boats to save them. The óMessersô flew in circles over the 

raft and fired from cannon and machine guns at the boats: they couldnôt bear 

the idea that the children might be saved!... What a horror! There the children 

were drowning, holding out their arms to us!... No, itôs best not to recall it!... 

I also remember how one young woman jumped from the raft into the water 

with a child in her arms when the raft was already half submerged. She could 

swim well. Floating on her back, she kicked with her feet, holding the child 

above the water. 

ñI rowed towards her with all my might and shouted: 

ñ óHold on, hold on, Iôll reach you soon!ô I was already stretching out my 

hand to take the baby when a óMesserô flew right over and fired at her! Pft-

pft-pft! She and the child sank like a stone, leaving nothing but blood-stained 

water to mark the spot.ò 

The sapper suddenly broke off his narrative and screamed passionately: 

ñDo you call them people? Would a human being do such a thing? Is a 

fascist a human being? Comrade Stalin spoke of óthe fascist beast!' A beast he 

is, and what a beast! You won't find his equal even in the taiga!... Well, Com-

rade Major, believe it or not, before the war I felt bad about killing a squirrel, 

but after all this, mv heart has become covered with a crust. It has hardened. 

Iôm a sapper, and mv work isnôt easy here. As you see, I keep the crossing 

operating in spite of mines and bullets. You know yourself that they make us 

their target. But by God, I envy the soldiers who are there in the city shooting 

at the Germans. I keep thinking: óTheyôre right here alongside of you, manð

the fascistsðon this very Volga,ô and it gives me no peace of mind day or 

night. Iôve become hard, I have. I'm even surprised at myself. 

ñOnce a whole flock of prisoners were led by. They were taken across to 

the other bank on our bargeðan unshaven, dirty, ragged bunch. Some of them 

were wounded, others could hardly stand on their feet, pressing up close to-

gether in their fright like a flock of sheep. And as I looked at them I went 

white with anger: perhaps one of them had shot that woman with the child. I 

couldnôt look at this scum calmly. I felt myself trembling. I turned around and 

for safetyôs sake gave my rifle to my pal, private Senya Kulikov: óTake it; Iôm 

afraid I wonôt be able to control myself,ô I said. 

ñI took this scum across and went straight to my commander, a captain of 

the engineers. I reported this and that according to form and then I asked to be 

recommended to a rifle unit. óWhatôs the idea? Why?ô asked the commander. 

óBecause I wonôt have any peace until I get even with them,ô I answered. óI 
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canôt let you go, youôre needed here,ô he says. But I kept hammering away at 

my own tune like a woodpecker. óLet me go to the fighting lines, I canôt stand 

it any longer.ô He listened for awhile and then said: óAll right, if Youôre so 

eager to fight on the front lines, Iôll let you go into the city when your shift is 

over. The front is there, a half hourôs walk; have a shot and then get back to 

your post.ô 

ñWell thatôs what I do now: I stand watch at the crossing during the night 

and join the sailors on the hill during the day. They are stationed about three 

kilometres from here. I fight together with them using this Russian three-lin-

ear rifle. Good gun! Well, I told you I couldn't bear the sight of blood, couldnôt 

bear killing a bird; but since Iôve been sitting in the trenches with the sailors 

Iôve killed many a fascist without my hand shaking in the least. 

ñIôve bumped off quite a few. But still I have no peace of mind, Comrade 

Major. I keen seeing that-woman with the child in the water, and my hands 

itch. I just canôt help it.... I wonôt calm down until thereôs not a single fascist 

roving at large in our native land, or until a bullet gels me. Thatôs how things 

stand. 

The sapper fell silent. He was a typical Russian soldier, no longer young, 

thickset, with a moustache and deep wrinkles on his face and neck. And at this 

moment his face was very stern, solemn and tense, like that of a man who has 

just taken an oath. 

I asked his name. 

ñIsidor Nikolayevich Fominykh, private in a pontoon battalion; Iôm from 

the Urals myself, from out there....ò 
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Î 

lħŬħŔŷŕᴄů eļĸşŷĲŴ 
We walked for a long time through the northern outskirts of Stalingrad, 

uttering the secret password to the patrols who kept silently appearing before 

us. We made our way through pitted back yards and trampled gardens; we 

climbed over brick barricades and crawled through sooty ruins of houses in 

which passages had been made through the walls for safety of movement; we 

lifted up the hems of our greatcoats and rushed headlong across streets and 

open squares. 

Finally Lieutenant Shokhenko stopped under cover of a wall, shifted his 

rifle to the other shoulder, and said with a catch of breath: 

ñWell, here we are. Here. This is what the lads in our division call Tara-

kulôs redoubt.ò 

He pointed to a formless mound of broken brick and beams where once 

upon a time, judging from its contours, a massive little house of the style mer-

chants used to build for themselves had stood. 

This took place at a late hour of a restless frontline night, just before dawn, 

when even Stalingrad was silent, and cold moonbeams silvered the grey 

clouds of low-lying mist, out of which rose the skeletons of once large and 

beautiful buildings. Everything aroundðthe shell-shot telegraph posts with 

their useless wires waving about like curls; the miraculously-preserved min-

eral water stand on the corner, shot through and through by bullets; the 

mounds of debrisðeverything was covered with hoarfrost that glittered like 

mica. 

The street had been churned and ploughed by shells and mines. Here and 

there piles of empty cartridges clinked underfoot. The rimy edges of bomb 

craters reminded one of the spots on the moon. On the branches of a broken 

poplar hung the blackened rags of someoneôs greatcoat. All this indicated that 

the place had been the scene of a very recent, very long and fierce battle, the 

centre of which had been this completely devastated house. 

óñTarakulôs redoubt,ò repeated Lieutenant Shokhenko, who evidently 

liked this pompous name. Bending down, he pointed to the rectangular venti-

lator in the massive, stone foundation, and explained: ñThey are embrasures. 

Look what a broad view they give onto both streets. Through them they held 

back the attacks of a whole German battalion. Two men against a whole bat-

talionðt-w-o!ò 
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Although the lieutenant was a seasoned soldier, not given to bursts of en-

thusiasm, he could not conceal his admiration. And I vividly recalled the de-

tails of the story of this house-redoubt, a story which I had heard from many 

people in Stalingradða wonderful story which reflected, as a drop of water 

reflects the sun, the greatness and tragedy of the entire Battle for Stalingrad. 

Machine gunners Yurko Tarakul and Mikhail Nachinkin (who had both 

crossed the Volga a full month and a half ago with their machine-gun platoon, 

and therefore had the right to call themselves Stalingrad veterans) received 

orders to set up machine-gun nests in this house on the corner of two outlying 

streets. The house protruded somewhat in front of our positions and thus could 

serve as a good vanguard pillbox. The centre of the battle in those days had 

moved westward, to the Tractor Plant. A blow was not expected here and the 

setting of the machine-gun nests was only a precautionary measure. 

On receiving the order, Nachinkin, calm and deliberate, like all metal 

workers, and the small, lively Moldavian, Tarakul, who was incessantly whis-

tling or singing or even dancing, made their way to the house and examined it 

thoroughly. It was a glad and a sad thing for these two men, torn away from 

peaceful life so long ago that they had even forgotten the cosy smell of home, 

to walk through the empty, well-furnished rooms, listening to the resounding 

echoes of their footsteps and gazing at those trifles of everyday life for which 

one so longs in free moments at the front. And although this house was 

doomed to fire or destruction, they involuntarily wiped their feet before en-

tering and moved around cautiously, as if fearing to dirty the floor which was 

covered with a thick rug of dust. 

They chose the end rooms of the ground floor for the machine-gun nests: 

from these windows you could easily follow everything taking place at the 

street crossing leading to the enemyôs position. The back room had once been 

the dining room. They dragged out the dining table, divan, chairs, carefully 

moved aside the heavy sideboard clinking with dishes, and began taking apart 

the stove in order to use the bricks for barricading the window. This task was 

familiar to them, and the work went smoothly. 

The muscular Nachinkin, who had worked in the Minsk Machine-Build-

ing Plant before the war as a turner, tried to spare the parquet floor by walking 

on tiptoe, as he carried great armfuls of bricks to the window. His partner, 

whistling a tune, was skilfully laying the bricks in herringbone pattern to make 

them hold more firmly. 

The battle rumbled in the distance. The crystal pendants of the chandelier 

tinkled melodiously in response to each shot. The dishes in the china closet 

rattled from the explosions, and the doors opened and closed lightly as the 

bombers dropped their loads over the front line. But this did not bother the 

soldiers in the least, no more than a city dweller is bothered by the clanking 

and rattling of streetcars under his window or a country man by the mooing 

of cows or the chirping of grasshoppers in his orchard. 
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They did their work, occasionally sticking their heads out of the window 

to see what was happening. These streets, little damaged as yet, were empty 

and seemed to be uninhabited. 

The first embrasure was already completed. Having set up their machine 

gun, they began a second in the next room. But in lugging his next armful of 

bricks, Nachinkin suddenly noticed that Tarakul was not working; he was 

clamped to the sight of his machine gun, all muscles strained, staring across 

the street. 

ñGermans!ò guessed Nachinkin. 

He carefully put the bricks on the floor and glanced out of the unfinished 

masonry of the second window. 

Five Germans armed with tommy guns were stealing furtively along the 

street towards the house. Nachinkin grabbed the rifle standing in the corner, 

but Tarakul snatched it out of his hands. 

ñDonôt scare them; itôs a scouting party. Thereôll be others behind them. 

Let them come closer and then give it to them...ò he whispered and leaned 

over his machine gun. 

Nachinkin, with bated breath and stealthy movements, quickly placed his 

machine gun in the unfinished embrasure of the next room. 

At any other point along the gigantic front, two soldiers who found them-

selves cut off from their units in such a situation would probably have imme-

diately made their way back to their lines, especially since no one had ordered 

them to defend this house. But this was in Stalingrad, at the height of the great 

battle, and these two did not even think of retreating before danger. They lay 

down at their machine guns, put the disks into place and began to watch. 

Before reaching the corner the Germans slopped to discuss something and 

examine the crossroad. One of them whistled softly and waved his hand. 

About thirty tommy gunners appeared. They also moved stealthily to the cross 

street and stood flat against the wall. They formed an excellent target from the 

house. The machine gunners could hear the broken plaster crackle under the 

enemies' feet, and the strange, ominous, unintelligible speech. Again the Ger-

mans sent the scouts ahead. 

Two sharp volleys tore through the air. Then two more. Several Germans 

fell; the others fled, not understanding where the shots had come from. After 

running a short distance, they stopped and seemed to dissolve in the ruins. 

ñThatôs that!ò shouted Tarakul triumphantly, the yellowish whites of his 

gypsy eyes flashing. 

In his happiness, he even jumped up and danced a jig on the parquet. Na-

chinkin only shook his head and silently pointed to the framework of the large 

stone house on the opposite side, clearly seen through the embrasures. It was 

not difficult to discern figures moving cautiously in the black gaps of the win-

dows. Soon from both streets enemy soldiers came rushing to the crossroad, 

hugging archways, jumping into craters, hiding behind telegraph poles. They 
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approached the house  from two directions at once. 

Tarakul was dumbfounded. There were many of them, but the thing which 

most terrified him was that they stood not only in front of him, as was usual 

in the battles for the city, but on both sides of him, and even behind. The first 

thing he wanted to do was to runðrun fastðrun to his own men, to save him-

self and his gun before it was too lateðto escape from the circle he felt to be 

closing in on him. But he noticed his companion carrying his machine gun in 

a businesslike manner to the next room and realized that he intended to cover 

the flank. His comradeôs calm behaviour brought him to his senses. 

Having overcome the instinctive fear that had seized him, Tarakul pressed 

against the machine-gun sight and began shooting short volleys at the Ger-

mans running across along the street. Those who had settled opposite opened 

fire. But Tarakul felt that he was invulnerable behind the brick masonry. And 

seeing that the enemyôs bullets only raised clouds of mortar, ricochetting with 

an angry whistle, without harming him, his fear passed. And as often happens 

at critical moments at the front, his fear was replaced by confidence and even 

a calm joy when the Germans (there were lots of them out there on the street) 

ran back, jumping over the dead, paying no attention to the wounded, fleeing 

in panic from his machine-gun fire. Now Tarakul fired cold-bloodedly. And 

every time a grey figure fell to the ground he shouted: 

ñSo thatôs that!ò 

In the next room Nachinkinôs machine gun was workingð-in the literal 

sense of the word. The former turner, coolheaded as ever, introduced an ele-

ment of calculation even into his fighting. He was economic with ammunition, 

shooting volleys of only five cartridges, and then only when he sighted several 

figures at once. He was the first to repulse the attack in his street. Then he 

brought his rifle to the aid of his comrade and, settling himself at the embra-

sure, he carefully took aim and began shooting those occupying the house 

across the way. The enemy replied with tommy-gun fire. They aimed above 

the unblocked window. 

The room became filled with dust and whizzing bullets. The machine gun-

ners lay down on the floor. Then the firing ceased. 

ñYou remain here,ò said Nachinkin and crawled back to his gun. 

When the attack had been repulsed and silence reigned, Tarakul in his turn 

visited his friend. Now he was aware of his own strength, and in order to give 

vent to this abundant strength and to the joy swelling in his breast, he gave Na-

chinkin a resounding slap on the back. The latter angrily threw off his arm and 

set to rolling himself a cigarette. Tarakul noticed that this man whose coolness 

and matter-of-factness had so recently inspired him with courage, was now pale 

and his fingers were trembling, scattering the tobacco on his knees. 

ñDid you see! Did you see how they... how we chased them back!ò 

ñWhat are you so happy about, do you think that they fled and thatôs all?... 

Donôt worry, theyôll come back.... Are you married? Have you any children?ò 
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ñIôm single,ò answered Tarakul, not even hearing the question clearly. 

ñHow they ran!ò  

ñIôm married.... I have four kids.... Well, what are you sitting here for? 

Get back to your machine gun!ò 

And again they crawled through the rooms, each to his own embrasure. 

Nachinkinôs words came true. Only now did the battle really begin. An 

hour later the Germans made another sortie, then two short strenuous at-

tacksðone after the other. The machine gunners beat them off. They became 

more skilful with experience, and the thought of holding out until reserves 

came never left them. Their position was convenient and they adjusted them-

selves to the situation (in so far as it is possible to adjust oneself to such a 

situation). And more and more grey figures, looking like bundles of discarded 

rags, dotted the neutral strip of deserted road overgrown with grass blighted 

by the morning frost. 

The Germans then brought up trench mortars. They began shelling the 

house from the garden opposite and continued the bombardment for some 

twenty minutes. About a dozen small mines exploded on the upper floor. Eve-

rything in the house was overturned, broken, mixed with fallen plaster. But 

when the Germans again rushed into attack, two machine guns held them back 

with a deadly curtain of fire. During the shelling the machine gunners had sat 

in the narrow bathroom, and as soon as it was over they crawled across the 

debris to their embrasures. 

It is hard to say what happened to the Germans. Perhaps they imagined 

they were fighting a whole garrison, or that they had bumped into a camou-

flaged pillbox, or perhaps their fighting spirit was simply broken by the stub-

bornness of these two men. However that may be, they abandoned the attempt 

to break into the house. Instead, they brought up three heavy guns and began 

firing point-blank at the building. 

After each explosion, Tarakul would shout to his friend in the next room: 

ñIôm alive, how about you?ò 

And the other would answer peevishly, as if brushing away a mosquito: 

ñWhat could happen to me!ò 

But after an exceptionally severe explosion, which shook the whole house 

and filled it with suffocating clouds of dust, Nachinkin did not answer his 

comrade. Tarakul rushed to him. Among the broken furniture, plaster and 

brick, lay the strapping machine gunner with wounds in both legs. He tried to 

get up but fell back, opening his mouth as if choking for air. 

ñWounded,ò he muttered through his teeth. 

ñWhatôs to be done?ò flashed through Tarakulôs brain. It turned out that 

he was alone. Run? But his pal was wounded. And the machine guns? And 

how could he run with such a fellow on his back? His mind worked clearly 

and rapidly, as is usual in such cases. The next moment, Tarakul was already 

dragging his friend to the cellar where they had already taken the boxes of 
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cartridgesðjust in case, as the businesslike Nachinkin had said. Tarakul 

dragged the machine guns and disks down below also. He placed them in the 

same order as they had been above, sticking the barrels through the rectangu-

lar ventilators. 

The fire sector of their guns was now smaller, but the massive vaults of 

the old cellar protected them securely. When everything had been done, Tara-

kul felt very tired. He threw himself on the floor and for some time lay still, 

pressing his hot forehead against the cold stone. 

Just at this moment came a series of explosions which caused the whole 

house to shake and everything to crash overhead. They were caused by bomb 

bursts. The Germans had called dive bombers to their aid, and one explosion 

brought down the house. The cellar was buried under a mountain of bricks 

and rubble, but its massive walls held. 

Tarakul and his wounded comrade remained alive but stunned, deafened, 

shell-shocked, buried under the debris, cut off from the world. On coming to, 

Tarakul looked around and examined the cellar. 

ñA tomb,ò he said thickly, turning to his comrade who was lying by the 

wall with his eyes closed. 

Nachinkin opened his eyes. 

ñA fort,ò he answered simply. He looked at one embrasure, then at the 

other and added: ñAnd what a fort! Only the garrison is rather small.ò 

Despite the hopelessness of the situation, they now had one advantage: 

they did not have to fear an attack from the rear. The heap of ruins safely 

protected them from all shells. Only the direct hit of a bomb could hurt them 

now. And what seasoned soldier fears a direct hit! 

Yurko Tarakul was seized by a desire for activity. He placed the machine 

guns more conveniently in the embrasures and put boxes under them, making 

it possible to sit down at the job. He dragged the case of cartridges over to his 

wounded friend who offered to load the disks. Tarakul himself ran from em-

brasure to embrasure keeping an eye on what was going on out in the street. 

It appeared that they greatly astonished the Germans with their persistence. 

Even long after the house had been demolished, they feared to approach it. 

When they did finally make an attack, they were met with the fire of the same 

two machine guns, stubbornly banging away from somewhere under the ruins.... 

Tarakul and his wounded comrade fired. But in spite of his fame in the 

company as a man of iron, the wounded man quickly weakened and lost con-

sciousness, falling helpless near the embrasure. Then Tarakul ran from one 

machine gun to the other, keeping both streets under fire. He sweated in the 

damp cellar. He threw off his greatcoat, then his tunic, then his shirt, and, 

naked to the waist, his face haggard and black from smoke, dust, and gunpow-

der, his hair damp and matted, he shot crazily and in complete self -oblivion 

until Nachinkin regained consciousness and staggered along the wall to his 

machine gun. 
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Thus for two days these two Soviet soldiers buried under the ruins pitted 

their strength against that of the German unit trying to capture this formless 

mound of bricks and plaster, turned into a fortress by human will-power. To 

seize these ruins became a matter of prestige to the Germans. 

It became harder and harder for the ñgarrisonò to hold out. More than a 

day had passed since they had divided the last rusk which had heen found in 

the knapsack of the practical Nachinkin. There was no water. During the night 

they licked the rime which formed on the walls of the cellar. The last pinch of 

tobacco, shaken out of pocket seams, had long since been smoked. And what 

was still worse, the cartridges were ending. 

ñIf they bring in tanks, then things will be bad,ò said Nachinkin when they 

opened the cartridge case and reloaded the empty disks. 

Nachinkin was already so weak that the tight spring of the disk mecha-

nism kept slipping out of his hands. 

ñWell, if we must perish, let it be with music!ò answered Tarakul, blink-

ing his yellowish eyes. 

He was also weak from hunger and lack of sleep, but could still hold out. 

In order to economize the energy in his weakening body, he would remain 

utterly still at the embrasure for hours at a time, and then it seemed as though 

only his eyes and ears were alive. 

ñYou have music on the brain. Not with music but with good sense. 

What's the use of making a lot of senseless noise? What's it good for? A fellow 

can only live once!ò 

Nachinkin continued to reload the disks. With his friendôs help he even 

managed during the most difficult moments to get to his machine gun and 

shoot. But thoughts of death came ever more often to his mind. And he wanted 

to tell his comrade, this young Moldavian grape grower to whom he had been 

joined by fate, something great and important, something wise, something that 

was maturing in his heart and which he did not know how to put into words. 

ñA man must not die until he has done everything, get me? Everything he 

could.... Everything,ò he said finally, tortured by lack of words and fearing 

that his friend would not understand him. 

He made Yurko learn the address of his family and the name of his good 

friend, the director of the factory he had worked in before the war. He made 

the soldier promise if he survived the war, he would look up his family and 

tell his wife about these last hours; that he would find the director and tell him 

how the Minsk turner had perished in Stalingrad. 

Nachinkin had had a misunderstanding with this director. They had been 

what you might call friends, but during the first days of the war, when the 

factory was evacuated to the east, the turner had refused to go along. He had 

declared he was going to stay and defend the city. Then the director had said 

something which had offended Nachinkin so deeply that he could not forgive 

him. The story of how private Nachinkin had fought, was to shame the director 
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and give the lie to his insulting words. 

But like real soldiers, they did not talk about death; they talked about 

when and from whom they could expect help. 

And in spite of everything, they believed that this help would come. 

And actually now when the firing of their machine guns grew weaker be-

cause of lack of cartridges, trench mortars rumbled behind them and the black 

smoke of frequent explosions rose in front of the house, blocking German 

access to it. 

Hungry, thirsty, completely worn out by lack of sleep, they listened to the 

close thunder, as to the voice of a friend, promising help. This din seemed to 

contact them with their own soldiers, from whom they were separated by a 

mountain of rubble and a few dozen metres of no manôs land. 

On the third night, just before dawn, a startling thing occurred. Tarakul, 

dozing with open eyes near the embrasures, suddenly heard a strange human 

voice. He thought perhaps he was delirious, and leaned his forehead against 

the cold, rime-covered stone, licking some hoarfrost which tasted of dampness 

and mould. No, he was not hearing things: there was a voice. Yurko glanced 

at his comrade. Nachinkin was asleep, holding a disk in one hand and a hand-

ful of cartridges in the other. 

No, he was not speaking. A wooden, inhuman voice stubbornly muttered 

into his ears familiar and yet unintelligible words: something about bread, 

meat and butter. Tarakul became frightened. He poked his sleeping comrade. 

Nachinkin listened. The shadow of a smile appeared on his blackened, 

shrunken lips. 

ñFascists. Theyôre shouting to us, trying to convert us.ò 

ñSurrender, youôll get good treatment.... Youôll have good things to eat!ò 

yelled the expressionless voice from out of the morning shadows. 

ñThey want to buy us with a piece of bread. And where? In this city! 

Idiots!ò said Nachinkin softly. ñTake a look at what fascism does to a man. 

He canôt rise higher than his belly. And they were the people who invented 

the Diesel!ò 

When the fear of the unintelligible left him, Tarakul felt a flow of irre-

pressible fury. He went to his machine gun and sent a long volley in the di-

rection of the voice. He shot until the last cartridge fell to the stone floor, 

ringing in the silence which settled down with the last shot. 

In recalling the days of this extraordinary duel, Yurko Tarakul could not 

say exactly for how long they had defended the house. In general, he could 

not remember anything about the last day, except that he had shot from both 

machine guns, not seeing anything before him but the cross streets, not think-

ing of anything but that the Germans had to be held back. Only this thought 

was clearly printed in his consciousness, foggy from hunger and fatigue. 

They held out until somewhere far-off through the frequent firing they 

heard a ñhurrah,ò which drew closer and louder; until the heavy steps of the 
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attacking infantry sounded on the ruins of the pavements, and until our own, 

dear, familiar greatcoats and clumsy soldiersô boots flashed in the embrasures. 

Then he left his machine guns and began shaking his limp comrade shout-

ing only: 

ñOur people have come!ò 

A fresh regiment of reserves had crossed the Volga during the night, 

pushed back the Germans, and cleaned up the cross street. Soldiers from Lieu-

tenant Shokhenkoôs platoon ran to the ruins. They could hear the weak voices 

and had to dig for a long time and even dynamite the stones in order to get 

Nachinkin and Tarakul out. Someone (the chief of the sappers directing this 

excavation, it seems), called the ruins of the house jokingly, ñTarakulôs re-

doubt.ò And this name, given as a joke, took root, appeared in the press, and 

later was marked on war maps.... 

I saw this remarkable place with my own eyes. By the light of flashlights 

we made our way down to the cellar through gaps rent by the sappers. The 

bluish light of the moon pierced the embrasures in two shining rays which 

spread a white light over the floor, revealing the thick sprinkling of empty 

cartridge shells, already turning green. A bloody bandage lay in the corner. 

Mikhail Nachinkin had probably lain there. Through the embrasure one got a 

glimpse of ruined walls covered with silvery rime against the slate-black back-

ground of the sky, suggesting theatre settings. Over them shone the stars, 

sharp and cold. The afterglow of fires hung heavy over the earth. 

When our eyes became accustomed to the semidarkness of the cellar, we 

were able to make out a sentence carved on the grey frost-covered wall. The 

lieutenant turned his flashlight on it. ñGuardsmen Yurko Tarakul and Mikhail 

Nachinkin here stood unto the death. In holding out, they conquered death.ò 

ñOur commissar wrote it,ò said the lieutenant, and once more he read: ñIn 

holding out, they conquered death.ò 

ñImagine their fearðfacing the enemy all alone on nights like this.ò 

ñFear? Thatôs not the word. Weôve forgotten such words here.... Alone? 

Thatôs another thing, and thatôs bad, especially in battle,ò said Shokhenko. 

ñBut we know no such word as fear.ò 

I wanted to write a detailed account of this one Stalingrad house for the 

sake of those who, in generations to come, will read the epic story of the de-

fence of the city where the word ñfearò was forgotten; to write it as I heard it 

from Tarakul and his comrades-in-arms. 
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We Are Soviet People 
The girl looked about nineteen. She was slim and graceful. Her olive face 

had not quite lost the rounded contours of childhood, the wide eyes, large and 

clear, fringed with long lashes, looked at you gaily and wonderingly as though 

asking: is everything really so marvellous, comradesðor do I simply imagine 

it? 

It was only the too elaborate, high coiffure of her luxurious dark chestnut 

hair that somehow spoiled this fair image, like a jarring note in a fine song. 

She wore a summery flowered dress, with a gold chain around her sun-

burnt neck, which carried the charming young head so proudly. 

She must have realized that she looked out of place among all those sun-

burnt people in their washed-out, sun-bleached tunics, and so she had thrown 

someoneôs greatcoat around her shoulders, and notwithstanding the sultry heat 

of the windless August evening, she kept it on as she sat outside the white-

washed Ukrainian cottage. 

She was watching with avid interest the life of the ordinary village where 

headquarters were located. With the same affectionate eagerness she looked 

at the faded, oil-stained overalls of the drivers who were fussing with the en-

gine of an overturned jeep in the shade of a cherry orchard; at the army post-

man with his cap over one ear and his bulging satchel over one shoulder, as 

he passed her with the solemn and important look peculiar to army postmen 

when they are carrying a large batch of fresh mail; at the chief of the Military 

Intelligence Department, a stout colonel, spruce and neatly belted who was 

pacing in creaking boots up and down on the other side of the garden fence, 

engrossed in his own thoughts; at the men of the guard, lounging on the dusty 

greensward at the back of the house, taking turns reading aloud the letters they 

had just received from home. 

ñI keep looking at everything as if Iôd been starved, and still I canôt get 

enough. You can never understand that feeling. Only those can understand it 

who have been torn away for a long time from their own folks, from all that 

theyôre used to, thatôs near and dear to them, and have had to plunge into that 

alien and evil world!ò she said in a low rich voice. 

The childlike look that had illumined her face a moment before was swept 

away as though by the wind, and I fancied she gave a little shudder of disgust 
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under the rough overcoat. 

It was beyond belief that this girl, so tenderly youthful and light-hearted, 

followed the most dangerous and responsible of all military professions, that 

she was the nameless heroine who, on the other side of the front line, risking 

her life every minute, supplied our headquarters with information that helped 

the command forestall enemy movements. Those engaged in such work are 

close, tight-lipped people, as a rule. But they were ungrudging in their praise 

of this girl. 

She went under the name of Birchtree. I donôt know how it happened to 

be given her, but it would have been hard to find a better one. She really re-

minded you of a graceful birch sapling, one that quivers with every leaf in the 

faintest breeze. And nothing about her appearance betrayed the cool courage, 

the will power, the confident, calculating cunning that are the indispensable 

qualities of anyone in her profession. It was probably this that ensured her 

unfailing success on the most difficult missions. 

The chief of the Military Intelligence Department, after asking for my 

solemn promise never to divulge her real name, told me her war biography. 

The only daughter of an eminent scientist, she had grown up in an old 

family, received an excellent education, had been taught music and singing, 

and from childhood had spoken Ukrainian, Russian, French and German with 

equal facility. When the war broke out, she was in her last year at the univer-

sity. She was specializing in philology, being particularly interested in Euro-

pean literature of the Renaissance. She had even written an article on the plays 

of Racine which was published under a pseudonym in an Academy periodical. 

At the outbreak of the war she had, against her parentsô will, refused to 

take her final examinations, and entered a training course for nurses. She had 

decided to go to the front. But before she had finished the course the enemy 

advanced on her home town, and fighting took place on its outskirts. For some 

time she and her comrades from the training course helped carry the wounded 

off the battlefield and worked in the evacuation hospital. The enemy was clos-

ing in around the town. The order came to evacuate. Her parents insisted that 

she should accompany them. 

ñIt is an old saying that from him to whom much has been given, much is 

expected,ò her father said. ñAny girl can carry wounded off the field, but re-

member, the state has gone to great expense to give you an education. You 

know languages as few know them. It is your duty to render a greater service 

to the government by working in the rear.ò 

The girl well knew that her father was not sincere in his arguments; he 

could not really be thinking this. But she did not wish to hurt him, so she said 

gently: 

ñPapa, I have heard that right now even the girders of the Palace of the 

Soviets are being smelted in order to make shells and tank armour. We have 

to win at any price. This is no time for petty calculations.ò 
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She did not evacuate with her parents, but her fatherôs words made her 

think. It was true that she knew languages, could very likely be of more use 

to her country in this way than in looking after the wounded. With this in 

mind, she set out for the District Committee of the Communist Party. 

The town was to be evacuated in a few hours. At Party headquarters, 

weary people, crushed with grief and fatigue, were burning documents. Dry 

ashes flew about the rooms and rustled underfoot. Armed volunteers from the 

workersô battalions kept coming in and out. Telephones were ringing furi-

ously. Nobody had any time for her. Nobody wanted to listen to this slender, 

pretty, well-dressed girl. Though up to that time she had been rather diffident 

with strangers, now she showed her true mettle. Having fooled one, got rid of 

another with a joke and simply pushed the third out of her way, she finally 

managed to force her way into the office of the secretary of the District Party 

Committee. She told him her name, which was fairly well known in the town, 

and informed him that she had an excellent knowledge of foreign languages 

and wanted him to give her some military assignment. 

ñWhatôs that? So youôre Professor Xôs daughter, eh? Why havenôt you 

evacuated?ò the secretary asked, making an effort to tear himself away from 

all the problems connected with evacuation. He examined her papers atten-

tively, and then, suddenly remembering something, he asked: ñDo you know 

German?ò 

ñYes, I know it as well as I know my own Ukrainian.ò 

The secretary glanced dubiously again at the slim young figure, the 

rounded childlike face: 

ñThe mission Iôm thinking about may prove very difficult and, I must tell 

you straight, very dangerous.ò 

ñI am ready....ò 

He asked the others to go out, then picked up the receiver of the field 

telephone on his desk and called a number. 

ñCan you hear me? This is... yes, I have a suitable person here for the 

job,ò he said to someone. ñKnows German perfectly. Very suitable, I know 

her parents. Splendid, devoted, loyal people. Iôll send her to you right away. 

Yes, Iôve warned her already and I'll do it again.ò He replaced the receiver and 

looked her in the eye with a kindly, attentive scrutiny. ñVery well, I shall con-

tact you with one of our comrades who is remaining here for the purpose of 

carrying on underground work. But perhaps you havenôt the faintest idea of 

what you are taking on. Your life will be at stake every minute.ò 

ñPlease donôt waste time; I have already given you my answer,ò replied 

the girl. 

And that was how the daughter of the noted professor remained in her 

native town after it had been occupied by the Germans. 

She was not the only one left here for underground work, but to her had 

been allotted the most dangerous and responsible job. Some had to watch the 
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movements of the Germans and the traitors, others were assigned to blow up 

stores and dumps, put locomotives out of commission, while still others had 

to hunt down fascist officials. ñBirchtree,ò who knew German so well, was 

instructed by the underground committee to act the part of a pampered young 

lady, the daughter of well-known parents, a girl who intensely admired eve-

rything western and had no desire to give up her comfort for the sake of some 

abstract idea, abandon everything going eastwards into the unknown. The fas-

cist colonel who took up his quarters in the absent professor s spacious flat 

immediately felt attracted to his young hostess. Of an evening she played ex-

cerpts from Wagnerôs operas on the piano and read Goetheôs verses. The colo-

nel introduced her to his friends, important staff officers, and to the general 

who was his chief. 

The Ukrainian Fraulein proved an immediate success. The daughter of a 

professor and the descendant of wealthy Ukrainian landlords, as the colonel 

hinted, was vastly superior to the fat, vulgar, strident and stupid Nazi ladies 

of their circle. The officers did their utmost to please her, and never could they 

have guessed where this charming girl, ñthe descendant of wealthy landlords,ò 

betook herself twice a week with her gay sunshade, handbag, and a copy of 

the Führerôs Mein Kampf, presented to her by the colonel with his autograph. 

She went to the home of a shoemaker who lived in a whitewashed cottage 

on the riverbank beyond the town. Here she took out of her bag some smart 

slippers worn down at the heels, and, first making sure that no one was watch-

ing, wept her tears of indignation, rage, and disgust on the broad shoulder of 

the bearded old shoemaker. In this clean, simple little cottage surrounded by 

an orchard, her strained nerves found relief. The flirtatious, fashionable young 

thing, so charming and coquettish, so eager to amuse the coarse, complacent 

Germans, became herself again, a Soviet girl, the citizen of her captured but 

unconquered town ðsincere, suffering, and full of hate. 

ñOh, how sick I am of it! If you only knew, Uncle Levko, how I loathe 

living amongst them, listening to their bragging, smiling at them when I want 

to choke them, shaking hands with those who deserve to be shotðno, not 

shotðhanged!ò 

The ñshoemaker,ò an old Bolshevik who had worked in the underground 

during the Civil War, soothed and comforted her as best he could. Then they 

sat down in the little back room to draw up  a report of all she had heard and 

seen. They made a meal of cold jellied meat, pickled tomatoes, sour milk, and 

ñteaò of lime flowers, sweetened with saccharine. And in these homely sur-

roundings her sick and lonely soul found comfort and healing. A little later a 

smart, carefree girl climbed the hill back to the town again, twirling her gay 

sunshade and humming the German song, Lili Marlene, while the hungry 

townsfolk watched her with hatred in their eyes. These glances of hatred, the 

necessity of enduring insult in silence, always in silence, fearing to disclose 

to these people even by the merest hint of who she was, why she was here, 
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and for what she was fightingðthis was the hardest part of all. 

Her nerves were steady; she played her part superbly and was proving of 

inestimable value. But at last even her nerves began to give way. It was be-

coming increasingly difficult to act her role and disguise her feelings. When 

she went to report to the ñshoemakerò she implored him to relieve her, to give 

her some otherðany other mission. Her idea of rest and relief was actionð

raids on enemy transports, burning arsenals, blowing up trains, fighting with 

a gun in her hands like the other participants in the underground movement. 

But at that time the headquarters of a whole German army group was located 

in the town, the information she could get was even more important than 

usual, and the ñshoemakerò was obliged to refuse her request and remain firm 

in sending her back again. 

Finally the headquarters moved away, and the ñshoemakerò promised that 

in a couple of days she might disappear. Then came disaster. The colonel 

quartered in her flat was promoted to the rank of general. He celebrated the 

occasion by getting drunk and broke into her room that night with a bottle of 

champagne. Beside herself with indignation, she struck him full in the face. 

He only roared with laughter, kissed her hand, and turned the other cheek. 

Those wonderful little hands could not insult a German general, one who had 

conquered six countries and was now fighting in the seventh! And she was the 

best of all the trophies he had annexed! He offered her his hand and his heart. 

The girl was horrified, shaken with loathing from head to foot. The new 

general followed her about on his knees, clutching at her dress. She tried to 

escape from him into another room. He burst in there as well, boasting 

hoarsely that the Soviets were in their death agony, that fighting was going on 

in the streets of Moscow, that here in the fertile Ukraine all the Germans 

would be given estates and she would be his wifeðho-ho, the wife of a Ger-

man landowner! And all those peasants who set themselves up as the lords of 

life and babbled about Socialism would be their serfs, the draught horses on 

their land. The drunken fascist was insulting her fellow countrymenðand the 

girl could not stand it. Her will gave way. Snatching his silver-mounted dag-

ger, topped with the spread eagle, she plunged it up to the hilt into the gen-

eralôs throat. 

All the military and civil police, all the gendarmes and special SS troops 

who arrived in the town scoured the place for a month, searching every street, 

every house, making endless raids. But the girl was not to be found; she was 

safely across the front line. 

Once among her own people, she set herself patiently and perseveringly 

to learn all that might be of use to her in carrying out the hardest and most 

dangerous work she could do for her country. 

The trail of the noted professorôs daughter who had killed a newly-pro-

moted Hitlerite general was lost in the large Ukrainian town. A short time later 

the military Kommandant of Kharkov engaged a very pretty interpreter by the 
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name of Erna Weiner. Fraulein Weinerôs fate awakened the sympathy of the 

Kommandant, the last scion of a decayed branch of Baltic barons who, in ad-

dition to his Nazi ideas, had personal grudges against the Soviet regime. Erna 

Weiner informed the chief that she was the daughter of a prominent German 

colonist of the Odessa Region. Her father had once owned orchards, vine-

yards, melon plantations, and had hired labourers in the summer season by the 

hundred, had bought grain on a large scale and been the owner of a flour mill 

as well. But of all this he had been ruthlessly deprived by the Bolsheviks. 

Since then he had dragged out a wretched existence, but still had contrived to 

put a little bit by in a safe spot, and out of these small means had given his 

children an education. Eventually he had been arrested for his sympathies to 

the new Germany, sympathies which, as an honest, straightforward man, he 

had not been able and had not cared to hide.... 

Fraulein Erna, who had suffered so much from the Bolsheviks, soon be-

came the head interpreter in the Kommandantur, and was subsequently trans-

ferred to the garrison commander's office. 

Her new chief, an SS Brigadenführer, also displayed sympathy for the 

unfortunate Fraulein. Her flawless German, her ability to sing old Bavarian 

songs, for which the sentimental butchers had so strong a predilection, her 

ability to play the piano, brought her many admirers. ñYes, old Johann Weiner 

managed to give his children a splendid education, even in this incomprehen-

sible country!ò they marvelled. And even when the Germans missed some 

important documents, or it became plain to them that the Soviet Command 

knew far too much about their secret plans, not the faintest shadow of suspi-

cion fell on Erna Weiner. But what a price this girl paid for the fascist secrets 

she secured for her country! She now had to be present at highly confidential 

interrogations and see the German hangmen torture Soviet people under sen-

tence of death, translate their last cries of agony, their curses, listen to insults 

from them. Only love for her country, a boundless and all-embracing love, 

gave her strength for this task. And none but the liaison man of the under-

ground movement, a grim warrior racked with rheumatism who sat at his radio 

in the basement of a ruined house and never stirred abroad, ever heard her 

complain. Pale as the moon on a chilly night, hardly able to move, deprived 

as he had been of sun and fresh air for over a year, this man comforted her as 

best he could with his clumsy soldierôs sayings and served her as an example 

of devotion to a great cause. His quiet courage was her mainstay. 

The last and worst ordeal of all awaited ñBirchtreeò a few weeks before 

the taking of Kharkov. She told me about it herself, as we sat outside the 

whitewashed cottage on a fine August evening. 

ñYou know, of course, how nervous they were when Konyevôs army, 

breaking through to Belgorod, was marching on Kharkov from the east. Heav-

ens, the things that went on there! It reminded you of an anthill into which a 

burning brand had been shoved. The soldiers don't countðtheyôre mere 
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automatons. But if you could have seen their superiors! Forgetting even ordi-

nary appearances of decency, they feverishly packed up pictures, museum 

treasures, antiques, furnitureðall that they had stolen and taken to their own 

quarters. It was all shipped to the rear right before the eyes of the soldiers. 

And as for the rumours! It wasnôt a headquarters, but a market for the ex-

change of rumours, each one wilder than the other. Particularly about Soviet 

aircraft. It was said that huge new air units had arrived from the Far East. Tens 

of thousands of planes of types never before seen with some monstrous new 

armaments. All the officers used to go down to the basement to sleep. It sur-

prised even me to find out how white-livered, petty, and cowardly they turned 

out to be in a tight place. And I rejoiced. When I came to work in the morning 

I would say to my chief in a pitiful voice: óHerr Brigadenführer, does this 

mean itôs all over with us? Theyôll  kill me when they get here!...ô I noticed 

that he turned pale, but he still tried to put a bold face on. óOh, Fraulein, Ger-

many is still so strong! Perhaps even too strong. Suffers from being too full -

blooded.ô He wound up with assuring me that no matter what happened, I 

would always be able to get away in his car. 

ñOne night I was aroused and told to come to his office. He was extremely 

excited and in a very good humour. He told me there was to be a very im-

portant interrogationðhis whole career depended upon it. Oh, if you only 

knew how much they all think of their careers! Well, when I heard that, I went 

cold all over: whom could they have caught? I knew that the Kharkov under-

ground, which kept the Germans in a constant state of intense dread, had be-

come particularly active, and I was always afraid some of them might be 

caught. My chief paced up and down the office. Special preparations were 

being made; the table was laid; wine, fruit and sweets were set out on it. The 

sight of these things made me feel more miserable than ever. For whom could 

it be? For whom? What did all these special preparations mean? 

ñ óSome big chief from the army expected?ô I asked as casually as I could, 

taking my seat in the corner I usually occupied during interrogations. 

ñ óNonsense! Would I be likely to go to this expense for any of those 

upstarts from the army?ô the chief retorted. óThis is for someone far more im-

portant, and far more interesting. Weôve had a capital haul today. This is going 

to mean the end of the abominable suspense. Weôll find out what surprise 

theyôve been cooking up for us. And it may spoil their game, oho!ô 

ñI decided that some important Soviet officer must have been captured. 

But I was very much surprised when I saw the major, the chiefôs assistant and 

not the chief himself, sit down at the table. Then a stretcher was carried in 

under escort and set down beside the guest table. The tommy gunners were 

just going to take their posts at the door when the major dismissed them with 

a gesture. I could not see the man lying on the stretcher. Meanwhile the major 

had put on one of his most ingratiating smiles and asked me to tell our óguestô 

in Russian that he himself was a pilot and was delighted to welcome a gallant 
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colleague, who, judging by his decorations, must be a famous Russian ace. 

When he wanted to, this major knew very well how to assume an air of geni-

ality, and even of straightforward simplicity though he was one of the most 

loathsome creatures I ever saw thereðand I saw plenty, I can tell you! 

ñThen I had a better look at the man on the stretcher: he was young, very 

young, and he was wearing a faded tunic like yours, with three military Orders 

of the Red Banner and some other decorations. His shoulder straps were those 

of a lieutenant in the air force. And his look... excuse me... just a moment..;.ò 

She turned white, whiter than the wall of the house we were sitting next 

to, and she was breathing hard, biting her lip as though fighting down great 

physical pain. Then she gave a shake of her head and explained: 

ñItôs all nerves.... His legs were in plaster, his head was bandaged, and he 

looked at me askance with his large grey eyes, so candid and suffering. 

ñ óPlease, Fraulein, tell our colleague here that an unarmed adversary is 

no longer an enemy for us, that for the new Germany the conceptions of cour-

age and a soldierôs honour exceed national bounds. And tell him that as the 

right-hand man of the chief of the garrison, er-er... and a pilot by profession, 

Iôll be delighted to have a wineglass... er-er, perhaps that wouldnôt be quite 

Russian styleðto have a good mug of old wine with him.ô 

ñAs I was translating this, the grey eyes of the pilot rested on my face. 

And there was such hatred in them, no, not exactly hatredð such scorn and 

loathing, that the tears rose to my eyes against my will. 

ñ óTell him to stop playing the fool. He wonôt get anything out of me 

anyway and I donôt want his wine. But I could use a cigarette.ô  

ñThe major beamed, jumped up and offered his cigarette case. The pilot 

raised himself on one elbow, took a cigarette, and drew at it greedily. They 

were both silent. I could hear the faint crackle of the tobacco in the cigarettes. 

After a while the major stood up, clicked his heels smartly, introduced him-

self, and announced politely that he would be glad to know with whom he had 

the honour of becoming acquainted. 

ñ óOld devices. Iôve nothing to say, so they may as well take me away,ô 

replied the pilot, turning his back on the major. 

ñAnd no matter how much the major tried to make him talk, he lay with 

his face to the wall without uttering a sound. I saw that the German was losing 

patience, biting his lips, the muscles working in his face. I feared that he would 

suddenly let himself go and thenðwell, I knew what he was capable of! But 

they must have been in desperate need of information about our aircraft, for 

he kept a tight rein on himself, ordered the prisoner to be taken away, and 

even wished him good night. But as soon as the door had closed behind him, 

he let loose a torrent of violent curses, tossed off a glass of brandy, and flung 

himself down on the couch, looking absolutely done in, his eyes quite vacant. 

The chief came in, I was allowed to go, and was taken home. 

ñI never closed my eyes that night, though I felt worn out. That pilotðI 
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kept seeing his eyes on me, and the firm, ringing tones of his young voice 

remained in my ears. Next morning I was just getting ready to go and warn 

our people that a Soviet ace had been shot down while flying over our town 

and had been taken prisoner, when a car drove up to the door. The major him-

self was in it. óOrders are that we must worm all we can out of that fellow 

about Soviet aircraft. Information has come to hand that he belongs to the new 

units just flown here. Fraulein Erna, you will have to talk to this damned Bol-

shevik. Tell him whatever you like, only drag everything you can out of him. 

Youôll have more money than you know what to do with; youôll even get dec-

orated with the Iron Cross!ô 

ñI had never yet seen this cool and calculating combination of hangman 

and climber in such a state. He was so excited that he even let it out that a 

general in their air force who needed the information without fail had flown 

to Kharkov from headquarters. I had no alternative. It would even be an ad-

vantage to see the pilot alone. I might be able to warn him. But when I re-

membered the look in his eyes even I, accustomed as I was to facing death, 

felt afraid, actually afraid, to enter his cell. You can imagine what he must 

have thought of me! 

ñStill, I took a firm hold on myself, and when the door clanged to behind 

me I forced myself to go over to him. He looked even thinner and his face was 

more hollow than the day before; his eyes were open wider and assumed the 

same scornful expression when they looked at me. I fancied that a shudder ran 

through him as I approached. 

ñ óHow do you feel? Has the doctor been to see you?ô I asked, simply to 

start the conversation somehow. 

ñ óThey had no luck, so theyôre setting their Alsatian bitch on me,ô he said 

with a sneer. 

ñI blushed. I could not keep back the tears, and he must have seen them 

in my eyes. His: voice was very weakðthat night must have taken a lot out 

of him, but he went on as firmly and cruelly as before: 

ñ óWhat makes you blush? Creatures who sell themselves shouldnôt 

blush! Just wait till you fall into our hands, youôll get a lesson you wonôt for-

get.ô 

ñI could hardly keep myself from falling on my knees there and then and 

telling him the whole story, so agonizing was it to hear those insults from his 

lips. And he went on, his voice rising: 

ñ óYou think youôll be able to retreat with the Germans and get away from 

us, donôt you? Weôll catch up, donôt worry! Weôll hunt you down in Berlin 

itself. Youôll never escape us; thereôll be no place for you to hide!ô 
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ñAnd he laughedðnot nervously, he didnôt seem to have any nervesðhe 

laughed triumphantly, gloatingly, as though he wasnôt lying helpless, in band-

ages, dying in an enemy prison, but had won through to Berlin as a victor, 

wreaking vengeance and meting out justice. And then I darted closer to him 

and, throwing caution to the winds, whispered: 

ñ óThey donôt know anything. They want to find out from you about some 

new air units. Theyôre all in a terrible panic here. Theyôre frightened, fright-

ened out of their lives. Donôt tell them anything, not a word. Be particularly 

careful with that redheaded major you saw yesterdayðheôs a dreadful crea-

ture....ô 

ñHe recoiled and listened in astonishment. 

ñ óSo thatôs it!ô he said, and then again: óSo thatôs it!ô and his eyes looked 

a little kinder, but were still watchful, scrutinizing me closely. óWell, such 

things do happen,ô and he smiled without his former malevolence. Giving me 

a wink, he suddenly shouted at the top of his voice: óClear out of here, you 

dirty spy! Iôm not going to tell you anythingðyou or your bosses, either! You 

wonôt get a word out of me!ô 

ñHe went on for some time, shouting so that he could be heard all over 

the prison. Then, dropping his voice, he asked me: 

ñ óSo youôre?...ô 

ñI nodded. I was trembling from head to foot and my teeth were chatter-

ing. 

ñ óListen, calm yourself,ô he said, óbut tell me honestlyðwill they finish 

me off?ô 

ñ óIf you wonôt talk theyôll shoot you,ô I told him, and we looked at each 

other questioningly again. 

ñ óThatôs a pity, a great pity. I havenôt seen much of life yet and Iôd, like 

to have lived a bit longer!... Well, go away now, go away.ô 

ñ óIsnôt there anything I could pass on for youðover there?ô I asked. 

ñ óYour eyes look so tortured, I almost believe you,ô he replied. óAlmost. 

And still I mustnôt. I wonôt tell you anything, itôll be better for us bothðso 

now goodbye....ô He sighed and then cursed and swore at me all over the 

prison again. 

ñThe tears choked me. A man like that! A man like that! And to think that 

we could do nothing for him! I ran out of the cell. The major was waiting 

impatiently, pacing up and down the corridor. He must have been eavesdrop-

ping, but judging by his face he had understood nothing but those curses. I 

could hardly stand on my feet. Nothing mattered to me any more. The muscles 

were working in the majorôs face and he was white with fury. 

ñ óDonôt cry, Fräalein, remember you are at work. As soon as he ceases 

to be of any use to us...ô he did not finish. I canôt remember how I got out of 

the prison.ò 

The girl heaved a sigh and was silent. Her nerves must have been in a bad 
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state even now. She was shivering, her lower jaw trembled, and her face 

twitched nervously. For a long time she said nothing. 

ñItôs very hard for me to talk about it, but I want the whole country to 

know how Soviet people behave out there. After all, you. can only guess. I 

must tell the whole thing, itôs my duty. Nobody but me knows anything about 

that manôs last hours.... 

ñAfter that encounter in the prison I went about all day in a kind of stupor; 

I had to make a tremendous effort of will, I had to muster all my forces and 

training, everything that was best in me, so as not to let go before them, before 

those creatures, and still I could not, and when they spoke of him, I broke 

down and burst out crying. Fortunately the major had already told the chief 

about our visit to prison and they interpreted it in their own fashion and tried 

to console me. I listened and covered my face with my hands so as not to see 

them. I was so afraid that I might not be able to stand it and would do some-

thing silly. 

ñBut the worst was to come. You probably know something about our 

work, donôt you? And about me? Iôm not a new hand at it. But still this was 

the most terrible ordeal Iôve ever gone through. The general I mentioned was 

a favourite of Göringôs, and they all kowtowed to him. He decided to question 

the pilot himself. He was tall and handsome enough, a cocksure fellow with 

high colouring and bleached eyelashes that reminded me of a pig. He went to 

the prison himself with my chief, the major, and me. As we all went in, he 

walked straight up to the pilot in his self-assured manner, introduced himself 

by nameðwhich was, by the way, a fairly well-known oneðand held out his 

hand. The pilot turned away and made no reply. 

ñ óYou are behaving badly, young man; I am a general, a hero of two 

wars. The rules of honour require an army man to acknowledge the greeting 

of his senior.ô 

ñI interpreted this. Very likely the general was a good actor. Theyôre all 

fairly comedians, those in the fascist upper circles. And he spoke with such 

an appealing air of goodwill! 

ñ óWhat do you know about honour, the pilot said, with a little laugh. 

ñThis, too, I translated. The general did not seem taken aback. He 

frowned, but only for a moment. Then he asked: 

ñ óPerhaps you have been badly treated here? What makes you so bitter? 

Are you dissatisfied with the medical treatment and care you have been given? 

Tell me, and Iôll immediately give orders that things be remedied. A hero re-

mains a hero under any circumstances.ô 

ñ óAsk him what he wants, ô the pilot said wearily. 

ñHe was evidently in terrible agony from his wounds, but he did not want 

the enemy to notice his suffering, and only the perspiration that beaded his 

forehead and trickled down his face revealed what he was going through. 

ñThe generalôs patience was wearing thin. 
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ñ óTell him, damn it all, that he is being given a good choice. A little 

information about the air unitsðinformation that none of his countrymen will 

ever know he gaveðand he is assured a quiet, easy life till the end of the war 

in one of the best European health resorts. Nice, Baden-Baden Bad 

Wildungen, Karlsbad.... Point out to him that his obstinacy is not likely to 

become known either: the worms in the grave eat the corpses of heroes and 

cowards with equal appetite.ô 

ñI translated the speech. The pilot burst out laughing. 

ñ óTell the general he is evidently the worthy spawn of his Führer.ô 

ñI could not think of the German word for spawn at the moment, and so 

translated it as disciple, and, to my surprise, the face of this dull, self-compla-

cent creature lit up. He seemed to fill out with importance and replied that it 

was so, the lieutenantôs observation was quite correct, he really endeavoured 

to imitate his Führer. He was sure, he said, that now they would find a com-

mon languageðtwo heroes, two soldiers. And he asked the Herr Leutnant, 

who had just shown him that he was far more sensible than many others of his 

countrymen, to tell him why these Soviet Russians were so helplessly stub-

born, why, in retreating, they had' burned their own homes; why, even on this 

side of the front, they did not want to submit and still persisted in struggling, 

letting themselves in for reprisals and punishment; why they preferred to die 

without revealing anything, though it was clear to any fool that they had lost 

the war? Why? This self-satisfied blockhead had taken the pilotôs remark that 

he was a worthy disciple of Hitler as a sign that the Russian had paid him a 

compliment, and was willing to accept his proposition. The general reasoned 

at some length, obviously showing off before my chief and the major, whom 

he considered to have disgraced themselves. I translated the questions to the 

pilot. 

ñ óThe fool!ô he said very distinctly. óTell him it's because we are Soviet 

peopleðnot their sort!ô 

ñIf you had only seen him at that moment! He raised himself on his elbow, 

his eyebrows, very black against the white bandages, drew close together and 

his eyes flashed. The general flew into a rage. He sprang up with a fil thy oath, 

quoted a German saying, roughly the equivalent of the Russian, óNo matter 

how well you feed a wolf, it will always look to the woods.ô The lieutenant, 

he said, was just a dull-witted, stupid beast, who repaid the gentlemanly treat-

ment and care he was receiving with blackest ingratitude. 

ñ óI thought it was the accepted thing, in accordance with the international 

agreement on the care of wounded,ô the lieutenant replied. 

ñ óAgreement, indeed! Ha-ha, as if we would waste German bandages on 

Russian swine that we get nothing from but a stink!ô  

ñThe general shouted and stamped his foot. My chief, realizing that he 

was depriving them of the last chance of getting anything out of the prisoner, 

strove respectfully and persistently to restrain him. But this was of no avail! 
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When I translated the generalôs words, the wounded pilot sat up with a jerk 

on the stretcher, knocked the plaster off his legs with his fists, and tore off the 

gauze bandages from his head and neck. The blood gushed out and streamed 

down his face. 

ñ óI donôt want any of your fascist mercy!ô he muttered. 

ñ óYou  filthy fanatics, barbarians, a country of northern Papuans!ô the 

general bellowed. 

ñThen suddenly, it all happened in an instant, he started back, pressing his 

hands to his face: the lieutenant had spat blood into his eyes. 

ñAll three Germans flung themselves on him, beating him and kicking 

him. The wounded man fought back. He was still strong, and rage gave him 

ten times more strength. Sitting on the stretcher, streaming with blood, he got 

a blow in wherever possible, and they could not get hold of him. I was stand-

ing close by. You understand, I had to look on while those beasts tore this 

fine, proud young man to pieces. With all my being I wanted to rush to his 

rescue, or if I couldnôt help, at least to die with him. I wasn't afraid to die. But 

I had my duty to think of, and I knew that now, on the eve of our offensive, 

my work here was of special importance and that I had no right to give myself 

away. To have died defending him, would have meant treason to my country, 

a blow to the cause. No matter what happened, our people had to be kept in-

formed, so that you here in the army would know what the fascists were up 

to, what their plans were. 

ñOn that day I did the only really brave thing I have ever done. I did not 

even cry out, but just sat there, clutching the chair arms so hard that my nails 

turned blue while I tried to fix every detail in my memory. They beat him to 

death before my very eyes. This wonderful man whose very name I did not 

know died fighting. The whole office was spattered with his blood. But in that 

hour I proved worthy of him; I did not give myself away. And no matter how 

hard things went with me afterwards, I carried on till the day and the hour 

when you took Kharkov.ò 

She was now shaking from head to foot, this slip of a girl with her delicate 

features, who in time of need had displayed the nerves of a seasoned fighter, 

the will of an old soldier. 

ñI never knew his name, and I donôt know it now, but I shall never forget 

him. I shall always see him as he wasðso strong and brave and noble.ò 

And suddenly she covered her face with her hands and sobbed, quivering 

like a young birch tree in an autumn gust. Her high-piled hair shook down, 

the hairpins fell out on the ground, the wavy chestnut locks streamed over the 

rough cloth of the army overcoat, and among the strands was one of grey. 

Then all of a sudden she calmed down. Her face, wet with tears, grew 

firm, even hard. She wiped her eyes, gathered and pinned up her hair, and said 

with a laugh:  

ñAll nerves... Iôll just have to go for a rest, thatôs all, thereôs nothing to be 
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done about it... Iôm getting a furlough....ò 

ñAnd then what?ò 

ñThen Iôll go back there; the war isnôt over yet.ò 

Her gentle face grew grim and unapproachable, and suddenly she looked 

ten years older. 

ñBack there? After all youôve gone through?ò 

ñHe said that day: óWe are Soviet people.ô The whole man was revealed 

in those words. I shall bear them in mind all mv life.ò 
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The Banner of the Regiment 
Here it is, that old, heavy silk banner, embroidered in gold, the sacred 

fighting emblem of the tank regiment, the banner for which a secret struggle 

was carried on for two years under the most unusual conditions. Many people 

participated in this struggle; much blood was shed and more than one person 

gave his life. But the main fighters were Ulyana Mikhailovna Belogrud, an 

old kolkhoz woman with a wise, tired, wrinkled face, and her daughter Mar-

iika, a seventeen-year-old Ukrainian beauty who reminded one of the charm-

ing portraits painted by the young Taras Shevchenko, Ukrainian poet and art-

ist. 

The battle for the banner began in September 1941 on the vast steppes 

around Poltava, through which the slow Psel River winds and loops. 

Having forced the Dnieper, the German armoured division of General 

Kleist was tearing towards Kharkov, and the remnants of the Soviet tank reg-

iment, long since cut off from their own unit, were fighting in the valley of 

the Psel River, shooting from ambush along the roads, attacking columns of 

enemy automobiles, enemy headquarters, and small rear garrisons in the vil-

lages. 

The tankists had long since used up their gasoline. They refilled their ma-

chines at deserted Machine-Tractor Stations, collected munitions from de-

stroyed tanks standing in large numbers on recent battlefields, and continued 

to fight. The Germans, seriously alarmed, turned their marching units against 

these unusual partisans. The Soviet regiment melted away in these unequal 

battles. Finally, on September 25, in the battle near Orzhets, the last two ma-

chines were burned. Only eight men were left from the tank regiment: Senior 

Lieutenant Vasili Shamrikha, Political Instructor Stepan Shapovalenko, Lieu-

tenant Leonid Yakuta, Sergeant Grigori Lysenko and Privates Nikita Ya-

kovlev, Lev Nasonov, Nikolai Ozherelov and Alexander Savelyev. These 

were tankists without tanks, fighters deprived of their habitual weapons. But 

though they found themselves far behind enemy lines, not one of them 

dreamed of laying down arms. 

One night Lieutenant Shamrikha called a halt among the dry, rustling 

reeds in the Orzhets swamps. Out of his bosom he pulled the regimental ban-

ner, unwrapped it in the light of the moon, and pressing the slippery silk to his 

heart said solemnly: 
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ñAs long as we eight soldiers have our weapons and this banner, our reg-

iment is not defeated. It exists. It is in action. Let us pledge on this banner, 

comrades, that we shall never shame it with cowardice or faintheartedness; 

that we shall not lay down arms as long as we are alive; that as long as a heart 

beats in one of us, we shall guard this banner and fight fascism.ò 

The lieutenant was the first to go on his knees and say: ñI swear!ò And he 

kissed the corner of the banner. Each one of his comrades did likewise. Then 

Shamrikha sewed the banner inside the lining of his padded jacket and said: 

ñLet us go.ò 

Thus the dismounted tankists launched upon partisan warfare. Perhaps 

one of those from this partisan group who remained alive has now in his lei-

sure time calculated how many German machines were burnt that autumn, 

how many supply columns were seized, how many Germans were killed in 

ambush, how much wheat prepared by the enemy Service Corps for shipment 

to the Vaterland was turned over to the population or set on fire. In those days, 

they had no time to keep accounts; they were constantly in action. They 

fought, and fought skilfully, cautiously, quickly, always hitting the mark, al-

ways appearing suddenly and disappearing just as suddenly, leaving no traces. 

And) the highest tribute to their activities was to be found in the instructions 

circulated by the German Feldkommandantur in Poltava on ñThe struggle 

with Soviet air-borne troops wearing tankist helmets in the Velikiye Krynki, 

Kobelyaki and Reshetilovka districts, numbering up to a thousand men.ò 

These instructions warned the Germans and their hirelings to be cautious 

in travelling through the steppes, prohibiting movement after dark and in col-

umns of less than fifteen machines without escort; the night guard of the Kom-

mandantur was enlarged and the garrisons were moved from village cottages 

to large buildings. Simultaneously notices appeared everywhere. The villagers 

were promised rich prizes and innumerable privileges if they would help find 

members of the Soviet band ñin tankist helmetsò and bring at least one of these 

partisans, dead or alive, to the Kommandantur. SS units were summoned from 

near Tarnopol to come to the Psel. Mass raids, shadowings, and arrests began. 

Squadrons of mounted policemen roamed the steppes, searching the ravines 

and valleys, and setting fire to the dry underbrush. 

But in spite of the fact that the steppes in these places were bare and 

smooth as a stone, and that when the snow had fallen a man could be spotted 

several kilometres away, the ñair-borne troops in tankist helmetsò were elu-

sive. An announcement even appeared stating that they were brought in planes 

from unknown bases in the Soviet rear for each operation, after which they 

were taken back the same way. 

Now that the war is over in the Ukrainian steppes, the secret of the parti-

san elusiveness can be disclosed. Shamrikhaôs tankists found staunch friends 

among the local population, and when the SS unit and field police surrounded 

the village, the partisans did not even think of running away or hiding, but 
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remained where they were; one worked as a mechanic, another as a shoe-

maker, a third at some other civilian job. They waited until the raid was over 

and the district became normal. Then they took their helmets and guns out of 

hiding, said goodbye to their many friends, and proceeded on their way. 

Across the steppes and through snowbound villages, from mouth to mouth 

passed the word of the arrival of Soviet units, of unexpected raids, fires, ex-

plosions, and the punishment of traitors. This news infused new life into the 

people and strengthened their belief in the hasty return of the Red Army. And 

it made the German rats shiver day and night behind locks and bars. 

The tankists guarded the banner like the apple of their eye. It was as if it 

cemented this handful of courageous soldiers, linking them with their army, 

which was fighting hundreds of kilometres away. But they made one mistake. 

They told some of the villagers about this banner. In some unknown manner 

the news reached the Germans. In the Kommandantur they realized that the 

elusive ñairborne troops in tankist helmetsò had some connections with this 

banner. For a captured military banner, the Germans received an Iron Cross, 

First Class, a promotion in rank, and a monthôs furlough to their native land. 

This encouraged the Germans to begin a frenzied search. 

After many raids, arrests, and interrogations, the German Kommandant in 

the town of Reshetilovka got on the trail of the banner. At night storm troopers 

followed Vasili Shamrikha as he was returning from an operation in the 

steppes. They arrested him, along with Shapovalenko, Yakuta and Lysenko. 

They brought them to the village, undressed them and ripped and cut up all 

their clothes, but the banner was not found. Then they began to torture them. 

The Kommandant thought up the following method: the naked soldiers were 

tied to posts and cold water was poured over them. 

It was January, and a sharp north wind was blowing in from the steppes. 

The ice in the well crackled with the cold. 

ñWhereôs the banner?ò asked the SS men. 

The tankists only swore fiercely. 

Icy coats of mail gradually covered the blue, benumbed bodies. The SS 

men poured on more and more water. The tankists turned into live statues of 

ice. 

ñTell us where the banner is and weôll warm you upðgive you vodka 

baths!ò said the Kommandant through the interpreter. 

ñDamn you to hell! May your Berlin burn up and your Hitler be blown to 

smithereens!ò gasped Shamrikha through blackened lips. 

He lived longer than the others, and the women said that from his armour 

of ice he threatened Hitler and all fascists with a still more horrible death. 

Thus the four tankists froze to death admitting nothing. At that moment 

the banner was in the lining of private Ozherelovôs jacket. He sat with Na-

sonov, Yakovlev and Savelyev in the hut of their peasant friend, Communist 

Pavel Trofimovich Belogrud, in the village of Popivka, discussing how this 
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sacred regimental emblem was to be guarded under these new circumstances, 

when they were continuously being hunted down, and each of them was 

threatened by arrest. 

They decided that the tankists would continue their partisan operations in 

outlying districts of Poltava Region, leaving the banner with Pavel Trofimo-

vich for the time being. In the evening Pavel Trofimovich gathered his family. 

He shut and locked the blinds and secured the door with hook, latch and bolt. 

The kolkhoznik unfolded the banner and showed it to his family, saying 

in Ukrainian: 

ñSee this? Do you realize what it is?ò 

Then he ordered his wife and daughter Mariika to carefully fold the ban-

ner and make a satin cover for it. He himself cut out a piece of plywood, 

stretched the banner on it, and nailed it to the bottom of a wide oak bench 

standing in one corner of the cabin. 

ñIf anything should happen to me, each of you who remains alive must 

guard it sacredly until our troops return to Popivka. And when they come, give 

this banner to the officer highest in rank....ò 

He also said that if any one of them should be tortured, he must let his 

tongue be cut out or his eyes pierced or his soul torn out, but not a word must 

he say about the banner. 

Old Belogrud was the first in his family to carry out his own instructions. 

Lieutenant Vasili Shamrikha and his comrades died in unspeakable torture 

without saying a word. The Germans, however, discovered that these dead 

partisans had sometimes visited Belogrud and other peasants in Popivka. The 

gendarmes seized Pavel Trofimovich, his brother Andrei, and eleven other 

Popivka citizens, and took them to the Velikiye Krynki prison. While they 

were tying old Belogrudôs hands behind his back, he managed to whisper to 

Ulyana Mikhailovna: 

ñNo matter what happens to me, donôt say anything about.... Guard it like 

the apple of your eye!ò 

Just as terrible a fate awaited the peasants taken to the Velikiye Krynki 

prison as had befallen their predecessors. Wanting to find out where the ban-

ner was hidden, the storm troopers surpassed themselves. They singed the 

bodies of the peasants with blow torches, pounded nails into their wrists and 

ankles, and finally cut off their noses and ears. Blind, covered with blood, 

barely alive, Belogrud flashed his already unseeing eyes when asked where 

the banner was and gasped: 

ñI don't know anything.... I donôt know, god damn you!ò 

Thus died the Ukrainian peasants Pavel Belogrud, his brother Andrei, and 

their fellow-villagers, without disclosing the partisansô secret. The full weight 

of this secret fell on the shoulders of Belogrudôs wife. 

For some reason the Germans had a feeling that the banner was hidden in 

her home. Having been unsuccessful in their direct methods, they resorted to 
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more subtle means of discovering the secret. Ulyana Mikhailovna was offered 

rich awards. Knowing that the SS had cleaned out her sheds and cellars after 

arresting her husband, the Germans promised her flour, grain, kerosene and 

meat if she would tell them where the banner left by the partisans was hidden. 

Like her husband she stubbornly answered that she knew nothing about any 

banner. 

During the day, her children saw her only reserved, busy and proud, but 

at night, when everything was quiet, she would stealthily crawl down from 

the oven, go over to the bench, and grope with her fingers to make sure that 

the banner which had brought her family so much trouble and sorrow, was 

still there. 

At about this time a new calamity befell the district. The Germans began 

shipping off the young people to Germany. According to the quota, each fam-

ily with children must at first supply ñone healthy unitða girl or boy as seen 

fit.ò In connection with this mobilization, the Kommandant played on the ten-

derest spot in a womanôs heartðmother love. The soldiers seized three of Ul-

yana Mikhailovnaôs childrenðher daughter Lyuba and sons Pyotr and Ivan, 

for shipment to Germany. They told the frightened mother who hurried to the 

Reshetilovka Kommandantur: 

ñGive up what the partisans left, and weôll return all your children and 

give you a document exempting them from further mobilization.ò 

Without answering, she turned around and went home. All that night and 

the next day, and still another day and night Ulyana Mikhailovna and Mariika, 

who had managed to save herself by hiding in a haystack, wept in each otherôs 

arms. It was hard for the mother to let Lyuba be shipped off to Germany and 

still harder to say farewell to her two sons who reminded her of the late Pavel 

Trofimovich. At moments she wavered. She would get up and with unsteady 

steps go to the bench, fall on her knees before it and feel beneath it with her 

hand: was it there or not? Convinced that it was there, she again sat down 

beside her daughter, hugging her and weeping. What should she do?... 

In the morning the mobilized, having spent the night in the village hospi-

tal under guard, were driven out into the street. The carts were already creak-

ing, and the crying of women and shouting of soldiers could be heard. The 

columns were to leave at any moment. A man from the Kommandant came to 

the Belogrudsô and again asked Ulyana if she would surrender the banner. The 

woman got up, and leaned against the wall for support. She was pale, but the 

eyes she raised to the messenger burned with hatred. 

ñ1 have no banner,ò she said. ñAnd I have never seen any partisans.ò 

Then, weeping, she fell back on the bench, lacking the strength to go and 

see off her children, who were leaving on so terrible a journey. 

Thus the mother and daughter guarded the regimental banner for a year 

and seven months, confident that bad times would pass, that the words of the 

late Belogrud would come true and the day would dawn when our troops 
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would march along the green streets of Popivka. Then she would give them 

this banner, soaked in the pure blood of the fighters and martyrs, preserved by 

her through so much unhappiness, so many trials and tribulations. 

And this day was drawing near. Endless German columns stretched to the 

Dnieper through Popivka along the highway. They were no longer those dis-

ciplined lines of frightening, noisy machines which had passed to the north-

east two years before, filling the spacious steppes with a clanking and purring, 

and raising clouds of dust to the very skies. Where were all these terrible ma-

chines? What had happened to those huge guns, powerful tanks, and endless 

flatiron-shaped armoured cars? Where had the fascists lost all this steel which 

had made them feel invincible, the steel smelted for them in factories all over 

Europe? 

Deprived of their machines, they were like snails dug out of their shells, 

no longer instilling fear in anyone. Tired, unshaven, in tattered uniforms, in 

worn-out boots or bear-footed, they pressed ahead, urging tired mares and 

oxen. Dusty, battered machines rumbled by loaded with grain, furniture, 

feather mattresses and all kinds of junk. And although the soldiers billeted in 

the village pretended to be brave, and made tiresome assertions about re-

grouping, Ulyana Mikhailovna understood: they were retreating. She seemed 

to immediately straighten up, grow younger and fresher from this knowledge 

alone. She would get up before daybreak, climb a high hill overlooking the 

Psel, and gaze hopefully to the east where the sun was rising over the willows 

reflected in the steel mirror of the imperturbable river. 

Rumours came from the Poltava steppes that the fascists, sensing that 

their end was near, were especially vicious in pillaging and burning, slaugh-

tering horses and stealing cattle. The glow of fires arose on the horizon at 

night and remained until morning. 

And Ulyana Mikhailovna thought: what about the banner? It might be 

burned with the house.... To lose it now, after having suffered, endured, lived 

through so much! 

She discussed the matter with her daughter and decided to keep the banner 

on her person. Taking it from the hiding place where Pavel Trofimovich had 

put it, she ripped open the cover, wrapped the silk standard into clean un-

bleached linen, and wound this linen around her body. Thus she cherished the 

banner day and night, not leaving it for a minute. not sleeping, always on the 

alert, listening with beating heart to the deep cannonade which reached them 

on dewy mornings from over there across the Psel. 

The front drew ever nearer. The Hitlerites garrisoned in Popivka suddenly 

jumped up at a night signal and began to burn houses, sheds and grain ricks. 

They began with the church at the far end of town, and Ulyana Mikhailovna 

and Mariika stood in the garden, choking from the smoke and fumes, guessing 

whether the Germans would have time to burn their house or not. Suddenly a 

motorcycle drove up to them. A translator jumped off the baggage carrier and 
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an officer out of the sidecar. Ulyana recognized the Reshetilovka Komman-

dant. He was dirty, dusty, and his face was overgrown with red whiskers. But 

even in retreating he had not ceased to dream about an Iron Cross, a promo-

tion, and a monthôs furlough at home, away from this terrible front where 

everything roared and crashed and was put to flight under pressure of the So-

viet onslaught. 

ñThe Oberleutnant asks you for the last time to give us the banner hidden 

by the partisans. Canôt you see that everything is burning? We wonôt touch 

your house or your cow and weôll give you bread. Let us have it!ò 

ñI donôt know what you want,ò said the woman in a tired voice, looking 

mournfully at the soldiers who were now pouring kerosene on the sturdy cot-

tage built by her late husband and meant to stand for a century. Already the 

tongues of flame were reaching up to the reed roof. With a roar they swal-

lowed the ornate, blue window frames and shutters which her husband and 

sons had so lovingly carved the year before the war, a year which had been 

particularly prosperous for the kolkhoz. 

And the woman fell on the warm, dry earth of her garden and shed bitter 

tears near the glowing ashes on the hill above the Psel, in the midst of the 

village now wrapped in flame and bitter smoke. Unmindful of her surround-

ings, she wailed until evening, and her neighbours and even her mother-in-

law were unable to console her. She cried until she heard her daughterôs voice: 

ñMama! Mama! Our troops! Our troops have crossed the Psel, Mama!ò 

said the happy, beaming Mariika, gently shaking her. 

Only then did Ulyana Mikhailovna come to herself. Slowly she got up off 

the ground and felt for the banner wrapped around her body. A lump of hap-

piness rose in her throat, making her catch her breath. She stood up, un-

wrapped the linen, and took out the flaming standard embroidered in gold and 

silk. Mother and daughter held it out, leaving the charred remains of their 

house and passing through the flaming village to the river. The first units of 

soldiers armed with tommy guns were coming down the hillside to the ford in 

their familiar uniforms, in dusty faded tunics, covered with sweat. 

What else can be added to this story? 

Nasonov, Ozherelov, Yakovlev and Savelyev continued to carry on par-

tisan warfare in the Poltava area, forming their own unit which broke through 

the front to the advancing troops. They contacted an important commander 

with whom they came to Popivka, took the banner from the Belogruds, and 

with the proper military honours returned it to the tank unit, in which the reg-

iment was reborn. 
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And now before newly recruited tankists take their oath in this regiment, 

the officers tell them the history of this banner, preserved by the selfless her-

oism of Soviet people from enemy hands, a banner which the reborn regiment 

subsequently carried in battle across all of the Ukraine into Rumania, and then 

from Tarnopol across Poland and five German provinces to Berlin. 

In revering this banner, the regiment pays honour to the memory of those 

who guarded it, as well as to those who bore it with honour along the war 

roads to the enemy capital. 
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The Night Before Christmas 
(Told by a participant in the underground movement) 

I used to know the man before the warðI think I'd better change his name, 

it being such a crazy storyðwe'll call him Olexi Kushchevoiðwell, so I used 

to know him before the war. That is, I knew him enough to say ñhelloò and 

ñgoodbyeòða nodding acquaintance. Saw him a couple of times in Krivoi 

Rog, at Stakhanovite meets. His name was in the papers all the time then, and 

naturally he was pointed out to me: there he is over there, the famous Kush-

chevoi, theyôd say. Then once we travelled from Moscow togetherðafter re-

ceiving awards at the Kremlin for high output. We happened to land in the 

same train and same compartment going back. Travelled. a whole day and 

night together and couldnôt seem to get into conversation. He kept looking 

through the window all the time and whistling to himself. Only once when we 

were passing by some orchardsðit was spring, you see, and the trees were in 

blossom, looked like snowdrifts on a green plainðhe began to tell me that he 

wanted to grow some special sort of pears in his little garden down there in 

the mining region. But that topic petered out too. He turned away again and 

started whistling. I got tired to death sitting there with him so I went to join 

some fellows I knew in the next compartment. I like sociable peopleðI like 

a fellow that knows how to work hard, and is no fool when it comes to taking 

a drink, who can tell a story and listen to one and join in a song when the 

occasion arises. After all, what sort of a guy was he? Coming from Moscow 

after Mikhail Ivanovich Kalinin himself pinned the Order of the Red Banner 

of Labour on his lapel, and canôt even smile. Keeps talking about some fool 

pears. 

Well, after that I didnôt see him any more till that summer when our fa-

mous Krivoi Rog region was suddenly turned into a battleground. You re-

member how it happened? At first we expected the Germans would soon be 

stopped and our army would march on Berlin. Later we miners went off to a 

place on the Bug to dig a line of defencesðwell, we put some hope in that 

too. Then suddenlyðbang! We were told to evacuate our works. Then we 

realized things were in a bad way! Must we really abandon this place where 

we had taken such deep root? How could we? It was different with the facto-

riesðtake apart the machines, load ôem onto a flatcar and send them off 
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wherever you please, even to the Far East. But we couldnôt take the mines 

apart, all underground the way they were. Only the pile driver and elevator 

were on the surface, and of what use were they to anyone? But as for the ore, 

you yourself know the kind of ore we have here! Wonderful ore! The Germans 

had had their eye on it for a long time. Kept trying to get concessions. 

Well, to make a long story short we got instructions from the regional 

committee of the Party to blow up the mines. Blow them up! Thatôs easily 

said. To a workingman itôs the same as murdering his child with his own hand. 

Here youôve reared it, fed it, cherished it, brought it up to be a joy to youð

and nowðdo away with it. But there was no way out. Couldnôt let the fascists 

have our mines! So we blew them up. Wept bitter tears, and blew them up! If 

we hadnôt; the fascists would have used this first-class ore of ours against us. 

Yes, dear comrade; that was a bitter pill for an old miner! Here your fathers 

and grandfathers worked, here you yourself, learned to do the job you loved, 

and won fame for your skill. But what could a body do? This was warðeven 

bigger sacrifices were being made. 

There, Iôve gotten off the track. Well, at the mine where our best ore was, 

and where Olexi Kushchevoi (as weôve agreed to call him) worked, the fel-

lows blundered a bit. Thatôs putting it mildly. To tell the truth, they blundered 

badly. Us miners, weôve known dynamiting ever since we were kids. How it 

happened there I donôt knowðeither the charge was too small, or somebody 

got cold feet the last minuteðanyway German tankists unexpectedly arrived 

at that mineðand the explosion only shattered the pile driver and put the ele-

vator out of order. That was a surprise all right! The best mine in the regionð

in the hands of the Germans! Of course it wasnôt runningðthe power station, 

pumps and blast engine had been dismounted and sent east, but the mine itself 

was intact! 

At the same time there was another surprise. The Party secretary was hur-

rying through the town with the last group of menðthe ones that had blown 

up the mineð with the Germans already at their heels. And there stood that 

same Kushchevoi in the yard of his cottage, digging in the garden just as if 

there was nothing amiss. Heôd hung his jacket neatly on an apple tree, rolled 

up his sleeves and was pruning raspberry bushes or something, the devil only 

knows what. ñHave you gone crazy?ò they said to him. ñThe German tanks 

are over there, on the other side of the hill; all good peopleôve left already!ò 

And he answers: ñTanks! Tanksôll catch up with us out on the steppes too. 

What has to be, will be,ò he says. ñCanôt escape fate. Iôm not going, boys, Iôm 

staying behind.ò The others gaped at him: had the man lost his mind, or what? 

But he just turns away and goes on pruning his damned raspberries. 

Well, there was no time to waste talking, the Germans were too close. The 

boys ran off to the river, then made their way through the willow thickets 

along the bank until they came out on the steppes beyond the town. On they 

went, and all of them felt as if someone had spat into their hearts. That man 
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stuck in their minds like a nail: was it possible that their fine flock of miners 

had its black sheep? And the main thing was that until the very last day they 

had all respected himðcarried his portrait at demonstrations and held him up 

as an example to others. Heôd even got a decoration, and what a decoration! 

Well, then they naturally recalled that he hadnôt joined the Party. The Com-

munists at the mine had hinted to him more than onceðthe pride of the mine, 

a famous person, wasnôt it high time he joined? But he kept finding excuses: 

not ready yet, heôd say, heôd earn the honour some way and then apply for 

membership. Well, of course, everybody thought of that at once. 

In short, when the underground organization sent me to that mine I was 

told: ñWatch out for that Olexi Kushchevoi. That Olexi, weôve been informed, 

is playing up to the Germans already.ò 

Well, that was that. But listenðI came to that same mining town, not as 

a miner, of course, but as a cobbler. Was a time when my father supported the 

family working as a cobblerðduring the old times when he was out of a jobð

and me too, when I was young, before I went to the minesðused to work at 

the trade a bit in Dniepropetrovsk. Learned a thing or two. So everything was 

fine: I had a passport with a German seal in which I was registered as a resi-

dent of Dnepropetrovsk. I also had a paper from the Kommandantur there, and 

some tools, and a beard too. Not much of a beard itôs trueða short gingery 

one that looked more like a bearôs tail than anything else, but still it was a 

beard. I wasnôt afraid of the Germans muchðtheyôre sort of stupid in that 

respect ðwith them the main thing is to have a paper, and if the paper says 

they can rely on a person, they let him alone. What I was afraid of was to come 

across people who knew me. A beard, of course, changes a personôs looks, 

but still, I was pretty well known around Krivoi Rog. The newspapers had 

written about my output records, and printed my picture. In a word, the people 

knew me. 

But everything went off all right. Gradually I settled down. Pasted a cob-

blerôs sign on my window, charged low prices, and cobbled away. Well, Iôm 

not boasting, but lots of people started coming in with orders. Weôd talk, Iôd 

learn this and that, how the land lay, studied the people and saw things werenôt 

so badðthat is, not so bad for us, but pretty rotten for the Germans. All the 

other mines in the Krivoi Rog region were blown up, so they concentrated all 

their attention on this one. They posted a huge sign: ñEastern Stock Companyò 

and began to rehabilitate the mineðpoured lots of money into at. But they 

werenôt getting anywhere, not a step. They fixed up the power station and 

elevator quick. Brought different equipment from somewhereðstole it no 

doubt, installed it and set it going. But there was no ore, couldnôt get any ore. 

Why not? You listen. Our regular miners, every last man of them, had all gone 

away. Evacuated to the Urals with their families. Others had joined the army. 

The only people who had stayed behind were old folks, people on pension and 

some who hadnôt wanted to leave their land and homes. Well, the Germans 
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went after them. At first a doctor, a decent sort you could see, gave everybody 

papers saying they were too sick to work. But the Germans caught on quick 

and they shot the poor guy. Forced all the old men to the mines under military 

escort. ñWhat was your trade?ò They asked them. And the old men all replied 

in one voice: ñWe had no trade, just labourers: unskilled labourers.ò They 

dawdled, didnôt get any work done, but still they didn't refuse to work. That 

Herr Johann Ebert, the chief, had plenty of trouble with them. He tried every-

thing: promises, and threats, bribings and beatings, but still things stood still. 

He even shot several men, but that didnôt help either. The old men held firm. 

ñDeath canôt scare us,ò they said, ñweôve lived our lives.ò 

By that time Iôd found some good people and told a few of them who I 

was. Organized two little groups among those old menðfor carrying on ille-

gal work. Through them I contacted the whole mine without leaving my 

bench. And they reported to me that of all the local people, the only one col-

laborating with the Germans was Olexi. The first day the Germans came, they 

said, he dressed up and went to their headquartersðIôm citizen so-and-so, he 

told them, and I want to work loyally with the German administration. Natu-

rally they were glad, welcomed him with open arms. At first they made him a 

brigade leader, then they put him in charge of all the work down in the mines. 

Well, thinks I to myself, you just wait, honey-bunch! So this is how you repay 

Soviet power for all the honours it showered on you! My underground group 

leaders wanted to do away with Olexi. ñAll right,ò I said, ñItôs a holy deed. 

Kill a viper and forty sins will be forgiven, as the saying goes. Get rid of him, 

only do it on the quiet.ò 

But they didnôt bump him off; couldnôt do it somehow. He was too care-

ful. Never went anywhere except to the mine and back. And that was always 

in the daytime. German officers were quartered in his house with a guard out-

side. Couldnôt reach him any way at all.. All right, thinks I to myself, weôll 

wait a bit; no matter how long it takes, youôll die a dogôs death in the end. And 

about that time work picked up with the Germans. And this is why. In desper-

ation they brought war prisoners to our mine. This is how they made them 

work: theyôd bring a man to such a state in the death camp, that he could 

hardly drag his legs, then theyôd say to him, ñIf you want to workðweôll feed 

you.ò Naturally some of them agreed. After all, who wants to climb into his 

own grave! And some thought: maybe Iôll get a chance to run away or some-

thing. There were some decent chaps among them and I contacted them at 

once. Brave fellows they wereðif weôd had the dynamite theyôd have blown 

up the mine in a minute. I organized them into three underground groups, five 

men to a barrack. There I sat, off to one side, hammering nails into shoes while 

my helpers carried on out there in the mine, and in the war prisonersô barracks, 

and in the settlement. Reports came in to me all the timeðhere a machine had 

caught fire, there a storehouse had burned down, or a train had gone off the 

rails. And not a hint as to who was responsible. 



123 

Having had such an easy time of it in Europe, the Germans figured that 

any land they occupied belonged to them. Brought a bunch of soldiers, set up 

gallows on the square, organized Kommandanturs and Subkommandanturs 

and thought they were the powerðthat whoever held the reins was the boss. 

But they found out that that law didnôt operate here. In the daytime the power 

was in their hands, during the night, in ours. They proposed, but we disposed; 

they armed themselves to the teeth, but trembled like rabbits, and after dark 

they were afraid to stick their noses out of the houses. Thatôs the way it was.... 

There, I've gone off again. Looks as if Iôm getting talkative in my old age. 

To get back to the story, I quickly came to terms with the war prisoners. At 

the first opportunity we would blow up the mine. Only what could we use? 

We didnôt have any explosives. My only connections with the underground 

regional committee were by radio. They promised to get explosives to us as 

soon as there was a chance, but how long could we wait for that chance! And 

here things were almost finishedðbefore long the mine would be in working 

order. I instructed my groups to look around for some old blasting -cartridges 

in the shifts but no go: under observation every minute! One German to five 

Russians, every move watched.... Bad business. And I was madder than ever 

at that damned Olexi, doing his best for the Germans. ñYou Judas, you!ò 

thinks I. ñIf only I could get my hands on you. Iôd teach you something all 

right!ò 

As for him, they reported heôd become even more cautious, was trying to 

become friendly with some of the war prisoners, got some of them released, 

took their side with the Germans, they said he even carried some of his rations 

to wives of Red Army men who were having a specially hard time. ñNo sir!ò 

thinks I to myself. ñCanôt fool me! Thereôs no turning back for you.ò And then 

my boys were smart enough to set his house on fire and it burned to the 

ground. Everything belonging to the officers quartered in it was destroyed. 

But he himself, you see, was at the mine that nightðcame home only next 

morning. And the boys told me he wasnôt so upset about the house as about 

those fancy pears he grew. After that incident his wife and child disappeared 

altogether, devil knows where he hid them, and he himself went to live at the 

mine office. Now try and get at him, with all those guards! 

ñWell,ò thinks I, ñyouôve dug in all right, but thereôs no escaping the peo-

ple; once they're after you, theyôll get you no matter where you are!ò Mean-

while winter had come, the second winter under the Germans. One day at the 

beginning of December an old man brought me an old boot: his son had sent 

it to be repaired and had wrapped it up in a newspaper. The Germans pub-

lished a newspaper here in Dnepropetrovsk, in Ukrainian. And the newspaper 

wasnôt torn. All the articles were about our region: how the German command 

was rehabilitating enterprises demolished by the Bolsheviks. Hey, what was 

this? I forgot all about the boot, so interested was I in the newspaper. ñThe 

Jewel of Krivoi Rog Restored!ò This article announced the fact that our mine 
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was ready for exploitation; that at Christmas it would produce the first truck-

loads of the famous Krivoi Rog ore for the German Reich. The old man 

askedðhe was our liaison man without suspecting itðñWhat about the boot, 

cobbler, will you fix it?ò And I thinks to myself: the devil take your boot, old 

fly poison. But I said, ñItôll be ready by evening. Tell your son to come for it 

himself, and bring his neighbours too. Get me?ò His son was a group leader, 

and the neighbours, in our code, meant the other group leaders. The old man 

shuffled off and I sat there with the boot giving myself hell. ñSome under-

ground worker you are! So this is what youôve let things come to!ò And to 

add to it my radio operatorða brave girl who kept us in touch with our sideð

received an order from headquarters that I should do everything possible to 

prevent the Germans from setting the mine in operation. 

How could I prevent it? I spoke to my group leaders about it that even-

ingðwe sat there and bawled songs for appearanceôs sake, with a bottle of 

homebrew on the table for decoration. ñWhatôll we do?ò I said. And they 

scratched their heads and suggested this and that, but we couldnôt figure a way 

out. The Germans werenôt such fools as not to guess why their machines sud-

denly went up in smoke. Theyôd posted sentries all over the place, brought 

dogs to the shafts and had searchlights scanning the grounds at night so that 

not even a cat could slip by. What should we do? 

ñThings are bad, boys,ò I said. ñVery bad,ò the group leaders replied. 

ñCouldnôt be worse.ò 

We agreed, however, io go the limit. If we couldnôt blow up the mine 

yetðdidnôt have the meansðweôd at least queer their celebration. One of our 

old men, a blaster, had learned to make grenades out of tin cans. Weôd supply 

our men with those grenades and on the opening day weôd give all the guests 

a treat! 

I was so mad I decided to disobey all instructions and take the risk to-

gether with the boys that day. That wasnôt right, of course, but after all, Iôm 

only humanðIôve got some self-esteem too. Well, we began to prepare. I 

picked good menðhard as flint: two of them were war prisoners, one was a 

former engineer from Tula and the other, a Ukrainian like me, had been a 

combine driver in the Dnieper district. Staunch fellows, with good heads on 

their shoulders. And one of our old miners volunteered; heôd been a good 

hewer but he worked as an unskilled labourer for the Germans. I was the 

fourth. A pass had already been obtained for me as a local artisan, representa-

tive of private initiative, so to speak. 

The Christmas holiday was just around the corner. And that newspaper of 

theirs rattled on, as if to taunt us: ñThe Opening of the Mine,ò ñIndustrial Re-

habilitation,ò ñEminent Guests Expected from Berlin.ò 

"Very well,ò thinks I to myself, ñwell brew some good beer for your 

guests!ò 

Preparations were in full swing in the mine too. Theyôd brought a bunch 
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of their what dôye call ôemðFeldpolizeiðpasted tanks at all comers of the 

mining grounds, and set up searchlights. Theyôd decorated the pile-driver with 

coloured paper like a Christmas tree, and on the top they stuck that plucked 

eagle of theirs, with a swastika in its claws. The old man told me all this and 

observed that probably they were expecting somebody very important. 

And thatôs how it turned out. On the day before the celebration a special 

train arrived right at the mine. Armoured platforms in front and in back, and 

in the middle all deluxe cars. The fat, red-haired director of the ñEastern Com-

panyò had come from Krivoi Rog, Doctor SchrammðDoctor Sram* we all 

called him. Here was a fiendish Hitlerite for you, walked around with a steel 

rod in his hand; if anything displeased him, didnôt matter who was on the spot, 

a worker, an engineer, heôd give him a crack. But it turned out he was the least 

important of the arrivals, because when all their big shots started getting out 

of the other cars he simply crawled, all bent over and simpering like a ninny. 

Then there were all kinds of newspaper photographers and movie operators. 

Kept getting in the way all the time. Well, and we were there too, the four of 

us, in the crowd, pretending to be curious. We stood there, and the photogra-

phers kept aiming their cameras at us and gesturing at us to smile. Weôd 

planned to fling our cans at the arrivals as soon as they got out of the train, but 

those photographers were in the way, a wall of them between us and the train, 

so we had to wait. 

Just then I had a feeling that someone was looking at me. I turned round: 

yes, my old acquaintance Olexi Kushchevoi was staring at me. ñCan he have 

recognized me in spite of my beard, the rat?ò thinks I to myself. I was in the 

midst of the crowd, and if I tried to slip out Iôd fall right into the clutches of 

the police.... So I stood there. And he stood. I took a look. He was watching 

me from afar, his brows knitted and sort of smiling, and it seemed to me he 

nodded. But to whom, I didnôt know. To someone in the crowd probably, but 

I had a feeling it was to me. ñWell, you wait, my Judas,ò thinks I. ñYou can 

thank God weôre out for big game todayða pity to waste a charge on you, or 

Iôd blow you to pieces this minute." He shook his head and followed the big 

shots into the office where, as we knew, they were holding a big feed. 

I heaved a sigh of relief: he hadn't recognized me. But whom had he nod-

ded to? 

Maybe he did recognize me and nodded, to say, ñI didn't give you up; put 

in a good word for me too when the time comes.ò And when I saw him follow 

that fascist scum into the office, I burned up inside. ñDonôt you worry." thinks 

I, ó'I won't forget you!" However, there was no time to think of that. The crowd 

was notified that the mine would be opened in the evening, there would be 

fireworks, and the biggest shot of allða minister or somethingðwould raise 

the first truck of ore to the surface with his own hand, and then the Germans 

 

*  A play on words, sram meaning shame in Russian. ðTr. 
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would distribute Christmas presents to the workers who had done the job. 

ñSuits me,ò thinks I. ñThat'll be just the time for us to deliver our present:" 

So we waited for evening. You know what kind of weather we have round 

Krivoi  Rog at that time of the yearðfog, and then all  of a sudden a heavy frost 

turns everything to ice. Slippery as a skating rink. Fierce weather, though itôs 

pretty to look atðeverything glazed, with each blade of grass an icicle, and 

the trees like glass, their branches bowed to the ground and tinkling in the 

wind. But you wouldnôt want your worst enemy to go out in weather like that. 

I fell at least five times before I got to the mine that eveningðhurt my side 

and almost broke my legðbut I got there just the same. I showed my pass and 

passport with the commandantôs seal. Everything was all right so they let me 

by. ñWell,ò thinks I, ñI may get away from here, and I may not, but at least 

you sons of bitches will have a celebration!ò I looked around and saw my men 

in the crowd, stamping their feet and beating their hands to keep warm. Weôd 

agreed beforehand not to approach each other and not to talk. They were to 

watch me and do what I did. 

The grounds were brightly lighted. Searchlights beamed. Light as day. 

Everything sparkled and glittered, as if the world had dolled up specially for 

the holiday. From the building where the Berlin visitors and the German chiefs 

were celebrating came the sound of voices and laughter. It was evident they 

were getting a jag on. All the better for us! 

Well, we stood there blowing at our fingers and waiting. And suddenly 

the door opened and out came that Olexi Kushchevdr along with the German 

mine chief Johann Ehert and Dr. Schramm. The Germans were tipsy. They 

kept gesticulating, smiling and shouting at the tops of their voices. And they 

kept telling Kushchevoi to go somewhere or other. The mine chief ordered 

him in Russian to go down underground, get everything ready, and give the 

signal. Kushchevoi went away and the Germans returned to the office. And 

we looked at each other as if to say, ñSee how thick he is with the Germans? 

They trust him like one of their own.ò And I felt vexed again. Presently we 

would strike at the Germans and again he would escape punishment. I was so 

annoyed I clean forgot that maybe this was my last hour on earth. 

However, everything turned out different than we expected. This is what 

happened, just listen. We were waiting for the Berlin guests to appear when 

suddenly we heard the beating of a drum and saw their soldiers marching, yes 

sir! And not the ragged, older men who hung around the mine, but husky fel-

lows, all pickedðfat faces, uniforms neat, probably came on that train too. 

The escort. They marched up to the office building, lined up, slipped their 

tommy guns off and began to push back the crowd. Maybe the Germans 

sensed something wrong, maybe they were just scared, in any case they 

pushed us about a hundred steps from the doors, cordoned us off, and wouldnôt 

let us come any nearer. My God! That was the end of our plan. You couldnôt 

throw a can that far. And again I was madðno doubt that Kushchevoi had 
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whispered to someone to be careful. There I stood, swearing at myself for 

having spared the photographers and not striking in the morning. Theyôll get 

the mine running, thinks I, and what a disgrace for me! Some underground 

worker! 

And then, as if for spite, their big shots appeared in the doorway, fat, 

fleshy, all wearing what looked like very high-ranking uniforms. They walked 

about near the pile driver, just as if they were taunting us; cameras clicked, 

movie operators cranked away and they preened themselves: see how im-

portant we are! This was just the moment to throw a nice bomb at them. But 

it was too far! Oh, what I went through that night! And my boys were upset 

too. Throwing caution to the winds, they came up to me: ñWell, when?ò they 

said. ñWhy donôt you do something?ò I could understand them. To have gone 

through so much for nothing! I tried to calm them down by telling them the 

Germans wouldnôt get away from us. Theyôd pass by us on their way to the 

train.... 

Just then the biggest shot, the minister, in a long greatcoat with a beaver 

collar and. a high cap, fat and important, went up to the control panel and took 

hold of the switch. In a minute the cage loaded with our Krivoi Rog ore would 

come up to the surface. But now you listen: no sooner did he take hold of the 

switch than there was a roar. What an explosion! The ground shook under our 

feet, toppling us over in the snow like ninepins. Whatôs that? I thought. A 

bomb? But no bomb could shake the earth like that. An earthquake? Thereôd 

never been one in these parts. Then some more explosionsðbang, bang! The 

lights went out. Something fell. People screamed.... I jumped up and in the 

moonlight I saw the pile driver all bent overða wonder it remained standing 

at all. The office building was split in two. I took a look: The German soldiers 

hadn't lost their heads. They jumped up off the ground and began to push back 

the crowd with their tommy guns. ñZurück, zurückò Their chiefs picked up 

their coats and scuttled like hares across the grounds straight for the train, with 

the photographers and operators hoofing it after them! By this time smoke was 

pouring from the pile driverðyellow, acrid smoke with a very familiar 

smell.... 

Well, the next day the workers were informed that as a result of geological 

displacement, the shaft had sunk and work been stopped. Geological displace-

ment your grandmother! My minerôs nose had sniffed that smoke! It smelled 

of real dynamite. 
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And so I was back again at my cobblerôs bench with somebodyôs dilapi-

dated boot between my knees, my mouth full of nails and a hammer in my 

hand. I broke my head recalling things and putting two and two together. And 

do you know what I concluded? It must have been him, Olexi Kushchevoi, 

who had blown up the mine. No one else could have done it. The Germans 

had scoured every corner before Christmas and none of our people except him 

could have been underground that night. And it all came back to me, how he 

stuck up for the prisoners, how he let workers off their job, how his wife took 

food to Red Army menôs wives. The more I thought, the more I remembered. 

I asked my old men, the underground group leaders, what they thought. They 

too scratched their heads and said no one else could have blown up the mine.... 

That meant the man hadn't stayed with the Germans for nothing; he had borne 

the entire disgrace in silence, and lost his home, and suffered insult from us, 

all in order not to let our ore get into German hands. However, I couldnôt 

understand why he hadn't opened up to us, for it was clear he knew about us.... 

Well, that was his own business, once heôd decided to perform a feat like that 

alone! 

I realized all this, and such a bitter feeling came to me, more bitter than 

gall. But what was the use of crying over spilt milk? That very night I radioed 

the whole story about the night before Christmas to headquarters, admitting 

my mistake and reporting the heroic death of miner Olexi Kushchevoi. Then 

other matters came up, and since the Germans abandoned trying to make that 

mine work, the underground regional committee sent me off to another job at 

a slate mine the Germans were operating. 

Well, I returned here some time later when the Red Army had driven away 

the Germans. Some of our miners came with me and people started drifting in 

from the countrysideðsome had evaded work by going there and pretending 

to be peasantsðour miners came back from the Urals and we began to work. 

We launched the German power station, which hadn't been damaged much by 

the explosionðrepaired the elevator, straightened the pile driver which had 

been knocked crooked and fastened it down. Then we began to tunnel the 

bedrock. 

When the first urgent work was done and there was time to look about a 

bit, an idea came to me, comradesðIôd been elected to the Party bureau by 

then. The idea was that we must put up a monument to the miner Olexi Kush-

chevoi who died the death of a hero down in the mine. We took it up at the 

Party bureau. Everybody was for it. The district committee supported us, said 

it was a good idea. First of all, because it would rehabilitate the man in the 

eyes of the settlement, since heôd been unjustly accused of collaborating with 

the Germans. And then there was the religious side: when the explosion took 

place, all the old women in the settlement had said it was the hand of Godð

that God didn't want our ore to fall into fascist hands; and since it was the hand 

of God, the old women started going to church, and the young ones followed 
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them. ñWell,ò thinks I to myself, ñwhy should the deeds of our heroes be at-

tributed to the hand of God? Let God help the old women himself, if he can!ò 

Well, we found a stonecutter in Krivoi Rog, offered him a good sum of 

money and said to him: ñCut a granite obelisk for our hero.ò ñAll right,ò says 

he, ñIôll do the best I can.ò And we shook hands on it. 

And believe it or not, the very day we ordered the monument, when we 

returned from Krivoi Rog, I was sitting in my room when one of our Com-

munists, a miner, came in. He sat down on the bed, grabbed his sides and 

laughed till he almost rolled over. 

ñThereôs another miracle taken place at our mines,ò he said. 

ñWhat do you mean, a miracle?ò 

ñThis is what I mean,ôô he said, ñthe whole settlement is saying that Kush-

chevoiôs ghost came back from the other world, walked about the ashes of his 

house, fondled his pear trees, swore at somebody, and went away.ò 

ñQuit your fooling,ò I said, ñIôve had enough mystics.ò 

The words were no sooner out of my mouth than the door flew open. You 

couldôve knocked me over with a feather. There stood Kushchevoi himself. It 

was him all right, no doubt about it, only he had long red moustaches, and was 

all in rags and tatters with his Order shining bright against his rags. 

Well, I saw there was no mystics about thisðthe vision was real enough. 

ñHello!ò says I. ñSit down and tell us how things are in the other world.ò 

ñI donôt know how they are in the other world,ò he says, ñbut theyôre 

pretty rotten in this world. Why did you have to go and burn down my house 

and ruin half of my pear trees?ò he says. ñWhere am I going to live now? 

Instead of ordering me a monument youôd better give me a place to live in. 

Iôm not alone,ò he says. ñThereôs the wife and the daughter.ò 

I was glad. 

ñSo youôre still alive?ò I asked. 

ñStill alive,ò he answered. 

ñWhere the devil were you?ò I said. ñWhatôve you been doing all this 

time? And be so kind as to tell us how you got out of that explosionðthe 

whole tunnel caved in....ò  

Well, we lighted up and he told us all about it. It seems that back there 

when the Germans were just entering the town he already had everything 

packed to leave, and then came the news that the mine hadnôt blown upðwas 

remaining intact for the Germans to get. Then he had the idea of staying be-

hind, to get the Germansô confidence and wait for his chance. It was too late 

for him to inform the district committee about his plan, and when the secretary 

of the Party bureau passed him on his way out, he was afraid to tell himð

there were too many people with him. So he decided to stay behind at his own 

risk. He collected the dynamite bit by bit over a period of several months and 

hid it underground. And when heôd gained the Germansô complete confidence 

he set to work. He laid three charges of dynamite right under the base, fixed 
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the fuse, and at the very moment they telephoned him, he lighted it. 

ñHow did you get out alive?ò I asked. 

ñVery simply,ò he said. ñThe fuses were timed. I lighted them and headed 

in the opposite direction, into the mine, ran to the ventilation pipe and climbed 

out. Then I went south to join my family....ò 

He certainly had planned his job well. I envied him to think how he had 

fooled the Germans that Christmas eve! Couldnôt have been better! 

ñHow come you weren't afraid to fool the Germans?ò I said. 

ñIt was easy to fool them. Theyôre miles away from the people,ò he said. 

ñIt's you I was afraid of. I knew you were after me. Some day youôd get me, I 

thought, and I wouldnôt be able to finish the job. I guessed you were scratching 

about somewhere here but I was afraid to open up to you. I saw you were 

doing good work,ò he said, ñyou made the Germans shiver in their boots. Still, 

I thought, suppose you fail. Then the Germans would get our ore. So I decided 

to work parallel. That would be saferðif you didnôt get them, I would.ò 

Well, we had a talk, drank a glass of our best homebrew to celebrate, and 

then he said: 

ñListen, friend, give me a blankðI want to apply for Party membership 

now that Iôve done my bit. I had my application ready long before the war, 

but I kept thinking the honour was too high, it ought to be earned properly.ò 

Thai's Olexi Kushchevoi for you, a very recent member of our Party! 
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Front Line on the Eisenstrasse 
Towards the end of April 1945 the commander of the mechanized corps 

storming Berlin from the southwest (at that time the capital was already sur-

rounded and half occupied by our troops), sent his car to pick me up at army 

headquarters. The driver found me in the operations section and reported that 

ñthe chiefò had given an order to have me conveyed to the corpsô left flank 

ñoutfit,ò that being the group which had advanced closest to the centre of the 

capital. There was something about this small, nimble fellow with his angular 

face set off by prominent cheekbones and quick inquisitive eyes which made 

the whole staff, in defiance of military custom and his corporalôs shoulder-

straps, call him simply Misha. Misha called for me in a huge eight-cylinder 

touring car painted a poisonous yellowðobviously a trophy machine. His at-

titude toward this luxurious car was one of marked disdain, and he thought 

longingly of its predecessor, a shabby little M-l, affectionately called Emmie. 

After Emmie was bombed during the crossing of the Neisse, he mourned her 

loss as one might mourn that of a close friend fallen in battle. 

ñThere was a car for you, Comrade Lieutenant Colonel!ò Misha would 

sigh. ñRemember how I used to drive you through the mud near Korsun-

Shevchenkovsky? She took those frontline roads for three years like a darling! 

And this piece of trash,ò he kicked the tire of the touring car with his boot, 

ñwonôt even guzzle ordinary gasoline. High octane is all sheôll take. Like to 

see what sheôd do on those Korsun roads!... Oh, Emmie, Emmie! I wasnôt 

fated to drive you into Berlin!ò 

Checking his outburst, Misha stood to attention, saluted, and asked per-

mission to give a lift to some fellows from ñtheir outfitò who had come to 

army headquarters to be decorated. Permission granted, he darted behind a 

building and returned almost immediately with two of the men. Their numer-

ous Orders and medals (polished to dazzling brightness with tooth powder), 

their Guardsmenôs badges and the red and yellow wound stripes adorning tu-

nics to which the smell of the ordnance stores still clung; their whole bearing, 

which revealed a free and unstudied alertness, betrayed the fact that these were 

veteran soldiers. 

One of them, a tall, fair-haired, handsome fellow, gave a brisk salute and 

introduced himself by saying in an unhurried bass voice, with the rolling in-

tonation peculiar to all native-born Byelorussians. 



133 

ñSergeant Trifon Lukyanovich.ò 

ñCorporal Nikolai Tikhomolov,ò announced the second, with a clicking 

of heels and a stressing of ñoôsò which immediately betrayed his Volga origin. 

Feeling that a nap would not be amiss after several sleepless nights, I 

made myself as comfortable as I could on the wide leather cushions of the 

back seat. Corporal Tikhomolov got in with me, the sergeant seated himself 

in front with the driver, and the powerful car, swiftly picking up speed, shot 

north with a gentle motion. 

Through the rows of blossoming pear trees that lined the highway 

gleamed an unvaried stretch of the smooth, clipped landscapes so typical of 

Germany. Even lavish spring could not change their resemblance to pictures 

by a diligent, but untalented artist. The dragging monotony of the landscape, 

the strained swish of the tires, and the soft sway of the car, all tended to put 

me to sleep. As soon as I closed my eyes the waves of air streaming over the 

windshield brought an odour of warm, wakening earth that stirred visions of 

other, more distant scenes, of the vivid, vigorous spring in native fields and 

forests, of golden dandelions strewn through young grass, of the unkempt 

curls of birchwoods and the forked tips of blue fir forests, slowly awakening 

from their long winterôs nap; of the old amber of pine trunks, oozing sap on 

the carpet of young needles, of the boundless stretches of green winter fields, 

and the rich loam of kolkhoz ploughlands. 

As I drowsed I heard Misha engage in casual conversation with the Volga-

born corporal. They discussed the war news, sighed over their families back 

home, criticized the Germans for futilely clinging to the stones of a destroyed 

Berlin, railed at the Allies for dragging out their offensive, marvelled at the 

profusion of red feather beds in German homes, mentioned the rocket planes 

which the German Command had lately begun to use, and came to the con-

clusion that now nothing could help Hitler, that there wasnôt any sense ñin 

acting the mule,ò that it was ña hands-up affair and the sooner over the better.ò 

ñWish I could get home in time for the hay-harvesting,ò the Volga man 

burst out thickly with a stress on the ño.ò ñThe meadows of our kolkhozð

why, they stretch as far as the eye can see, Misha. The grass reaches up to 

your waist and itôs as crisp and sappy as a cucumber. Sharpen your scythe 

well and in the morning it splices through the dew with a swish-swish-swish. 

If we finish with Berlin according to schedule do you think theyôll demobilize 

us in time for the hay mowing, sergeant?ò 

ñIôm in no hurry,ò Lukyanovich drawled, who had not been participating 

in the conversation. 

ñWhat did you get those Orders for, Sergeant?ò asked Misha, who could 

not stomach taciturnity in fellow-travellers. 

ñNothing much,ò replied the sergeant with obvious reluctance. 

ñCall that nothing! Donôt try to tell me theyôd give you the Order of the 

Red Banner for nothing. And it wasnôt handed to you in the unit, either, but 
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up at headquarters. Come on, letôs hear about it!ò 

ñIs the lieutenant colonel asleep, do you think?ò asked the cautious Volga 

man and, leaning over to the front seat, he said in a whisper, ñhonest, friend, 

he and I feel we donôt deserve this last decoration. Look at this Red Star. 

Know what I got that for? For Stalingrad. You know what that means. This 

Glory here they gave me for the Dnieper. I crossed the Dnieper holding on to 

an empty barrel, the kind you keep sauerkraut inðwas one of the first to cross, 

too, and the river under fire all the time! Then, again, this Glory of the Second 

Degree is a souvenir of the Sandomir bridgehead on the Vistula. We held that 

bit of land for forty-eight hours. So tiny you could spit across it in any direc-

tion. They kept threshing us like wheat on a barn floor, but we held on till our 

main force, as they call it, caught up with us. Did I deserve a ribbon for that? 

I sure did. I even think our brigade commander was a little too close-fisted 

that time. He isnôt any too generous where decorations are concerned. But this 

is a Red Banner, no less! And for what? For a fascist General, devil take him!ò 

ñA general? Whew! How did that happen?ò 

The tone of the question was such that I knew Misha had bounced off his 

seat in excitement. The conversation was taking an interesting turn, and sleep 

left me. By an effect of will  I suppressed a desire to take a look at the speaker. 

ñHereôs how.... The sergeant and me, we took one of their generals pris-

oner, and he wasnôt just an ordinary general, but a big guyð a lieutenant gen-

eral.... Donôt step on the gas, makes me feel sick. If we bang into someone 

theyôll be taking Berlin without us.... As for the general, make your sides split, 

just listen. You heard about the way our brigade pushed through to the Neisse, 

didnôt you? Well, we grabbed a bridgehead across the river, dug in, andðran 

out of shells! The infantry hadnôt reached us yet. Smashed German units were 

knocking about in the forests behind us. A regular layer cake if there ever was 

one. The munitions officer, he calls the sergeant and me and says to us, óTake 

a motorcycle, and go back to the second echelonðI donôt care how you do it, 

but we gotta have those shells by evening.ô 

ñWell, all we said was yes, weôd do it. We jumped on that motorcycle and 

off we went in a cloud of dust. Had to go through a forest. The sergeant was 

driving, and I was in the sidecar with the machine gun watching the road on 

both sides. All of a sudden we thought we saw something big moving along-

side the road like a bear shying back into the bushes. We put the brakes on, I 

swung the machine gun up at the bushes, and the sergeant felt lor his tommy 

gun. óWhoôs there? Hände hoch! Come on out or weôll shoot!' And all at once 

it was a Guten Morgen to you and we saw three Fritzes crawling out to us 

from the bushes, two of them officers and one a civilian, grey-haired and stub-

ble bearded, his clothes all in rags. Well, we searched them and took away 

their pistols. We didnôt know what to do with them. Theyôd sort of dropped 

out of a clear sky, and us with a military assignment that was a must. There 

was no one about in that whole forest. All right. So the sergeant says to me, 
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óItôd be a damn sight better not to take them prisoners, but itôs what weôre 

supposed to do, seeing as they threw down their arms themselves. Orders is 

orders.ô So he says to me, óYou, Tikhomolov, better take ôem to the nearest 

unit while I go on with the assignment. We could do it the other way round,ô 

he says, óbut you know those rats wouldnôt be safe in my hands. Thatôs how 

it was, wasnôt it, Sergeant?ò 

The latter made no answer. He sat there silent, unconcerned, intent on 

some thought of his own which could hardly have been cheerful. 

ñNo sooner said than done. He drove away and I took the road back, driv-

ing the Germans ahead. And as we went along I says to myselfðthe devils 

must have been trying to break through our lines. Officers they are. What hap-

pens if they run away from me now? Try and catch them in this forest! And 

Iôll be the one to answer for them. I did some fast thinking and this is what I 

decided. I took their belts off, and I cut the buttons off their pants and, begging 

your pardon, off their underwear, too. It was sure reckoning.... Their hands 

were kept busy and they couldnôt run for the life of themðnot in that state; 

theyôd get tangled up the first step they took. Well, just as Iôd begun on the 

buttons, the old man in the civilianôs outfit became angry-like and started to 

jabber something, and the officers were kind of flustered too. They  kept point-

ing at him and saying óGeneral, General.ô Well, I answered back politely as 

anything and in my best German, óNicht, he ist civil, no marks of rank, so it's 

bitte-dritte, you better hold those pants up, and kommen Sie, gentlemen, 

straight ahead....ò 

ñAnd with no adventures of any sort on the way I brought them to where 

our brigade was stationed. After Iôd handed them over to the commandant and 

said auf wiedersehen I forgot all about them, so many of them prowling about 

in the forests these days! By evening the sergeant here came back with the 

shells. All was well and we had carried out our orders. Then suddenly a dis-

patch rider from the corps arrives with a summons for us from the general 

himself. 

ñ óThank you for your service to your country,ô says he to us. óDo you 

know who it was you captured?ô óNo, we donôt, Comrade General.ô óIôll tell 

you, then. A very high ranking officer.ô That was all. What with all the prowl-

ing he did in the forests, that fascist commander mustôve grown pretty wild. 

No better than a clothes brush his mug looked, and the dirt! And the way he 

kept shoving his hand inside his shirt and scratching! Well, he had it coming 

to him, the old devil. And for a scarecrow like that they gave us an Order! 

And what an Order!ò 

ñThey gave you what you deserved, that's all,ò said Misha with an eye to 

policy, noticing that I was awake. 

As he drove he threw sidelong glances at the man who sat beside him, but 

the latter kept gazing impassively ahead. It was evident that Misha itched to 

make his uncommunicative companion loosen his tongue. 
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ñWhere do you come from, Comrade Sergeant?ò 

ñUsed to be from Minsk.ò 

ñWhat do you mean, óused toô? Where does your family live now? Have 

you got a family? Married, arenôt you?ò 

ñI was married.ò 

 ñOh, yes...ò Misha dragged out hesitatingly. ñAny children?ò 

ñI had children, too.ò 

The sergeant turned away, indicating that he had no inclination to talk. 

But it was not so easy to dispense with Misha. After a short silence he 

broached the subject again from another angle. 

ñAre you a city man or a kolkhoznik ? ò  

ñA city man.ò 

ñWhere were you born?ò 

ñIn Repichi. There used to be a village of that name near Minsk. You 

wouldnôt know anything about it, anyway, so why ask?ò 

ñAre your parents living?ò 

ñI havenôt anyone. No relatives, no address other than a field number. 

Understand?ò 

ñI understand,'' sighed Misha, ñgloomy guy, you are. The road seems 

longer with a man like you in the car.ò 

ñBest to take me the way I am,ò the sergeant replied without trying to hide 

his irritation, ñand if Iôm too much for you, then stop at the traffic control post 

and Iôll hitchhike the rest of the way.ò 

ñWhat for? You donôt have to talk if you don't want to,ò and Misha began 

to whistle a tune from one of the latest films. 

The highway broke off at a blown up viaduct, and the road detoured, cir-

cling a field and coming out into a long and cheerless line of blocked-up cars. 

Misha attempted to drive around them, but the watchful traffic patrol girl 

stopped him with a resolute wave of her red flag. 

Neither Misha's assertions that Berlin could not be taken without us, nor 

the compliments he paid her rosy cheeks could melt her into compliance. She 

let the cars through in one line only, from each side of the road successively. 

ñAll rigid then, we might as well get a little sun tan,ò Misha declared, and 

was the first to step out onto the flat, trampled grass. 

The taciturn sergeant straightened out his tunic in a businesslike way and 

set off to help break up the traffic jam. As soon as he had moved away the 

Volga man turned to Misha. 

ñWhy did you have to go pestering him like that? Why pull at the manôs 

heartstrings? Itôs true. Heôs all alone. His whole family was wiped out by the 

Germans. Just think what that means....ò 

And the sociable corporal told us of the tragedy in the life of the friend 

with whom he had fought side by side ever since Stalingrad. After having been 

seriously wounded during a crossing of the Pruth, the sergeant was classed 
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unfit for duty and sent home. He found his way to Minsk where before the 

war he had been a mechanic at a radio plant. The plant was no longer there. 

In place of the house where his wife and three children had lived he found a 

huge crater overgrown with nettle and burdock. The neighbours told him that 

a German bomb had wiped out his family at a moment when they were about 

to be evacuated. Without a word the soldier turned away and sauntered off. 

Never once looking back, he walked out on the Vitebsk highway and a passing 

car took him to a fork in the road, from which he could get a good view of the 

surrounding country. The car drove away and he stood there in dazed stupe-

faction, helplessly searching for the gay little village which had once been 

visible from the milestone beside which he was standing. The stone still lay 

there, the meadows were as green as ever and the river wound among them 

like a silver ribbon. But no village was in sight. Low mounds covered with 

weeds were all that was left of the houses. Charred stumps took the places of 

the curly willows which had once thrown cool shadows beneath the windows. 

From the bank of the river, thin streams of smoke curled up into the sky. 

The soldier made his way to them along a footpath overgrown with weeds. 

From a tattered old man who crept out of a mud hut burrowed into the bank 

he learned that the village had been burned down two years before by a Ger-

man punitive expedition, as revenge for partisan support. All of the inhabitants 

who had been found in the village, among them his parents and younger sister, 

had been shot. Again the soldier said not a word. Scooping up a handful of 

ashes from this scorched earth, he wrapped it in his handkerchief and stag-

gered off. He reached the station, joined his unit (which had been sent to the 

rear to be reorganized), and prevailed on the brigade commander to disregard 

his discharge ticket and accept him back again into his company. 

ñHe was all right in battle; it was as if that inner wound had healed, too. 

Only whenever the mail carrier arrived, he would try to get away from the rest 

of the men. What a fighting spirit he showed! When anything that meant dan-

ger was up, Sergeant Lukyanovich was always the first on the spot. But now 

that the warôs coming to an end heôs become thoughtful-like,ò concluded the 

Volga corporal and, turning to Misha, added, ñso you see, youôd better not 

reopen old wounds.ò 

In the meanwhile our turn to move had come, and we slipped back into 

our magnificent touring car, a frivolous blotch of bright yellow in the long, 

prosaic queue of frontline cars, all covered by a coating of dust as thick as fur. 

As we entered upon the highroad the sergeant silently climbed in with us. 

On nearing Berlin the roadway traffic thickened and was soon condensed 

into several compact columns, all moving at different speeds in one direction. 

Hoping to push ahead, Misha swerved off the highway into a bystreet in search 

of a less busy thoroughfare. But all the roads were blocked. Time and again 

our car outdistanced tanks, artillery, self-propelled guns, trucks carrying gay, 

sunburned infantrymen, anti-aircraft units with their great canvas-covered 
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searchlights and sound-locators looking like monstrous flowers, dust-coated 

files of motorcyclists, and cavalry, strangely out of place in this flood of steel 

and roaring motors, and then tanks again, and great guns hauled by powerful 

tractors. 

It was only when we were almost at Berlin where our troops halted to 

assemble and be regrouped that our car broke through the haze of dust. After 

crossing the concrete viaduct over the Berliner Ring we found ourselves at the 

edge of the city. Mansions rose from behind green walls of trees and cast iron 

gratings. In the yards stood automobiles, self-propelled artillery, and tanks. 

The motors of field radio sets crackled busily, and field kitchens poured forth 

streams of smoke. Red Cross flags hung from the walls of the most luxurious 

villas. Liaison men were laying wires and winding them round cast iron tram 

poles. From somewhere close by came the soft strains of an accordion, so 

unexpected and comforting in this gloomy alien city. An army post-girl with 

her cap cocked jauntily over her curls and a full mailbag on her hip came 

walking along the streets of this prosperous suburb with the look of one who 

was mistress of all she beheld. Its prosperity probably explained why this sec-

tion had not been bombed off the earth by allied planes. With every crossroad 

the scene became more gloomy. All sign of verdure disappeared. Black heaps 

of ruins, some of them already overgrown with grass, others still smoking, 

came into sight. Ambulances were assembled at the entrance to the under-

ground railway. From the mouth of the tube came two Soviet nurses carrying 

a stretcher on which a soldier in enemy uniform was lying, his eyes tightly 

closed in pain. The girls tried to move carefully and to keep in step. The ser-

geant looked at them hostilely. 

ñItôs as though they were carrying milk, afraid to spill it. If I had my way 

Iôd fling a grenade or two down thereðgood riddance to bad rubbish.ò 

ñWe have our orders, Sergeant. A wounded manôs a wounded man,ò 

Misha said with a wave of his hand to the prettier nurse. 

ñHi, there, snub nose, how many others down there?ò 

ñNo end to them. The whole subwayôs full of wounded,ò Corporal 

Tikhomolov answered for her. ñThey loaded them inside and left them there 

with no food or medical aid. Just forgot about them. Some of them have been 

dead for a long time and are still lying there. But thatôs nothing! In one place 

the Nazis let the river into the underground. Wanted to drown their wounded 

so they wouldnôt fall into our hands. They have our sappers to thank for blow-

ing up the tunnel in time and preventing the water from flooding the place.... 

A bunch of cannibals!ò 

ñAnd weôre making a fuss over them! Maybe that one, the one whose 

wound our girl is dressingðmaybe he finished off our wounded with his own 

hand,ò the sergeant said. 

ñMaybe, my friend, but then, heôs a Nazi, donôt forget.... And you? Do 

you know who you are? What about that Party card you carry in the side 
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pocket of your tunic, eh?ò The corporal threw a fond look at his friend and, 

without waiting for an answer, added triumphantly, ñThere, you see!ò 

At the front itôs always preferable to be with people you know, so I de-

cided to go along to the battalion where these, my fellow travellers, served, 

without stopping at the headquarters of the corps and the brigade. We drove 

carefully among formless heaps of bricks which made it difficult to divine the 

former contours of even the streets. A sentry emerged from a gateway and 

barred our way. No cars allowed. Pedestrians only. Here began our fortified 

lines. 

ñIs our outfit where it was last night?ò the sergeant asked after he and the 

sentry had exchanged the password. 

ñYes. No moving forward for the present. Trying to make a firm stand. 

Thereôs been a lot of firing going on. The battalion commander was wounded 

last night.ò 

ñCome on,ò commanded the sergeant. 

We said goodbye to Misha, who backed away in his yellow touring car. 

Groping our way from one heap of ruins to another, we moved amid fantastic 

pyramids of broken stone. It was hard to realize that this could once have been 

a city street. It bore a much closer resemblance to a quarry. The only indica-

tions that people had once lived here were such chance reminders as a blue 

sign inscribed ñEisenstrasse,ò a sparkling stove of green tile which remained 

stuck to a piece of wall at the approximate level of the third floor, a rusty 

sewing machine over which the three of us stumbled in turn, and a strange 

abundance of metal beds poking through the litter. The sound of shell bursts 

was deafening in these mountains of ruins, and we could hear machine-gun 

rounds and the hammering of tommy guns making a noise like a miner's pick. 

The next thing we saw was a small queue of people in civilian clothes 

standing by a wall which through some miracle had remained standing. Old 

men in old-fashioned frock coats and creased hats, thin, haggard women with 

compressed lips and grey, dirt-stained faces were huddled there holding lunch 

pails and soup bowls wrapped in napkins. 

The sergeant halted before this queue and looked at them with a heavy 

stare which made them shrink closer to the wall. Then he turned away with an 

abrupt movement and plunged into a dark, narrow passageway among the 

stones. Making believe that he did not hear me ask who those people were, lie 

kept walking ahead, lighting the way with his flashlight. We were passing 

through a basement where steam and sewer pipes lay twisted like snakes. 

From behind me came the voice of Corporal Tikhomolov whispering. ñour 

cook has been handing out leftovers to the German civilians, heôs lured them 

to his crumbs like sparrows, so now they keep coming back for their essen. 

There are many of them living like moles under the ruins. Some have their 

children with them. Well, here we are.ò 

The command post of the battalion was crammed into a small room which 
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must have served as dwelling place for a furnaceman. The captain, a man so 

young that his small moustache had the look of having been glued to his upper 

lip, rose from a luxurious upholstered chair and sadly informed us that the 

commanding officer had been wounded the night before and that he, the chief-

of-staff, had taken over. No sooner had we begun to speak of war matters, 

however, than the captain brightened up. It was true that their battalion had 

pushed closer than any other to the centre of Berlin, but at a crossing of the 

Eisenstrasse it had run into an ambush of SS men. For three days now they 

had been unable to advance. They were not given any artillery supportðthe 

artillery was being concentrated for a gigantic attack somewhere to the south 

He had been ordered simply to hold on and to beat off any enemy attempts to 

break through the ring of our troops. Just imagineð having to remain idle at 

a time like this! And though the captainôs chest was bright with decorations 

and wound stripes, there was a suspicion of tears in his voice. 

But suddenly a reckless light flashed in his grey eyes. He had no intention 

of sitting there with folded hands the way his neighbour on the right was do-

ing! No, damn it all, he was going to attack without the artillery! He would 

wait until dusk, and then heôd show those rotten SS men! Already he had con-

centrated all his machine guns and trench mortars on both flanks and had eve-

rything ready for attack.... 

ñWant to take a look at the Berlin front line? You donôt need any field 

glasses to do that. This house is ours, the one next to it is no manôs land, and 

the one after that, about thirty metres from here, is held by the Germans.ò 

We stepped out of the room. The basement walls were vibrating from the 

violence of the cannonades coming from near and far. The forward post, 

brightly lit by the sun, lay at the further end of the basement. We could see 

the close-lying machine-gun nests, neatly mounted in brick, and the gunners 

sprawled behind stones. The basement ceiling had caved in, and it was as if 

the men were in a wide brick trench. In the right-hand corner soldiers were 

gathered. They seemed to be listening to something, their faces frozen in ex-

pressions of alarm. My travelling companions in their full dress uniforms and 

dazzling regalia stood out among the rest. 

ñWhatôs the meeting about?ò the captain asked, trying to impart a com-

manderôs sternness to his youthful voice. 

ñThereôs a child in there,ò someone explained with a vague wave of his 

hand to where the wall of fortifications ended. 

ñPermit me to explain,ò said Corporal Tikhomolov, stepping forward and 

standing erect. ñHereôs what happened. An enemy shell must have landed in 

the basement. There was a woman in there who let out a terrific screamð

wounded or killed most likely. She immediately became quiet, but her babyð

hear it?ò 

Through the din and thunder of battle came the long-drawn sound of a 

childôs cry. It seemed to rise from somewhere deep in. the earth. Amid the 
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black and smoking ruins quivering from shell bursts and gunfire, that thin, 

sweet, choking cry was a sound so horrifying that it sent shivers down your 

spine. 

ñHm, of all things...ò the captain replied, nonplussed. He who a minute 

ago had spoken of attacking a group of fortified SS men as of something quite 

commonplace and simple, was now in a state of agitation. 

ñItôs been  wounded, I think. Hear that cry? Got to save it.ò 

ñItôll be a hard job, Comrade Captain,ò Tikhomolov said. ñTheyôre cov-

ering every stone you see there. The boys tried putting a cap on a rifle butt 

and edging it out the window. The cap was rent in two places and the butt 

smashed to smithereens.ò 

The cry came from the very centre of no manôs landða childôs helpless, 

heart-rending cry. No cannonade could drown out this doleful sound. 

At moments when it died down the soldiers looked at each other hope-

lessly. As soon as it commenced anew everyone sighed with relief. 

ñWell, here goes!ò said Corporal Tikhomolov, and pushing down his cap, 

moved toward the parapet. 

ñStop! Youôve got three kids of your own!ò Sergeant Lukyanovich called 

out. 

Lukyanovich suddenly made a dash for the wall. Lightly he leaped over 

the parapet and vanished from sight. Tikhomolov lunged after him and then 

stood still with the look of one who had received a blow on the head. On the 

German side there was a sudden, startled burst of rifle fire and the hurried 

patter of a machine gun. 

ñTheyôre firing at him, the curs,ò breathed the captain turning pale. ñMes-

senger, go tell the gunners to open fire on all embrasures!... The dirty scum!ò 

The captain tore off his cap and with a guarded movement, peered from 

behind a rock. 

ñHeôs that skilled at crawling, I canôt even see him....  Oho, good boy, 

heôs almost there.... Messenger, tell the gunners to open hurricane fire!ò 

The whole entrenchment now pulsated feverishly with machine-gun fire. 

Bullets whined and ricochetted among the ruins with a shrill, screeching 

sound. 

ñHeôs done it!ò cried a nurse who had come running at the sound of the 

firing. 

The sergeant had reached the centre of the ruins. We surmised that he had 

succeeded in scrambling down into a hole hidden from our view. Everyone 

gave a sigh of relief. Machine-gun fire from both sides ceased. A terrible quiet 

broken only by the sounds of a distant cannonade descended on everything 

about us, and in the silence everyone distinctly heard the wailing of the child 

gradually subside into a quiet sobbing, while the deep tones of a man's voice 

spoke words of solace. 

ñTheyôre alive,ò Tikhomolov said, breathing hard like a man who had 
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done some heavy running. ñHe'll hold out until dark, and then weôll get him 

out of it.ò 

The whole battalion was crowding at the basement exit. Those who had 

been having a nap came running in haste, buttoning their tunics on the way 

and trying out the locks of their automatic rifles. As soon as they learned what 

was up, they too craned their necks to catch the low sounds coming from no 

manôs land. Everyone was silent; the medical staff girl was the only one who 

whispered in a kind of trance, ñIf heôd only come through safe....ò 

Suddenly there was another burst of machine-gun fire from the German 

side. 

ñBoys, heôs crawled out of there!ò the observer cried from somewhere on 

top. 

ñHeôs carrying a little child, a girl.... Hey, lie down, lie down, old man!ò 

ñNot so easy for him to crawl! They can see him.ò 

ñItôd be different if he was alone. But the child....ò 

ñMessenger, order the gunners to open fire on all embrasures, as hot as 

they can make itðhurricane fire!ò 

But even before the command was given everything began to throb and 

vibrate again from the violence of the machine-gun fire. The air above the ruin 

was ripped, cleaved, and stitched through by bullet tracks. It seemed incredi-

ble that anything living could survive in this shrieking atmosphere. But the 

sergeant was alive. He crept very slowly, and the observers reported: 

ñHeôs taken cover behind a boulder.... Moving again, impatient to get 

here.ò 

With the experienced eye of an old soldier the sergeant must have figured 

out in advance that under cover of the low, sloping brick pile which rose above 

the rest of the ruins, somewhere quite close to the ground, there must neces-

sarily be a dead zone inaccessible to enemy fire. He found it, but had to move 

along the very ground, working with his elbows and twisting like a snake. And 

he was not alone. A live burden kept him from flattening himself out. He 

crawled on his side, holding the child in the crook of his left arm. His progress 

was very slow. The bullets, as they hit the brick and the piaster, hewed tiny 

red and white clouds in the air over his very head. 

Everyone was watching him with such strained attention that through the 

noise of gunfire each man could hear the beating of his own heart. Now he 

had reached the parapet, and the men were about to grasp him and his burden, 

when something happened. The sergeant stopped as if he had run against an 

invisible barrier, and the next minute he lay limp on the ground. 

ñTheyôve killed him!ò the nurse screamed and, dashing to the wall, she 

clumsily began to scale it, scraping at the stones with her fingernails. 

ñDonôt let them see you!ò bellowed the captain. ñMessenger, order gun-

ners to increase fire on embrasures! Company commanders, get ready for at-

tack!ò 
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A tall body unexpectedly loomed above the parapet, and the next moment 

the sergeant had slid heavily down into the basement. He stood there for a 

minute swaying on his feet, his breath coming in short, rattling gasps. He was 

pale, and something gurgled and bubbled in his throat; he looked as if he 

wanted to speak, but could not articulate the words. In his arms he held a 

skinny little girl of two, her pale blue eyes wide with terror, her head pressed 

close to the Orders and medals on his chest. A dark stain slowly spread over 

the sergeantôs new tunic. 

ñIôm wounded... take the kid...ò he finally brought out with effort, and 

when dozens of hands were stretched out for the child, he sank quietly to the 

ground. 

The machine-gun action which now had reached maximum intensity, 

merged into one dense roar. A hoarse voice sounded from afar: ñFirst Com-

pany, charge!ò 

And somewhere quite close a young voice rang out: 

ñFirst platoon, after me!ò 

The soldiers were already climbing over the parapet, dipping down to the 

ground, running and crawling over the ruins. Some had squatted behind rocks, 

but a few agile figures in grey bad already reached the wall of the opposite 

house and glued themselves to its surface close to the German embrasures. 

Bursting grenades rent the air. The acrid smell of burning powder nipped the 

throat. 

ñLet me go, let me go.... Iôll show them,ò the wounded man gasped, trying 

toç wrench himself free from the nurseôs grasp and scraping the concrete floor 

with his boots in a vain attempt to stand up on his limp legs. ñLet me go, I tell 

you, let me go....ò 

His sinewy, sunburned hand was fumbling for the tommy gun on the 

floor. And next to him, just behind the nurse, a tiny fair-haired little girl, her 

face swollen with tears, was sucking a large, dirty piece of sugar that someone 

had hurriedly thrust into her hand. With round, wondering eyes she stared at 

the tall man in the strange uniform covered with pretty, bright medals, who 

had carried her here, had suddenly forgotten how to walk, and was now, as 

helplessly as a very little child, struggling to free himself from the bands of a 

round-faced lady in a funny white dress with a strange red cross on it. 

 



144 
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Mama Klava 

A bright ray of sunlight woke me up. It entered through the little window 

set in the wall level with the Russian stove on which we were sleeping, pierced 

the dusk beneath the whitewashed ceiling of the clean little cottage like a 

golden sword, and came to rest right on my face. 

As frequently happens with the soldier in wartime, when I woke up I did 

not immediately realize where I was and how I had got there. Then I remem-

bered yesterdayôs unlucky flight through the sticky March fog, the white puffs 

of smoke from the ack-ack guns bursting overhead like overripe cotton bolls, 

the gashed wing of the plane, the  pilotôs lips bitten so they bled, and his nar-

rowed eyes, glassy from tension, in the crooked little mirror, the heavy crash 

onto the snow-covered field and the agonizing thought: where were we, on 

whose side had we fallen? Then suddenlyðmen in dirty, soiled, but dearly 

familiar army sheepskins running through the deep, wet snow toward the 

wreckage of our plane. Our boys! And immediately my body went limp with 

weakness. 

We had landed, if this unhappy fall may he called a landing, within the 

lines of an advancing regiment of self-propelled artillery which was making a 

short halt in the woods. With the hospitality characteristic of Guardsmen, the 

artillerymen shared their food with the guests who had tumbled down upon 

them out of the sky. They bandaged the pilotôs broken head as well as they 

could, and took us to some forest cottage where they turned us over to the care 

of its mistress, a tall, elderly woman of ample proportions and stately bearing. 

Then they bid us farewell, promising to radio our whereabouts to headquar-

ters. They had done all they could for us, for at nightfall the self-propelled 

regiment was to go into action along the line of the breakthrough. 

The pilot and I refused supper. We could hardly wait till the woman fin-

ished spreading some fragrant summer hay on the Russian stove for us, when 

we fell asleep at once. 

That was last night. Now the house shook from the nearby shelling; the 

windows rattled, the painted clay jugs and bowls danced on the shelves, the 

tin lamp suspended from the ceiling swung to and fro like a pendulum. And 

when bomb explosions rent the air the hall door creaked softly as it swayed 

open and shut, and smoke and flames jetted into the room from the burning 

stove. 
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Odours suggesting peacetime came from the fresh bread, and from the 

bunches of mint hanging in the corner behind the icons. And, as if defying the 

noise of the nearby battle, came the sound of laughter from below us on the 

floor: the noisy, breathless laughter of a child and the soft, caressing laughter 

of a woman. 

The pilot, who must have been awake for some time, had pushed the cot-

ton curtains aside and was quietly looking down. Without making any noise I 

edged over to him, and a pleasing picture met my eyes. 

Sitting with her back to us on the sun-drenched earthen floor, which 

looked as if it were covered with golden straw, was a strongly-built, but youth-

fully slim and supple woman. She was playing with a sturdy two-year-old boy 

who had a round face and black eyes. She had hidden her face on his tummy, 

covering the boy with a mop of long fluffy hair, and was pretending to frighten 

him, saying in a fearful voice, while choking with happy laughter: ñOoo, Iôm 

going to eat you up!ò 

The little boy kicked and squealed, defending himself with his tiny hands, 

so chubby that his wrists were no more than a crease in the skin. He kept 

crying out: ñDonôt, Mama Klava, oh-h-h, donôt!ò The woman let him go; he 

scrambled to his feet and attacked her, pushing his little hands against her 

chest and trying to throw her down onto the floor. She pretended to fall and 

they played like kittens, both of them convulsed with laughter. 

Resting his bandaged head on his fists, the flier was quietly watching 

them play, and his stern, rough, weather-beaten face wore an unwonted ex-

pression of gentleness, and showed that he was deeply moved. 

ñWhat a young mother!ò 

ñHave you seen her face?ò he asked. 

The woman must have heard us whispering, for she turned her head. I 

almost cried out in amazement. She looked no more than seventeen, but her 

face was of a strange dead-white hue. It was as though the head of a marble 

statue, with the thick arches of the eyebrows and the dark dots of the eyes 

drawn on it in charcoal, had been attached to the body of this tall young girl. 

The lips were so pale that they could be distinguished only by their curve. The 

most surprising thing about this strange, marblelike face was that it bore no 

trace of illness. It was full, very animated, with a round, girlish chin and 

cheeks. 

When she saw that she was being watched she jumped up, straightened 

her skirt, picked up the child and, treading lightly and noiselessly in her bare 

feet, carried him off behind the stove. 

ñHow naughty of us, son.... To laugh like that. Weôve gone and woke up 

the men,ò we heard her say in Ukrainian. 

ñWhat men, Mama Klava? What men?ò the child wanted to know. ñGer-

man men?ò 

ñNo, no! What an idea, son! Our own men, ours.... Theyôre fighting over 



146 

there.... Theyôre tired.... Weôll feed them right away, you and I....ò 

And while we dressed on the stove behind the curtain this woman, whom 

the child for some reason invariably called ñMama Klava,ò moved about 

gracefully and noiselessly as she covered the table with a clean cloth and set 

it with steaming boiled potatoes, a small jug of melted bacon fat, a large 

pitcher of milk, a glazed and painted bowl of pickled tomatoes which made 

the cottage smell of dill and currant leaves, and another bowl of knobby pick-

led cucumbers. 

The mistress of the house, the tall, well-built, elderly Ukrainian woman 

we had seen yesterday, came in and began sedulously wiping her enormous 

wet boots on the doormat. 

ñAre they up?ò she asked. 

ñTheyôre getting dressed,ò the young woman replied. 

ñSoldiers riding by in a truck said Zvenigorodkaôs been taken. They said 

our men are heading for Khristinovka....Thank God, at last....ò 

And with a sweeping gesture she crossed herself before the icons in the 

corner. 

When the young woman brought us some water for washing out in the 

hall I could not help looking at her strange, handsome face. Her paleness and 

some elusive quality made me think of the sprouts that potatoes stored in a 

cellar far away from the sunlight grow in spring. 

Both women were very hospitable. They did not treat us as strangers, nor 

as honoured guests, but rather as close, long expected kin back in the paternal 

home after many years of absence. 

ñGo ahead and eatðhave some more.... Didnôt you work up an appetite 

travelling here all the way from the Volga? Eat some more, youôve still got 

just as far to go: Berlin is still a long way off,ò said the older woman, while 

the younger kept moving the country fare closer to us and heaping our bowls 

generously with a big spoon. 

ñOnly we havenôt any forks: the Germans stole everything. Thieves!ò she 

said, looking away all the time. 

Among the black-framed photographs hanging in rows on the wall be-

tween the two windows, side by side with naive Ukrainian landscapes painted 

on glass, evidently by some rural artist, was a photograph of a sturdy, stocky 

Red Army man with a broad, well-developed chest, wearing an old style uni-

form. 

ñIs that your husband?ò enquired the flier, a seasoned soldier who felt at 

home wherever he stopped and who was able, despite his rough, sullen looks 

to make friends with people in a surprisingly short time. 

ñNo, itôs my brother,ò said the girl, gently rocking the little boy who had 

fallen asleep in her lap. 

ñAnd where is your husband? Fighting? Or taken prisoner?ò 

ñI have no husband,ò she replied, and suddenly a slight flush broke out in 
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spots on her bloodless face. 

I felt we had touched on a family secret which had best be let alone, but 

before I could step on the flierôs toe he was already pointing to the sleeping 

child and saying: 

ñThen whose boy is that?ò 

Beads of sweat broke out on the girlôs forehead and her eyes grew misty 

with tears so that the long eyelashes stuck together. Snatching the child up she 

ran off into the adjoining windowless room and we heard her bar the door. 

An oppressive silence set in, broken only by the crackling of the straw 

still burning in the stove and the rubbing of the dish towel on the cups which 

the older woman was wiping with uncommon energy, or so it seemed to us. 

Frowning and wheezing, the pilot silently finished his cup of tea. 

ñI didnôt mean to offend her! A chance hit, a stray bullet, so to speak,ò he 

muttered gloomily. Then he called out to the other room: ñWhat are you angry 

about? Well, excuse me, if I offended you, I didnôt mean to. How can a man 

understand you women? How am I to know your sore spot?ò 

ñSheôs not offended.... Itôs just that you upset her, Comrade Commander,ò 

the older woman explained. 

There, you see! I upset her.... I asked about the boy, a fine boy he is, why 

should any one be upset about a son like that?ò 

ñThatôs not it. Yurik isnôt her son. She is still a maid.... Understand?ò said 

the older woman, whose height, proud carriage, oval-shaped face and sweep-

ing, pitch-black brows indicated that she was the young womanôs mother. 

She sat down at the table, poured herself some of the strong fragrant lime-

leaf brew which we were drinking instead of tea, added beet juice, used in 

place of sugar in these beet-growing parts and, gravely sipping from her sau-

cer, told us the story of this stately Ukrainian girl with the pale face. 

This little forest cottage, immaculately whitewashed and decorated with 

blue and yellow designs, belonged to the local forester Yukhim Zhizhlenko. 

He lived in it with his wife, Anna, and their children, Klavdia and Andrei. 

Klava had been born and raised in this forest. From childhood she had lived 

in its solitude and had learned to fear neither man nor beast. She went hunting 

with her father, and not only for rabbits and foxes. When she grew old enough 

the forester took her hunting for big game, for wolves and bears, certain that 

the girl would never funk or miss a shot at a critical moment . 

When the war broke out Andrei was serving in the army, and the forester, 

even though he was past the military age, joined the army as a volunteer. 

Klava was going on fifteen then. Her mother figured that since they lived in 

the forest far from any roads, the war might, with Godôs help, pass them by. 

Besides, it was a pity to abandon the garden and stock; the foresterôs little 

farm was well run. 

So they remained behind, ñunder the Germans,ò as Anna Ivanovna put it. 

They buried their most valued possessions and hid the cattle in the woods. At 
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first the Germans really did not bother them. But later they began to drive the 

young people off to Germany. All the villagers were given quotas to fill. And 

it happened that Klavaôs age group was called up. When her weeping mother 

told her of it the girl knit her black brows and declared: ñIôll hang myself 

before Iôll go work for the fascists. I'm a member of the Komsomol. Iôd rather 

die.ò 

Anna Ivanovna realized that her daughter meant what she said. Klavaôs 

father had known what he was about when he took her bear hunting. The 

mother slaughtered a 200-pound hog which they kept in a dirt pen in the 

woods, loaded it onto a sled, and dragged it off to the German-installed elder. 

ñHere,ò she said. ñOnly donôt touch my daughter.ò The elder promised to help. 

And indeed, until the end of 1942 they let Klava alone. Klava spent her days 

and nights in the forest trapping animals (for the Germans had taken away all 

firearms) and keeping a lookout for partisans with the idea of joining them. 

However, although the roar of explosions was regularly heard at the 

Zvenigorodka and Khristinovka railway junctions, and more and more parti-

san exploits were talked about, the partisans did their work so secretly that the 

girl, whom few people knew, did not succeed in contacting them. 

Then in the winter the Germans launched a new slave labour recruiting 

campaign. This time the Germans did not bother about official notices and 

labour exchanges, did not try to make the deportation look voluntary. Special 

SS Sonderkommandos would drive into a village in trucks, blockade it, and 

begin to round up the young folk. Large groups of young captives would be 

driven to Khristinovka under strong guard, and Klava, hiding somewhere in 

the snow-covered bushes near the road, would weep silently on seeing the sad 

slowly-moving transport of boys and girls with knapsacks slung over their 

shoulders. They caught and arrested the young schoolteacher who was hiding 

in a house in the new settlement. One night they searched the resin-tapperôs 

cottage, located in the forest not far away, and took away his children. Klava 

felt like a wolf at bay. The circle was steadily closing in. 

Anna Ivanovna presented the elder with another hog. He accepted the 

bribe willingly but said that he no longer had any power in this matter: the 

Germans were rampant. For all he knew they might come and take him away 

too. They were taking all the young people indiscriminately, combing them 

out, everyone, the lame and the crooked as well as the whole, as for Klava, 

she was the beauty of the whole region; he would answer with his head for a 

girl like her. Nevertheless, the elder advised Anna Ivanovna to go and see the 

regional Gebietskommissar in Zvenigorodka. The fascists, he intimated, were 

an avaricious people: if you greased their palms theyôd sell you Hitler himself 

with all his trimmings. Maybe the Gebietskommissar would be tempted by 

some gift and cross Klava off the lists. 

So Anna Ivanovna dug up her husbandôs two best suits from the pit where 

they were hidden, and about a dozen dressed fox skins, and set out for 
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Zvenigorodka. The elder had made no mistake. Despite his stern appearance, 

the Gebietskommissar proved willing to come to terms. True, he did not help, 

but he explained how he himself could be duped. Let Fraulein Klava give 

official notice that she was married and had a child, and then, he said, accord-

ing to all the laws and instructions, he could cross her off the listsðas being 

a married frau. 

Anna Ivanovna walked home, her head busy with thoughts: how despic-

able the fascists wereðgrease their palms and they were ready to have the 

wool pulled over their own eyes. She thought and schemed: there would be 

no difficulty about the child. There was already a child in the houseðthey had 

just taken in a six-months-old baby, the infant son of the Communist school-

teacher whom the Germans had shot. But a husbandðwhere would they find 

a husband in such a hurry, and a good one at that? And would Klava be willing 

to marry without love? Anna Ivanovna knew her daughter wellðshe took af-

ter her father. If she stalled, a team of oxen couldnôt budge her. 

On the way home she dropped in to see her husband's friend, the resin-

tapper, an old widower whose own son and two daughters had only recently 

been driven off to German territory. She told him her troubles: ñWhat shall I 

do? Where can I find a husband for her?ò The resin-tapper laughed: ñHow 

about me, whatôs wrong with me?ò Anna Ivanovna was horrified. ñWhatever 

are you saying? Have you no fear of God? You're over sixty and she is sixteen! 

Or have you forgotten that you are a Communist?ò But he just kept on laugh-

ing: ñOh, this is rich! This is wonderful! To fool your enemies is a pious 

deed,ò meaning, it wouldnôt soil even a Communist. ñWe'll get the Germans 

to register us and then weôll have a holy family: Joseph, the Virgin Mary and 

the orphaned infant. I donôt want anything from her, except perhaps to launder 

my shirts. Iôm all alone now and sick and tired of such womanôs work. And 

later when our own people come back weôll have a good laugh and forget it. 

After all, the girl must be saved.ò 

Klava did not object. She only laughed. She was delighted at the idea of 

duping the Germans. They registered their marriage, and straight from the 

Kommandantur each went to his own cottage. Only on the way, as they had 

agreed, Klava picked up a bundle of laundry at the resin-tapperôs. Thus they 

lived; only rarely did the resin-tapper visit ñhis wifeò at the foresterôs cottage, 

bringing along a bundle of laundry and a present for their little ñson.ò He 

would sit a while, smoke some moss which served as tobacco, tell them the 

latest news about the Soviet Armyôs successesðno one knew how it got to 

his forest abodeðand go away. 

But the girl grew very fond of her so-called son. She spent days on end at 

his cradle, fed him milk from a bottle, rocked him to sleep, washed and sewed 

for him. And when one day the child stretched out his little hands to her and, 

looking at her with his innocent eyes, suddenly said ñMama,ò the girl was 

greatly agitated and overcome with joy. 
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Klava's love for her foster child worried Anna Ivanovna. She would lie 

awake nights and think: the Germans will be driven out, the war will end, her 

husband and son will returnðhow would she explain to them about the little 

boy? Yes, and the people might talk: some might know and remember the 

story, but others would forget. Sooner or later the girl will want to get married. 

So Anna Ivanovna began to break the child of the habit of calling her daughter 

ñMamaò and to teach him to call her Klava instead. But the boy was stub-

bornðmust have taken after his foster mother. He refused to give up the ten-

derest word contained in his small vocabulary. Finally, as a result of his foster 

grandmother's efforts, he began to call the girl ñMama Klava.ò 

It was near the end of winter when one night the bluish rays of headlights 

suddenly shone into the windows of the foresterôs cottage. The brakes of a car 

screeched under the window and the hollow thuds of a rifle butt sounded 

against the door. Anna Ivanovna knew at once that this meant trouble. Klava 

was sleeping on the stove with the little boy and her mother had hardly man-

aged to throw something over her when the SS men broke into the house. 

Klava screamed, raged, fought them off with her fists, kicked the soldiers, 

scratched their faces. Finally they knocked the girl out with the blow of the 

rifle butt and without even allowing Anna Ivanovna to put a coat on her, they 

threw her unconscious into the truck. Her mother could gain no intelligence 

of her, either from the elder or at the Kommandantur. Only the all-knowing 

resin-tapper told her that that night a group of captives had been driven to 

Khristinovka. Perhaps Klava was among them. 

For over a month Anna Ivanovna wept day and night. Her only consola-

tion was the child in the crib. The snow had melted from the fields, the stork 

had returned to the roof and begun to repair its nest in an old wheel; the trees 

had begun to swell with sap and the last drop of melting snow had fallen heav-

ily on the ground beneath the window when one night Anna Ivanovna heard 

someone, obviously a person familiar with the place, shuffling outside the 

door and feeling the wall, apparently searching for the hidden latch. Then the 

bolt slipped. The woman found some matches, struck one and cried out in 

amazement. A girl was standing on the threshold, tall and well-built like her 

daughter, but ragged, thin, with skin as yellow as an old woman's. Anna 

Ivanovna gazed at the stranger in wonder until the match burned down to her 

fingers. Out of the darkness came Klavaôs voice: ñMama.ò 

Yes, it was Klava. Somewhere near Brest the guards had forgotten to lock 

the doors of the box car. The girls slid the door open and, gritting their teeth 

to keep from screaming from fright or pain, jumped out of the speeding train 

and rolled down the railway embankment. The fierce February blizzard raging 

over the forests covered their escape and erased their tracks. Klava had only 

scratched her face and hands on the frozen snow crust. The two girls who had 

jumped with her got off with nothing more than bruises. The girls smeared 

their faces with mud, wrapped their heads in shawls like old women and, 
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following the byroads, avoiding large settlements and highways, trudged past 

Kovel, Shepetovka, Berdichev, Uman until they finally reached their homes 

without mishap. 

Klava washed up, changed her clothes, picked up the child, who recog-

nized her joyfully at once, and sat down at the table. Mother and daughter 

discussed the situation. All the young people in the towns and villages had 

been taken away. No bribes could close the eyes of the German authorities 

now. They might shoot her for escaping. Nor was it safe to live in a forest 

shelter. At that time the Germans were feverishly building their ñEastern 

Wallò on the Dnieper, for which they were cutting timber, so that the woods 

teemed with their men. An officer of the engineers was quartered in the for-

esterôs house. It was pure luck that he was away that day. 

The mother decided to hide Klava in the cowshed. The walls of the cow-

shed were made of double wattle frames stuffed with peat and straw for 

warmth. That night they cleaned the peat out of one of the walls, spread fresh 

straw in the hollow, and Klava climbed in. Her mother repaired the wattle, 

leaving a small opening to look like a window. Through this hole she passed 

Klava food, and through it Klava climbed out on dark nights when the officer 

was away to get a breath of fresh air stretch her   numb legs, fondle and play 

with the boy. 

Klava lived  in that arrow space between the walls of the cowshed from 

February 1943 to February 1944, all through the autumn rains and cold and 

the raw, damp days of early spring. There she had remained until two days 

before, when our units had liberated that region. 

And this is the whole story of Mama Klava, told us at the table by Anna 

Ivanovna in the even voice of one who relates an ordinary, everyday incident. 

Now Klava had emerged from her refuge and was sitting here with the 

boy in her lap. There was a smile on her face as she listened to her mother's 

tale, playing the while with the childôs hands, clapping them and making 

shadow pictures. 

ñWhere is the resin-tapper; you know, the man who married you, eh?ò the 

pilot asked, trying to induce the boy to come to him as he spoke. 

ñHe won't go to you... he won't go to anyone while Iôm in the house,ò said 

Klava. ñUncle Sashko? He turned out to be a partisan, a liaison man. He's 

gone off to Zvenigorodka now to set the lumber mill going. 

ñAnd what about the kid?ò 

Klavaôs black eyebrowôs knitted alarmingly on her white forehead, bring-

ing to mind a bird flapping its wings. 

ñWell, what about him? I won't give him up to anyone.... Heôs an or-

phan....ò 

ñWell, but youôre sure to marry.... How will you explain to your future 

husband? And will anyone have you with a child?ò 

ñWhat is there to explain? If he has sense heôll understand without 
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explanation.... I wonôt marry a fool....ò 

And the girl pressed the child to her tightly, as if protecting him from 

someone, while the curves of her girlish face assumed a pure and bright ex-

pression, the expression of maternal tenderness which made her look like the 

ancient images of the Virgin painted by Rublyov with such true and powerful 

simplicity. 
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Î 

Maria 
It is painful lo see a man weep, but to see tears on the tanned, weather-

beaten, deeply-wrinkled face of a seasoned soldier is well-nigh unbearable. 

And when Corporal Nikolai Yefimovich Zaviikhvostôs stubborn grey eyes 

filled with tears a feeling of horror came over everyone; it became so quiet 

one could hear his heavy, hoarse breathing as he tried to regain his self-con-

trol. 

ñAll right, Iôll tell you about her all I know,ò he said finally, sounding as 

if he had just managed to swallow the lump in his throat. ñAnd what I donôt 

know, or have forgotten, they can add.ò He nodded towards the Cossacks of 

his regiment. We were all lying on the bottom of a frozen trench where we 

had taken shelter from the icy wind that kept sweeping handfuls of stinging 

sand on our heads. ñWe used to call her Maria. Of course she had a last name 

ðComrade Shevchuk was her name, and she had a rank tooðSergeant-Major 

of the Medical Corpsðbut none of us called her anything but Maria. Not Ma-

sha, or Marusya, or Musya or the likeðjust Maria and nothing else. I couldnôt 

tell you why.... She was so sweet to us all, so considerate and attentive... like 

a sister. She was kind to everyone and had a good word for everybody. Yes,ò 

he sighed, ó'some people are born with such great hearts.... 

ñAnd she was interested in everything, and was always on the spot to fix 

things up. She knew every man of us, our Maria. Sometimes, especially in the 

autumn, the dugout would be packed with peopleðdamp and stuffy, with wa-

ter dripping from above, squashing underfoot, and trickling down the walls; 

coats wringing wet and steaming, and a cold sweat seeping through to the very 

bones. And then she would come inðwell, like the sun coming out from be-

hind the clouds, and it would actually become warmer and lighterðhonest to 

God it would. Sheôd ask one fellow what his wife wrote, sheôd show a new 

boy how to wrap his footcloths so his feet wouldnôt chafe, sheôd help someone 

write a letter home.... You ask the boys: nobody could write letters better than 

she couldðthey'd come out so hearty-like. Or youôd see her sewing a button 

on to some soldierôs coat. We had a fellow here, a huge guy who looked like 

a Gypsy, and he never shavedðface like a wiry black brush. Walked around 

like an unsheared sheep. Well, one day she handed him a razor blade, right in 

front of everybody. Did we laugh! Our sides almost split. And whatôd you 
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think? He's been shaving ever since. 

"And that's the way it was. She'd talk a bit, joke, warm your heart like a 

ray of sunlight and go off to another dugout, and, before she was through 

there, theyôd be calling her from a third: óComrade Maria, come and have a 

bowl of kasha with us!ô And from a fourth: óMaria, donôt forget us, weôve got 

tea and sugar.ô And she wouldnôt forget anyone. Sheôd greet each man indi-

vidually and find a cheerful word to say to everybody. That's the kind she was, 

our Maria. 

ñWell, and as for her regular job of administering first aid to wounded 

during battle and getting them off the fieldðI can tell you straight: I've seen 

plenty of girls doing this job in my time, sisters of mercy they used to call 

ôem, I've seen them in the Civil War and in this war, but I've never seen the 

likes of Maria. Ask any one of the Cossacks, and theyôll all tell you I'm not 

fooling. Shells would be bursting all around her, bombs exploding, the ground 

smoking, yet sheôd go right on with her work; she'd spot a wounded man, 

bandage him up and carry him off the field. She saved over a hundred men 

that way. Me among them. True, I was unconscious then, don't remember how 

it all happened; but that fellow over there remembers. He didnôt faint, remem-

bers exactly what happened; heôll  tell you better than I how our Maria worked 

under fire and how she snatched him, too, from the jaws of death.ò 

Zaviikhvost pointed to a tall, grim-looking Cossack with drooping, to-

bacco-stained moustaches. 

ñThatôs right,ò the latter began without taking his pipe out of his mouth. 

He spoke in a deep bass which seemed to come from the bottom of a barrel, 

slowly enunciating his words. ñSaved my life. Dragged me back from the 

other world, thatôs how I figure. We were attacking Kerch. Had broken 

through almost to the city. Not so bad. Our guns had knocked the Germans 

out. Not a sound from them. But then they rallied, and set their guns going. 

Hell broke loose. That was when a splinter got me. Both legs at once. I toppled 

over. There I lay with the blood pouring out of me like out of a bottle. I felt 

myself growing weaker. Spots began dancing before my eyes and I knew that 

meant the end for yours truly. And all around the ground seething like a vol-

cano. Who would stick his nose into that inferno to get me? I even stopped 

yelling. What was the use? No one would hear. Then all of a sudden came 

someoneôs voice: óAlive?ô Maria! It was Maria, the darling, her Cossack hat 

pushed back, her hair all mussed up. óWhere did it get you?ô She was holding 

a gauze bandage and I could feel her hands running gently over me, soft as 

fur. óGrit your teeth, honey,ô she said, óyouôll feel better right away. Donôt lift 

your head,ô she said, ótheyôll blow it off.ô óWhat about you?ô I asked. óAre you 

enchanted, or what? Wonôt anything get you?ô And she laughed. Think of it, 

laughed under fire like that! óMe!ô she said. óOh, I know a magic word, a sailor 

at Odessa told it to me, now nothing can get me.ô Meanwhile she was band-

aging me up.... Where did a girl like that come from? Where was she born and 
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where did she grow up, our Maria?ò 

ñOh, I know all thatðwhere sheôs from and who she is. She told me her-

self.ò Zaviikhvost interrupted, ñthat day, the third time I was wounded, when 

I was lying there waiting to be evacuatedðterrific painðclenched my teeth 

until they nearly crumbled and still I could hardly keep from yelling. Then 

Maria came up to me, took my hand, smoothed my hair and I felt better right 

away. But there were others groaning and calling her, I didnôt want her to 

leave me, so I started a conversation. ó Whereôre you from, sister?ô I asked, 

óNot from Moscow by any chance?ô óNo,ô she said. óIôm from Odessa.ô 

ñShe got all warm and rosy when she named her home town. And she 

began to tell us that she was born in Peresyp, one of the Odessa districts it 

seems. Her father was a mechanic, or a turner, I donôt remember exactlyð

anyway, a metalworker at the port. She graduated from high school at seven-

teen and was planning to study to be an agronomistðhorticulture. She was 

fond of orchardsðliked the way they blossomed and the idea of growing dif-

ferent kinds of fruit. But then the war came. The Rumanian fascists pushed on 

Odessa and instead of those orchards, she took a course in nursing, gave up 

the orchards for the woundedðdragging them off the field and bandaging 

them up. She said that at first she was scared stiff of blood, used to get dizzy, 

what dôye think of that! But then she got used to it, and not only to blood, but 

to the worst kinds of wounds, and to shells and to mines. She got so she wasnôt 

afraid of anything. And there wasnôt a nurse in our regiment, in our whole 

division practically, more brave or capable than our Mariaò 

ñDid she ever tell you about the young Odessa sailor that died in her arms, 

Yefimych?ò asked one of the Cossacks who was sitting in the back. 

ñOf course she did, that's a story in its own right. Listen. This happened 

to her in Odessa. There was a young sailor fighting thereða junior lieutenant 

he was. A real hero, you can see. He led his platoon against the Rumanians. 

It's all even steppe land out there, like a table, not even a mole could hide 

there. Well, almost the whole platoon was cut down. He was the only one who 

got to the enemy trenches alive. Well, the Rumanians saw him jump into their 

trench all alone, so they went for himðwanted to take him alive. He grabbed 

hold of his tommy gun but the lock stuck. So he began to bash them with the 

butt. They fell on all sides, but more and more kept pushing into the trench, at 

him like fl ies alter a horse, and still he wouldnôt surrender. Well, our boysð

the firing line was a stoneôs throw awayðsaw that the heroic lieutenant would 

be killed, so they rushed into attack. And what do you think, they got there in 

time to hurl back the Rumanians. But the lieutenant had already fallen. Not a 

sound bone in his bodyðall slashed and beaten up. And sure enough, Maria 

was on the spot! She took hold of him and carried him off, not an easy job 

either, because he kept struggling, trying to get away, back to the battle, you 

see; but then he grew quiet. 'Nurse,ô he said, ólay me down on this land of 

mine, because,ô he said, óIôm dying.ô 
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ñShe laid him down on the ground with his head in her lap; she saw no 

help would save him. óKiss me, nurse,ô he said, óbecause Iôm young and no 

girl has ever kissed me, and itôs a pity to die without that.ô Maria kissed him, 

but his lips were already cold. 

ñHe moved his lips again trying to tell her something else. She put her ear 

close and heard: óTell my boys, if any one is still alive, not to forget me, to 

avenge my death,ô he said. 

ñThe lieutenantôs words, you could see, sank deep into Mariaôs heart. 

óWhenever I get frightened, or it gets hard,ô she told us, óI think of that young 

sailor, the junior lieutenant, and his last words.ô ò 

Zaviikhvost stopped talking, turned away, scratched at the frozen sand of 

the trench breastwork with his fingernail, screwed up his eyes at the sharp 

wind, heaved a long sigh, and went on: 

ñShe left Odessa with the last boat, after the last stretcher with wounded 

was carried from the shore. From Sevastopol she was taken away on a sub-

marine She had been wounded herself, yet she had gone on removing others 

till the last minute. After that she landed in our Cossack unit and stayed with 

us all the way from Kerch to this placeðwhat dôye call itðthe Carpathians. 

She was with the Cossacks all the time, in battle and during our free time. She 

left us only twice when she was wounded herself, and both times she returned 

from the hospital before her time was up. 

ñYou canôt imagine how used to her we got, to our Maria. A battle would 

be raging and roaring, the artillery booming, planes dropping bombs, bullets 

whizzing, everybody hugging Mother Earth, but she would jump out of a 

trench and start crawling over the ground, as slick as a lizard. And before you 

knew it she was crawling back dragging a wounded man. 

ñThe men grumbled at her, the older ones would say: óWhere are you 

going? What dôye mean by tempting fate like that?' And she would laugh: 

óIôm enchanted. Splinters fly right over me,ô she would say, óand bullets curve 

past me. Thatôs a fact.ô ò 

Zaviikhvost was silent for a while, then he suddenly turned sharply to his 

neighbour, who had not once taken his pipe out of his mouth and said: 

ñGot any tobacco?ò 

ñYou donôt smoke, Zaviikhvost,ò answered the man in a deep voice as he 

grudgingly reached into his pocket for his tobacco pouch. 

ñDonôt smoke, donôt smoke! Too tight to give me a pinch of tobacco, eh? 

Stingy devil!ò grumbled Zaviikhvost, rolling a big, clumsy cigarette with 

trembling fingers. 

His hand shook so that it took him a long time to light the cigarette from 

his neighbourôs pipe. He grimaced and coughed all the while. Finally he got 

it lighted, choked a bit over the smoke, and went on with his story, his voice 

now hollow and husky. 

ñAnd really, it seemed as if she did know a magic word: the bullets 
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actually avoided her and the shrapnel flew past her. Until the very last day. 

ñWe were fighting here, in these very partsðin Poland, that is. And in 

autumn the fighting here was good and stiff. Weôd attacked about five times 

that day and as many times our attack petered out, the fire was so terrific. 

ñThe Germans had every inch of ground covered with their guns, and the 

land, you can see, is flat. You could spot a beetle on the ground five miles 

away. Well, after the Germans had beat back our fifth attack, that Cossack 

over there,ò Zaviikhvost pointed to an olive-skinned, black-browed Cossack 

who was listening to him attentively, ñthat fellow dropped in full view of the 

Germans in that god-damned no man's land, exactly half way between us and 

them. 

ñHe lay there face down, and whenever the guns let up we could hear him 

groan. How the devil could anybody get to him there with bullets whistling 

and splinters whizzingða regular pandemonium! But our Maria was right 

there, just as if someone had called her. We saw her run lightly through the 

trench and spring up onto the breastwork. We could hardly believe our eyes. 

There she was crawling over the ground. The battalion commander himself. 

the major, shouted to her: óWhereôre you going? Get back! Get back!ô She 

made as if she didnôt hear him and kept on going. We saw her reach the 

wounded man and start fussing around....ò 

ñYes, I was sure I was done for already,ò the good-looking Cossack said 

in a pleasant tenor, blushing like a girl. ñWho would help me with shells 

plunging over the ground like a drove of mad horses? Then suddenly I felt 

someone tear my shirt and uncover the woundða cool breeze blew over it.... 

I thought I was delirious, or that I was dying and beginning to grow cold. So 

I thought Iôd take a look at the world for the last time. I opened my eyes, 

Maria! óDoes it hurt?ô she asked. óHold on, honey,ô she said, óyouôll feel better 

soon.ô 

ñMeanwhile the Germans had sighted herðand they let go, straight at 

her. The bullets hummed like beetles round a willow tree. óFor God's sake, 

leave me and crawl back, nurse,ô I begged. óItôs the end of me anyhow; at least 

you can get away....ô She went on bandaging me, shaking her head, as if to 

say, óthatôs not nice, friend, to talk that way.ô Sheôd taken offence, you see! 

óHold on to my neck, tight,ô she said. And she began to slowly crawl back to 

our lines. Before sheôd gone ten metres I suddenly felt a spasm; she stopped, 

then sank down altogether and put me down on the ground. I saw the blood 

staining her tunic. She was white as a sheet, and she whispered: óIôm dying,ô 

she said, ógoodbye, Cossack. If you liveðtell the men not to forget me.ô Then 

she drooped like that birch tree over there and grew still.ò 

The Cossack suddenly waved his hand, jumped up, and turning away 

from the others, stood on the breastwork facing the icy wind. 

ñDown, you fool, youôll be hit,ò Zaviikhvost ordered him. ñAnd from the 

trench,ò he went on, ñwe saw a sniper, the fascist cur, aim at our Maria, our 
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sister of mercy with a wounded man on her back,ò he went on hastily, as if 

loathe to have me see him, a Cossack, in a weak moment. ñWell, I can't de-

scribe what happened after that. Without any orders the Cossacks rose and 

poured over the breastwork. 

ñ óFor Maria!ô someone yelled. óFor Maria!ô 

The rest thundered and they rushed right into the hail of bullets, across 

the mine field, over the barbed wire. 

ñHardly a minute had passed before we were inside the German trenches 

working with our daggers. Others were still running forward, jumping over 

us, going after the Germans who were trying to get away. 

ñ óFor our Maria! Take this, and this!ô 

ñA month has passed since that day, but our Cossacks havenôt gotten over 

it.... Well, whatôs the use of talkingðMaria, our nurse, is no more....ò 

And that is when I saw two big tears gather in the old soldierôs eyes, well 

over, and trickle down his weather-beaten face.... 

Later, at the small Polish town of Dabrowy Wielky, on a lively frontline 

highroad, the Cossacks showed me the little graveða red obelisk crowned 

with a gold star and solicitously enclosed by a low fence made out of trophy 

shells. 

Engraved on the obeliskôs copper plaque were the following words: 

ñSergeant-Major of the Medical Corps, Maria Shevchuk.ò 

The photograph under an oval-shaped glass showed a delicately moulded 

girlish face with large eyes, looking at the world gaily and lovingly. Locks of 

wavy hair protruded from under her Cossack hat. On the mound lay red gera-

niums, not yet wilted, and no one knew when or by whom they had been 

placed there, along that frontline road. 

And although the flowers lay on ground that was hard with frost and 

chilled by icy winds, they retained all their freshness. Nor did that surprise 

anyone who knew the story of Maria Shevchuk. 
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Blood Brother 
In the hard-fought battle for the Polish town of Debica, this battalion was 

given a special assignment. It had orders to pierce the front line, break through 

to the station of Czarna behind the German defences, and capture the railroad 

which supplied the whole enemy group: capture it and hold it until the main 

objectiveðthe town and its fortificationsðwas in the hands of the Soviet 

Army. 

The outcome of the whole battle depended to a certain extent on the menôs 

staunchness. They realized that. 

The battalion pierced the front line and, although the gap immediately 

closed behind it, advanced some seven kilometres and got a tight hold on the 

railroad. Cut off  from their own troops, supplied with ammunition by air and 

with nothing to eat but the potatoes which they dug up right there on the field 

of action, the officers and men fought for three days, holding off enemy at-

tacks on all sides. And they did not budge. Only when the town had been 

captured and the outcome of the battle decided in favour of the Soviet Army 

was the order to withdraw radioed to the battalion. 

This was by no means an easy task. Once more the battalion had to pierce 

the front line, this time in the reverse direction. All of the escort ordnance was 

sent forward. Only the anti-tank battery in which Sergeant Ivan Naumov was 

in charge of a gun crew remained in the rear, with orders to cover the with-

drawal. The gunners fought tenaciously, beating back the attacks of German 

tanks, which were hard pressing the retreating units. They crippled three ñTi-

gersò and about a dozen armoured troop carriers. But the most important thing 

was that by repulsing the tank attack they prevented the Germans from cutting 

off the withdrawal of our battalion. The battery itself, however, was practi-

cally wiped out in this last combat. Naumovôs gun was smashed and he him-

self was wounded in the shoulder, the leg, and the left arm, and fell uncon-

scious not far from his mangled gun. 

He came to only at sunrise of the next day, when the cold autumn dew 

seeped through his uniform, chilling him to the bone. It was already light. He 

lay in the furrow of a potato field hidden from view by the wilted leaves. 

Naumov took off his cap, raised himself on the elbow of his sound arm and 

took a look around. 

The sight that met his eyes a short distance away made him fall back to 
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the ground at once. About a dozen Germans in dark tunics with the brass 

badges of field police dangling from their necks were finishing off the 

wounded. They were going about their job with absolute unconcern, bandying 

words back and forth, smoking and joking, just as if this were not a violation 

of all human laws but merely an ordinary task like gathering in the harvest. 

Just then one of the Germans came up to a wounded man whom Naumov 

recognized as Private Grikor Kinosyan, an elderly Communist, loved by the 

whole battery for his common sense and intelligence, his great heart and un-

failing readiness to offer people help and advice. Everybody, sometimes even 

the commander himself, called him ñPop.ò Naumov heard Kinosyan shout: 

ñGod damn you, fascist fiends!ò Through the leaves he saw Kinosyan cover 

his face with his arm for protection. And immediately a tommy gun rattled 

above him. Everything swam before Naumovôs eyes and he again fainted 

away. 

The sun was already high when he regained consciousness. The earth ex-

uded a warm dampness and the acrid smell of potato leaves. Swallows soared 

noiselessly high above, a sign of clear weather. The field was deserted. The 

plundered corpses with their pockets turned inside out remained in their for-

mer places. Suddenly Naumov thought he heard a groan. Yes, there was no 

mistake. Someone was uttering prolonged and piteous groans! Naumov tore 

some rags from his undershirt to bandage his wounds, mustered all his 

strength, and crawled off in the direction of the groans, dragging his wounded 

leg. 

It was Kinosyan groaning. He was drenched in blood and his tunic and 

trousers were covered with dark red stains, not yet dry. The bullets of the 

Feldpolizei had hit only his hand, but this additional wound had evidently 

made him faint. That had saved him: the Germans thought him dead. Now he 

lay with his head thrown back and groaned, gasping for air with black, cracked 

lips. 

óóWell, what are we going to do now, you and I, Pop?ò muttered Naumov 

looking at the insensible body. ñThis is what weôll do: first weôll give you 

some waterðthatôs one: then weôll bandage upðthatôs two; then weôll carry 

you off into the shadeðthatôs three; and there youôll come to and weôll put 

our heads together, to size up the situation. Well, wait a bit.... God almighty, 

this leg of mine.... Iôm not much of a walker now.ò Then, using his belt for a 

sling and dragging his leg behind him, he went crawling over the field. 

He found first-aid kits in the knapsacks of the dead men, even managed 

to get hold of a flask of water. He gave Kinosyan a drink, moistened his brow, 

and managed to bring him round. Then he inspected his wounds, whistled 

dolefully and with the practised hand of a seasoned soldier set about bandag-

ing them, muttering to himself all the while. He made haste. The German bur-

ial detachment might arrive any minute. Kinosyan moaned quietly and kept 

fainting away. He was so weak he could hardly keep a hold on Naumov, let 
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alone crawl. What should they do? 

Naumov thought for a minute. Then he slipped his belt under Kinosyanôs 

armpits, heaved him onto his back, buckled the belt across his own chest, and 

crawled off with his burden. He made for the edge of the forest, overgrown 

with small beech trees already touched by autumn. He moved very slowly. 

His heart beat so hard he thought it would burst. Green spots danced before 

his eyes and everything would become a blur-ðthe yellowing grove, the grey 

fields with the wilted plumes of potato leaves, and the horizon with pink-

streaked, luminous-edged clouds. Losing consciousness, he would sink 

slowly to the warm earth and lie there pinned down by his burden until he 

gradually came to again and crawled on, sick with dizziness and nausea. 

It became harder and harder for him to move. Clenching his teeth, he 

strained every nerve. Kinosyan could not help him in any way. He kept mut-

tering in delirium, but so quietly and indistinctly that it was impossible to 

make out the words. Naumov, who was but half-conscious himself and con-

stantly fighting off a coma, mumbled soothingly: 

ñItôs all right, donôt lose heart, weôll get there right away.ò And in sur-

prise: ñGee, you're heavy, Pop, skinny as a rail, but heavy as lead!ò 

Naumov crawled on across the potato field until dusk. The field seemed 

endless. The yellow beech grove appeared to recede as he approached it and 

its quivering golden leaves lured him from afar, making him dizzier than ever. 

It was dark by the time he reached the first trees. The sun had sunk below 

the horizon and a thick, cool mist blanketed the field. Only a few metres more 

and he would be in the wood. There they would be in comparative safety. But 

that short distance took him a whole hour: Naumovôs sound leg could no 

longer stand the strain of the burden and he covered these last few metres by 

pushing himself along on his elbows and squirming like a worm. His face 

became scratched by brambles. At last he laid his comrade down in a dense 

blackberry thicket, fixed his bandages and moistened his head with water from 

the flask. When Kinosyan finally came round, Naumov himself lay in a faint, 

and now it was Grikorôs turn to unfasten his friendôs collar and wet his face 

with the remaining water, although he wanted to drink it so badly that his 

throat contracted spasmodically. 

It was some time before they finally mustered the strength to sit up, smile 

at each other and discuss the situation. Things looked pretty bad. Here they 

were behind German lines, wounded, helpless, unarmed and without a crust 

of bread to eat. Judging by the loud, sharp reports of firing, the front line was 

somewhere close at hand. They were right in the middle of the German for-

ward positions. 

ñWell, Ivan, what do you say?ò Kinosyan said in a low voice, screwing 

up his kind, large eyes ruefully. 

With his sound hand Naumov took out his tobacco pouch. Kinosyan also 

had one good arm, and with his help Naumov untied the strings and rolled two 
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cigarettes. Even lighting up proved a job, but they finally managed it: Ki-

nosyan held the box, while Naumov struck the match. They smoked with real 

enjoyment, shading the glowing ends with their palms. 

By the time the dark August night descended upon the fields, and the 

beech leaves, wet with mist, shone like tin in the moonlight, Naumov was 

rested and felt a new surge of strength. He camouflaged his comrade, who was 

unconscious again, with twigs and crawled back to the field in a comparatively 

short time. There he found a helmet, two knives, two tommy guns and car-

tridges. On the way back he discovered a brook, tore out the leather headguard 

from his helmet and filled the helmet with water. Holding the strap between 

his teeth so as not to spill the precious liquid, he brought it safely to their place 

of refuge. 

When they had drunk their fill of the water, which tasted slightly of iron, 

both men felt better. 

ñWell, weôve already gathered a few belongings. Ever read Robinson 

Crusoe, Pop? You and me, weôre army Robinson Crusoes, and weôve got to 

start from scratch.ò 

Whenever he had had a stroke of luck, Naumov became talkative. Ki-

nosyan, weak from loss of blood and suffering from acute pain, merely smiled 

back with his cracked, blackened lips. 

ó'Sure enough, that's what we areðRobinson Crusoes,ò Naumov rattled 

on, coughing now and then from the heavy makhorka smoke. ñSetting up 

housekeeping on the bare ground, you might say. And cannibals all around.... 

But you just wait, Pop, weôll be raising chickens and ducks yet; weôll set up a 

regular dairy farm.ò 

Inside his cap Naumov found some threaded needles and a piece of twine 

with bristle attached. With his one hand he mended his torn tunic. He whetted 

the salvaged knife on a pebble till it was sharp as a razor, carved two spoons 

out of juniper blocks, holding them tight between his knees, hollowed out a 

cup of sorts, and built a stone hearth next lo an old birch stump. Everything 

he did he did well, and whenever he accomplished any small thing, whether it 

was a successful sally after ears of wheat for porridge, or making a rod on 

which to hang the mess tin over the fire, he was as pleased with himself as a 

child. When there was nothing to do and the weather was clear and calm so 

that he was unable to go on a sally, Naumov got fidgety, moody and de-

pressed. In times like these Kinosyan came to the rescue. Too feeble even to 

sit up, he nevertheless always found some means of rousing the otherôs ener-

getic nature: he might say musingly, ñWonder what the boys at the battery are 

doing now,ò or ask about Naumovôs family, or about the kolkhoz, or else he 

would start a conversation on the sergeantôs favourite subjectðhorses. This 

would cheer Naumov up and set him going; he would get so interested in tell-

ing his story that he would forget about caution and have to be told to lower 

his voice. 
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Sometimes on such idle days, Naumov would lie clown beside his com-

rade and begin to ask him questions in a low voice. His enquiring mind was 

always troubled by things he was unable to understand. 

ñListen, Pop, what sort of rotten philosophy is it that teaches these fascists 

to kill people? Where did it come from? You know what I think? I think itôs 

a leftover from when men were beasts. With us, itôs different. With usðif you 

want to live well, then work, brother, and youôll live well. Right? If you want 

to live still better, no objection, brotherðwork still harder, without sparing 

yourself, and youôll live wonderful. Fine for me, and fine for everybody else. 

Fine all around. But take the Germans nowðFritz or Hans, or whatever his 

name is. He wants to live well, so Hitler says to him: you want to live well?ð

take a tommy gun and go after other peopleôs property. Right? And thatôs bad 

for that fool Fritz, ócause heôll get smashed, the worm, and itôs no picnic for 

Hitler either, ócause his Hitleria is cracking from top to bottom. So whatôs the 

sense, huh? What do they want to start wars for, drenching the land in blood?ò 

Kinosyan would start explaining in his weak voice how German fascism 

had come into being and how it had poisoned the minds of the German people. 

Naumov listened attentively to his halting speech. 

ñI see it this way,ò he replied, chewing a blade of grass and watching the 

autumn clouds through the blackberry bushes as they drifted rapidly across 

the sky, ñI see it this way: if a fellow sets people stealing other peopleôs prop-

erty, no matter who he is, an ordinary thief, or a minister, or a führer, then, 

good people, tie him up and throw him in jail. The people should get together 

and tie up all these fascists, capitalists and all kinds of bandits and thieves, 

ship them off to a desert island and say to them: learn to work, you sons 

oôbitches, learn to be useful. And the people should make a compact among 

themselves: no more war, fellows, weôll help one another. Some life weôd 

have then!ò 

Carried away by his dreams of remaking the world, Naumov would sit 

up, push back his cap and make a great effort to tone down his loud voice: 

ñYou and I, Pop, weôd live in a mansion. Weôd make machines thatôd do 

all the work. The machine would do everything. And when a fellow had put 

in his hour of work, heôd do whatever he pleased: take out your line if you like 

fishing, or sling a gun over your shoulder if it's hunting you prefer, or pick up 

a book and study to your heartôs content.ò 

ñThatôs what we do already; itôs down in our Constitution,ò said Ki-

nosyan, and the shadow of a gentle smile brightened his pale, haggard face. 

ñI know, itôs written down, but here we are forced to go to war. And be-

sides, I donôt mean only you and me, I mean the whole world. Life would he 

wonderful then!ò 

They were silent for a while, listening to the nearby firing, the loud hollow 

rapping of a woodpecker, the hushed rustle of dry autumn leaves. 

ñBefore the war I wasnôt interested in politics at alt. Too much to do on 
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the kolkhoz. I had a stud farm under me, brother. What horses! None like ôem 

in all the Kuban! Up to my ears in work, never got any further than the horses' 

stalls.... Youôre a Communistðtell me now: when we finish off fascism, will 

there be peace forever? Will we sayðwe've had our fill of war, fellowsð

enough! The whole world has been soaked in blood. Surely thatôs enough!ò 

ñPeace forever, thatôs not an easy thing to get, Ivan. Who can we make it 

with? The people? But the people have no say over there, in America and 

England. Nobody listens to them. So you'd have to talk to the capitalist, 

wouldn't you? And what objection has he to war? Is it his tears or his blood 

that flow? Itôs money that flows to him, Ivan. Weôll fight for peace, of course, 

we donôt want war....ò 

ñIt's a fact, Pop, the whole business is all wrong.... If it was up to me Iôd 

do everything different, just so's there wouldnôt be any war, so's there 

wouldnôt even be a word for it. Believe me....ò 

They would sometimes discourse like this for a whole day, hushing each 

other up whenever their voices got too loud. 

Then the spell of calm weather would come to an end. The wind would 

come roaring through the forest and the loud rustle of dry leaves would drown 

out all other sounds. Then Naumov would get busy again. He would crawl out 

of sight into the brush, and return soaking wet, bringing back a capful of black-

berries. He would feed his comrade and eat some himself. After that heôd wash 

and bandage both their wounds and crawl off again to return with pockets full 

of mushrooms and potatoes. 

When the mist enveloped the treetops as well as the ground, the friends 

would make a bonfire and cook a soup of mushrooms and potatoes which they 

devoured ravenously. Little by little their life fitted into a schedule of its own. 

ñWeôre night birds now, like the screech-owl,ò Naumov observed. ñWe 

sleep in the daytime and at night weôre up and about.ò 

The moment he was through eating he would shut his eyes and sleep like 

a log. 

Kinosyan slept littleðthe wound in his leg was too painful. 

He lay there and listened. In the mornings, when the air was damp and 

clear and sounds carried farther than usual, he could sometimes even make 

out snatches of German speech, the bar of a song, an oath. But a man gets used 

to all manner of things and so did Kinosyan. He got used to the proximity of 

the enemy, in the same way that a soldier gets used to the whine of bullets, 

the swish of shells overhead, the harrowing mewing of mortar bombs. 

The friends even began to consider themselves in comparative safety: to 

whom would it ever occur to go snooping through the underbrush in the front-

line zone? On windy days Naumov extended the range of his activities. Por-

ridge appeared more often on the friends' menu. They cooked it at sunrise, 

when the mist was thickest; cooked it of wheat and rye, of the grain that 

Naumov shook into his cap from the sheaves left in the field. 
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ñYou canôt down a Soviet soldier, Pop, even if he has only one leg and 

one arm, as long as he has a head on his shoulders," he boasted, returning from 

one of his sallies. 

Even when their matches gave out he wasnôt disheartened for long. He 

found a flint in his pocket and they produced fire in the following way: Ki-

nosyan, whose left arm was sound, held the flint and lint while Naumov struck 

sparks with his sound right hand. Their tobacco had long since given out. They 

smoked dry moss. 

When they had been in the forest fourteen days Naumov fashioned a neat 

crutch out of some branches and went hobbling briskly about with it. On 

windy days, when the beech leaves swished furiously and incessantly, like a 

waterfall, he would venture on long trips. One day he came back in high spir-

its. He had discovered a German communications wire in the forest connect-

ing the rear with the front line, and now he had real work to do. He camou-

flaged Kinosyan carefully with twigs, slung a tommy gun around his neck, hid 

a grenade under his tunic and hobbled off on his crutch. He went as far away 

as possible from the place where his friend was lying and snipped all four 

wires. 

He returned proud and happy. He was fighting. He was inflicting damage 

on the enemy. 

ñIfs not so easy to get a Russian soldier down,ò he said, describing his 

sally in detail to his friend. 

Twice he got away with it. The third time the alarmed Germans laid an 

ambush at the lines. But Naumov noticed them in time. He limped off into the 

bushes quietly, lay down and kept an eye on the enemy. He stayed there till 

dark, laughing to himself: ñGo on, keep your eyes skinned, go on. Iôm in no 

hurry.ò And as soon as the Germans left he not only cut the line, but carried a 

good-sized piece of wire away and hid it in a stream. 

Thus began a tug of war between a wounded Soviet soldier, cast adrift by 

fate behind enemy lines, and the Germans of the telephone platoon. After 

Naumov's sixth demolition act the enemy gave up. The wires were removed 

from the woods and the line made a wide detour through the fields, over open 

ground. 

Naumov exulted in his victory. But his elation did not last long. He was 

overcome by the blues. When he was inflicting damage on the Germans he 

felt he was doing his bit in the war, helping his comrades. Now that he no 

longer had this work to do he wanted nothing so much as to get back to his 

comrades over there, on the other side of the front line. 

He had recovered sufficiently to have tried to make his way back. But 

Kinosyan's wounds healed more slowly. He could hardly move about. Notic-

ing that Naumov had become gloomy and nervous, and realizing that this was 

due to impatience, Kinosyan said to him one day: 

ñLook here, Ivan, thanks for everything you've done for me. But why 
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should you suffer on account of me. Here's what I have to say: leave me and 

make your way back. When I get a bit better. Iôll try to follow. If  I get 

throughðfine, if notðdon't worry. I'll die an honourable death. Go ahead. At 

least one of us will get out alive.ò 

He had his say and regretted it. Naumov began to beat the ground with 

his crutch furiously. 

òWhat do you think I am? Who do you take me for, that you can insult 

me like that? Me, a Red Army Sergeant, a Soviet personðand you want me 

to quit a wounded comrade? Maybe you went off your nut while I was fetch-

ing the water?ò 

Then suddenly  his eyes sparkled with animation and boldness and he 

whispered, all aglow with the desire for action: 

ñWe'll get away, Pop, weôll get away together.ò 

To get away, to get back to their own people! This dream dominated all 

the friendsô thoughts. Several nights in succession Naumov crawled off to the 

German forward lines, got past the trenches as far as the barbed wire. Mean-

while, fighting the pain of his still open wounds, Kinosyan practised crawling. 

He trained persistently until he was completely exhausted for he wanted to be 

as little a burden to his comrade as possible. 

At last Naumov found a suitable place for crossing over. The forward line 

extended along the edge of the woods here. Beyond it stretched a field of un-

harvested wheat, trampled and beaten down by the autumn rains. The Ger-

mansô fortifications were located in the woods, while their barbed wire and 

the foxholes of their frontline pickets were in the wheat. The Red Army posi-

tions lay on the other side of the field. 

One windy night, when the forest hissed and howled and furious blasts of 

wind tore across the fields, drowning out all other sounds, Naumov lifted his 

wounded comrade onto his back and hobbled off with him through the brush 

to the edge of the forest. When they got to the wheat field Naumov tied 

bunches of straw onto his own and Kinosyanôs head and back, and they quietly 

crawled off through the wheat towards their own trenches. 

Through the noise of the wind they could clearly hear German speech and 

the squeak of a harmonica. The black silhouette of a sentry standing under a 

shaggy tree loomed in the darkness. They crawled past him. They had to move 

silently and slowly, holding their breath and this made it all the harder. Their 

hearts beat furiously in their breasts and they went cold inside. An overpow-

ering desire to lie down, bury their faces in the slippery straw, inhale the lus-

cious smell of wheat, and rest, if only for one minute, came over them. But 

the proximity of their own army drew them on like a powerful magnet, making 

them forget their aching wounds, the danger, and even the desire for a mo-

mentôs rest. 

Naumov crawled in front, silently pointing out to his comrade the hairlike 

wires of buried mines protruding from the ground, the camouflaged network 
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of signal ropes. He deftly crept under the barbed wire without touching it and 

stopped to wait for Kinosyan. But the latter's limp arm brushed the signal wire. 

Immediately a flare soared up into the sky. Naumov sprang to Kinosyan and 

pressed him to the ground. For an instant, while the deadly light quivered 

above them, they were motionless. Then, when the flare faded away they 

quickly crawled into a bomb crater and waited. Immediately a burst of fire 

came down upon the spot they had just left. Everything was well ranged here. 

Tracer bullets studded the sky like a shower of stars. With an evil hiss they 

ripped through the night, pinged off the clay earth, and tore on and on, their 

fiery paths crossing. 

The Germans became restless. All night long the whitish light of flares 

quivered above their trenches. And only just before dawn did the firing begin 

to quiet down. 

And at dawn, a guard of the forward Soviet outpost suddenly jumped back 

and grabbed his tommy gun. From the bushes in front of him, as though from 

the bowels of the earth, rose a manðunshaven, bearded to the very eyes, ema-

ciated, and so black that he looked charred, wearing a tattered Red Army uni-

form and carrying a tommy gun slung over his shoulder. He was supporting 

another soldier who looked like a skeleton. In a hoarse, choking voice the first 

man said: 

ñDonôt shoot. Call your superior.ò 

And, swaying, they both sank to the ground before the sentry had a chance 

to order them to lie down. 

About two hours later a creaking Polish two-horse cart arrived within reg-

iment lines. On the straw in the bottom lay Ivan Naumov and Grikor Kinosyan 

covered with a carpet. The soldiers and officers of the outposts where they 

landed had given them a generous feed, and now the friends were sleeping 

like logs. 

Naumov and Kinosyan are alive! This news spread through the regiment 

with lightning speed and everyone who was free that day ran outside to meet 

the cart. 

And whenever it halted in a village, a large crowd gathered around it. 

The soldiers stood there and looked at them, sleeping so peacefully in the 

hayðtwo men who had survived incredible ordeals through the miracle of 

friendship. 

ñWell, where are they, the blood brothers?ò asked Major Novikov, assis-

tant regimental commander for political affairs, pushing through the crowd to 

the cart. 

And this fine epithet stuck to them. From that time till the very end of the 

war the men in the regiment called them blood brothers, thus doing homage 

to the great, all-conquering, invincible friendship of soldiers at war. 
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The Grave of the Unknown Soldier 
During my travels through liberated Europe after the war I saw many 

graves of unknown soldiers. They were usually located on large squares in 

capitals or on lovely hills in their suburbs and were marked by impressive 

monuments. Electric torches burned over them day and night. Staid gardeners 

in smart uniforms cut the luxuriant lawns around them. Nearby, nurses in 

starched caps watched their curled and perfumed infants. Involuntarily the 

pompousness of these graves made me think that it could not be very com-

fortable for the poor soldier underground, whose unknown mother, deprived 

of her breadwinner, had probably died of starvation, and whose wife, if she 

managed to survive, may have stooped to God knows what in order to feed 

his fatherless children. 

No, it is not these fine, hypocritical sarcophagi which adorn the capitals 

of capitalist countries that come to my mind now. This story is not about the 

grave of an unknown soldier that I saw in the summer of 1944 under a spread-

ing maple tree growing on a hill at the fork of the roads leading out of the 

ancient Ukrainian town of Slavuta. It was not the art of the sculptor nor the 

skill of the architect, nor the heavy majesty of marble, granite and bronze that 

attracted people to this low mound, lovingly covered with green turf. Only a 

squat oaken obelisk marked it then, and on the obelisk, a village carpenter had 

clumsily carved a somewhat unusual inscription: "Here lies the unknown Red 

Army hero, Misha. He died for his country and for his comrades in the ac-

cursed Grosslazaret. Peace to his valiant soul. 

When we visited this grave, the ruins on the outskirts of Slavuta were still 

smoking amidst orchards withered by the heat; the carcasses of huge blood-

hounds with bared teeth, shot by our soldiers, still lay in the barbed-wire cor-

ridors that enclosed the territory of the Grosslazarct, and army ambulances 

were taking away those living skeletons whom the Soviet Army had saved 

from death at the last minute. The memory of the ñunknown Red Army hero, 

Mishaò was still quite fresh, and the soldiers of the advancing units, stopping 

for the night in the surrounding villages and hamlets, heard endless stories 

from the old folk, the men, and the women, about his extraordinary exploit, 

which had not yet acquired the tinge of legend. Dawn would bring an end to 

the menôs brief respite and the units would continue advancing along the roads 

south and southwest. When they reached the grave underneath the maple tree, 
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infantrymen would hastily pull off their caps and helmets, cavalrymen would 

rein in their horses, drivers would slow down their cars. Here and there a sol-

dier would detach himself from the dusty, tired column and run to the mound, 

placing there a bunch of wild poppies or cornflowers, gathered on the way, or 

a plain wreath made by a nurse out of compress paper dyed with drugs. He 

would linger for a moment under the maple tree, brush away a tear with his 

sweat-stained sleeve, and run off after his company. 

These simple gifts, marks of sincere respect, covered the mound from top 

to bottom and hung from the branches of the old maple tree, which covered 

the grave with an awning of luxuriant green foliage shot through with sun-

beams. 

I was told the story of the ñunknown Red Army hero, Mishaò by the men 

and women of the surrounding villages. Before I begin to relate it, however, 

it is necessary to describe the scene of actionðthe so-called Grosslazaret in 

Slavuta. This was, probably, one of the blackest creations of fascismôs dia-

bolic imagination, a gigantic slaughterhouse for wounded and crippled war 

prisoners, run under the protection of a Red Cross flag. Wounded war prison-

ers were brought here from almost the entire Dnieper front. Monsters in phy-

siciansô robes infected them with various diseases, experimented on them with 

poisons and poison gases, and then the few who managed to survive were shot 

on the brink of an enormous grave, dug for them in a wood about five kilo-

metres away from this fantastic institution. 

None of those who told me the story knew the exact identity of the un-

known Red Army man, who had proudly refused to tell the hospital admin-

istration his name, rank or unit. Some said he was a scout who had crossed the 

Dnieper to reconnoitre the Germansô ñEastern Wall." Others declared he had 

been flown to the enemy rear to establish contact with local partisan detach-

ments. Still others asserted that he was a Soviet demolition man who operated 

boldly on the Rovno-Lvov Railway. But all agreed that he was a Soviet soldier 

brought to the Grosslazaret in one of the groups of war prisoners and that he 

had serious bullet wounds in both legs; and they all said that as soon as he 

found himself in the isolator (a huge, concrete chamber lacking all furnish-

ings, where so many men were herded that day that there was no room to lie 

down or even to sit down) he began to urge the men to make their escape. 

During the first hours of quarantine he was unconscious. To keep him from 

being crushed in the crowd, Mishaôs comrades laid him on the window sill. 

As soon as he came to, he. began to urge his comrades to action. 

At first no one would listen to him. Indeed, it seemed as if only a madman 

could dream of escape with festering wounds on both legs, crudely bandaged 

with dirty rags torn from his shirt. But in the morning, after several wounded 

men had died in the swaying crowd which packed the concrete room, and the 

corpses, pressed in on all sides, could not even fall, but continued standing 

and swaying with the living, many began to feel that truly it would be better 
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to die fighting the guards than to perish from humiliating torture in this ac-

cursed slaughterhouse, like these unfortunates who even after death were 

forced to remain standing. 

And the man called Misha, a short, black-haired fellow with a curly beard 

mounting to his very eyebrows and a feverish glow in his brown, almond-

shaped eyes, sat on the window sill and, in defiance of the spies whom the 

fascists usually slipped into every group of war prisoners, kept darting barbed, 

angry words at the crowd: 

ñThe ones whoôve died, theyôre lucky,ò he said pointing to the corpses. 

ñYouôll be killed too, but first theyôll torture you plentyðexperiment on you, 

like on rabbits or guinea pigs.ò 

ñWhat about yourself? Think theyôre going to take pity on you?ò 

ñWhatôs he plaguing us for? Hey, you, over there, shut his mouth for him; 

make him stop his croaking.ò 

ñCroaking! Heôs telling the truth. Why should we wait like calves at a 

slaughterhouse, till itôs our turn to get the knife.ò 

ñThatôs right, friends, better to die from a bullet than rot away in our own 

stink, like them. If luckôs with us, maybe we can take along a fascist pig or 

two to the other world.ò 

ñWhat'll you do, fight tommy guns with your fist, or what?ò 

ñWhy not? Better to die five times over than to let a fascist test out his 

poison on you, a Soviet citizen,ò cried Misha from the window. 

ñYou said it, boy!ò 

The crowd murmured, gradually becoming wrought up with fury. Terrible 

oaths sounded in the foul air. The wounded man on the window sill kept add-

ing fuel to the fire, the whites of his inflamed eyes gleaming. 

ñ óBetter to die a thousand times oôer than to live, a prisoner of war,ô as 

the saying goes.ò 

Perhaps it was during this horrible night, when that solid wall of living 

and dead swayed in the isolator of the Grosslazaret, perhaps on that very night 

the spark fell that kindled the idea of the mass flight of prisoners which took 

place some twenty days before Soviet troops liberated Slavuta. Perhaps that 

escape, subsequently so much talked and written about, sprouted from the 

seeds the soldier Misha planted that night in the tortured souls of those men, 

exhausted from hunger, wounds, and lack of air. Who knows? But that is not 

what I want to write about now. I want to describe what happened to Misha 

himself on the day after he arrived in Slavuta. 

Possibly the Grosslazaret administration learned through its numerous 

informers that the new group of wounded was infected with the idea of rebel-

lion. Possibly it had been informed about the soldier who had proudly refused 

to reveal his name and the number of his army unit. And possibly it was only 

that Misha and the other wounded men were considered too weak to serve for 

their monstrous experiments. In any case, on the next day the specialists who 
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distributed new arrivals isolated him along with twenty-one others who were 

wounded in arms or legs- They were not even taken to the barracks, but were 

again locked up in the isolator. And Misha realized that they were to be put to 

death on that very day. The others also realized this. A painful silence reigned 

in this concrete chamber reeking of carbolic acid, ammonia and filth. Some 

sat on the floor, leaning motionless against the wall; others dozed in corners, 

mumbling and crying out in their sleep. Misha gazed through the barred win-

dow at the bright sunbeams sparkling in a tub of foul green water standing at 

the entrance to the isolator, at the fluffy, golden-edged clouds drifting across 

the blue summer sky. 

ñOh, to lie in the sun once more, boysðin the sand on a riverbank! To 

sun yourself somewhere in a quiet nook,ò he said unexpectedly. 

ñWeôll lie in the sand all right, but as for the sunðitôs not for us; weôll 

never see the sun again,ò remarked a red-haired soldier with a round, close-

cropped head which looked as if it had been gilded. He wore the badge of an 

Expert Gunner on his torn, bloodstained tunic. 

ñYes, we've done all the fighting weôll ever do; theyôll have to take Berlin 

without us,ò boomed a glum-looking barefoot infantryman, and gnashing his 

teeth he emitted hoarsely: ñThe things those god-damned fascists are doing! 

If the boys from our regiment only knew....ò 

This gloomy, round-shouldered fellow was sitting in a corner. Ever since 

the first rays of dawn had pushed through the bars of the square windows, he 

had been scratching the hard lime wall with a nail as stubbornly as a maniac. 

Before he went to his death he wanted to tell the Soviet soldiers who would 

soon take the Grosslazaret what the fascists did with wounded war prisoners. 

He scratched away at the wall indefatigably: it took him about ten minutes to 

draw each letter. The rasp of the iron nail on the stonelike plaster gave the 

men no peace. 

ñAre we going to wait for death like this?ò Misha suddenly shouted, tear-

ing his gaze away from the bright colours of the summer sky. ñLet them see 

this, the vermin,ò and he thumbed his nose in the direction from which came 

the sound of the sentryôs footsteps, rhythmic and unhurried like the ticking of 

a pendulum. 

He had shouted so furiously that all the men in the isolator turned around, 

tearing themselves away from their gloomy thoughts. Even those who were 

sleeping woke up, even the indefatigable infantryman stopped scraping away 

with his nail. 

ñWeôve still got some fight left in us, goddam them all!ò 

ñWithout arms and without legs,ò the artilleryman smiled wryly. 

And indeed, all the men in the isolator had their arms in slings or their 

legs bandaged with dirty rags. 

ñWeôve got teeth, havenôt we? What are they for?ò cried Misha, lifting 

himself on his hands until he was sitting on the window sill. Two rows of 
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strong, dazzling white teeth flashed formidably from behind the curly brush 

of moustache and beard. ñIôll sink my teeth into some fascistôs throat!ò 

ñWell, teeth arenôt much use, but what if we smash some Fritzôs head with 

a crutch, we could kill him that way, huh?ò The infantryman, who had been 

scratching his last will and testament on the wall, perked up. 

óYes, or knock him off his feet and strangle him.ò 

ñOr sock him with a rock, as a farewell gift, or give him a kick in the solar 

plexus with your boot. Thatôs a sure finish, a kick like that. Back in a battle 

near Moscow, in a hand-to-hand fight, I sent one of these devils to hell that 

way. He grabbed hold of my rifle and I gave him one in the solar plexus.ò 

It was as if Misha had let a fresh breeze into the stuffy room. Suggestions 

came from all sides. Here, in this concrete cell, encircled by double enclosures 

of barbed wire between which famished hounds ran day and night, encircled 

by another palisade charged with a high tension electric current, guarded by a 

sentry carrying a tommy gunðin this dungeon men who were wounded, un-

armed and completely exhausted, were absorbed in dreams of how they would 

give the enemy their last battle. 

ñI read somewhere, comradesðdonôt remember whereðor maybe I 

didnôt read it, just came to my headðthat a soldier isnôt defeated until he ad-

mits defeat himself,ò said Misha, his eyes gleaming. He was sitting in the 

window recess with his back to the red glow of the sunset, so that he seemed 

himself to be radiating a menacing light. ñThe main thing is not to get cold 

feet, not to funk, and then weôll show these fascist pigs a thing or two.ò 

ñItôs clear, theyôre going to shoot us. Waiting till it gets dark. Thatôs the 

rotten way they do thingsðshoot in the dark. Never in the daytime, only at 

night,ò remarked the seasoned artilleryman. 

ñThatôll be better. Theyôll take us out of the camp to shoot us. They al-

ways look for deserted places to do such things in, far away from habitations. 

And in that case, weôll not only knock off a few, but maybe some of us will 

even get away, what dôye think?ò said the infantryman. 

He had forgotten all about his last will and testament, and was so com-

pletely engrossed by the idea of a final fight that he could no longer think of 

anything else. 

ñMaybe we actually can make a getaway, how about it, fellows? How 

many guards do you suppose they have? Two, maybe threeðall right, letôs 

say five. Theyôre not so well off for soldiers, let me tell you.ò 

ñYeah, and if the night is real dark.... Take a look, Misha, whatôs the sun-

set likeðany sign of rain?ò 

And although the sun was setting on a clear horizon and the first twinkling 

stars had appeared in the sky, the hope Misha had kindled in their breasts did 

not disappear. 

Night had fallen when they heard the motor of a big truck chug and sputter 

as it came to a standstill outside the isolator. There was a stamping of feet and 
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the sound of voices, and then a key rattled in the lock. The prisoners became 

very still. 

The hangmen, accustomed to cries of horror, hysterical wailing, swearing 

and beseeching, stood stock-still in the doorway, frightened by the wailful 

silence. This silence seemed to have frightened even the chief of the escort, a 

tall, husky corporal in a black SS uniform, who was in charge of executions 

in the Grosslazaret. He nervously shouted a savage oath and, snapping on his 

flashlight, pierced the darkness of the cell with a bright ray of light. 

No, apparently there was no danger. The doomed men sat quietly on the 

floor. The self-confident hangman, for whom the shooting of wounded men 

had become a military profession, did not perceive the peculiar sparkle in the 

men's eyes, expressing suppressed excitement rather than hopelessness. He 

snapped his holster closed and issued a command. The interpreter told the 

wounded men to go outside and climb into the back of the Diesel-motored 

truck, the dark outline of which was vaguely visible in the starlit spring night. 

Those who lagged behind, or whom feebleness or crippled legs hindered, were 

seized by the soldiers and swung into the car by their arms and legs, like logs. 

Misha swung down from the window sill and, without betraying his pain to 

the enemy, hobbled off on crutches. He made no sound even when the cor-

poral kicked him in the back. At that moment he was counting the enemyôs 

forces. There were seven of themðfour soldiers with tommy guns, their com-

mander, the corporal, who had a pistol, and the driver and interpreter, to all 

appearances unarmed. 

When the wounded men were all in the truck the corporal and the inter-

preter got into the cab and the soldiers perched at the four comers of the truck 

without even unshouldering their arms. The last minute someone flung a few 

spades into the truck. They fell with a racket at the feet of the men, their 

brightly polished, well-worn blades flashing in the moon-light. 

Evidently the possibility that the men might resist did not even occur to 

the hangmen. The car started, drove carefully through the passageway be-

tween the barracks and reached the main driveway. At the gates it was stopped 

and an elderly, long-nosed soldier counted the passengers. He did it without 

haste, punctiliously, like a clerk, tired after a dayôs work sending the last load 

of cattle to the slaughterhouse. The car started again. The soldiers swaying on 

the benches kept yawning and dozed off. 'The only thought they had in their 

minds, evidently, was to get this last job done as quickly as possible so that 

they could get back to their barracks and roll into their bunks. 

Outside the gates the machineôs powerful Diesel motor roared and gained 

speed. The car sped over the hard, dirt road toward the forest, whose shaggy 

outline was vaguely visible on the horizon. The fields looked as if bright moon 

dust had been sprinkled on them, and the road stretched like a silver ribbon 

behind the truck. The air was filled with the smell of grass, young leaves and 

damp earth. 
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But the men in the truck were not watching the flashing road, nor did they 

have time to think of the fact that this was perhaps their last journey. They 

were exchanging feverish glances. Involuntarily their eyes kept lighting on 

the spades rattling at their feet. How soon? What were they waiting for? 

Mustnôt let the opportunity slip by. 

Misha sat on the floor, his back against the cab. He caught the impatient 

looks and shook his head. He had decided it was best to wait until they were 

as far away as possible from the Grosslazaret. He wanted to attack the hang-

men during the confusion that would inevitably arise when the car stopped. 

Fervently he hoped to capture at least one tommy gun. Oh! Then he would 

show them, these foreign hangmen who had become so shameless after their 

easy murders in Europe; he would show them what a Soviet soldier, even 

though wounded, even though starved and exhausted, could do. 

He was so crazed with the idea of capturing a tommy gun that there was 

no room for the thought that this was perhaps the last hour of his life. If only 

none of the men lost control, attacked the enemy before time, upset his plans. 

And with a savage look Misha stopped those whose hands impatiently 

stretched toward the spades, clanking and rattling invitingly at each bump. 

At last came the smell of pine. Twigs thumped hollowly on the canvas 

top. The car jerked a couple of times, slowed down and stopped. Stretching 

their legs and bending over to keep from bumping their heads against the top, 

the guards began to get up. And then Misha cried out: ñAt the swine, boys!ò 

Getting a tight hold on the legs of the German nearest him, he pulled him with 

terrible strength, and when the latter fell, Misha seized his tommy gun in both 

hands. What the rest of his comrades were doing then he did not see. When 

he felt the smooth, cold metal in his hands he mustered all his strength, twisted 

the tommy gun, and when the Germanôs fingers unclasped, he banged him 

hard over the head with the butt. Another soldier, his skull split to the eye-

brows, was already in the death agony next to him. The redheaded gunner, 

using his one arm, flung away the spade and grabbed the second tommy gun, 

and then, light as a cat, jumped out of the car and disappeared into the night. 

One after another the wounded men climbed out of the truck. From below 

came the sounds of a struggle, furious shouts and oaths, hollow blows and 

shooting: the quick reports of pistol shots and the rattle of tommy-gun fire. 

Misha, who knew German arms well, sent a long burst right through the 

canvas covering in the direction of the pistol shots and another, also a long 

one, in the direction of the tommy-gun fire. Then he crawled to the edge of 

the truck and swung down, hanging by his arms. He dropped to the ground on 

his wounded legs. For an instant the terrible pain made everything swim be-

fore his eyes. Realizing that he was losing consciousness, he bit his lip hard. 

The fog cleared. 

Now he could act. Crawling like a lizard Misha reached the huge wheel 

of the truck, sunk deep in the soft sandy ground. Glancing round the moonlit 
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glade with the practised eye of a soldier, he immediately appraised the situa-

tion. The third German lay crushed and motionless near the car, and next to 

him were two wounded prisoners whom he had probably killed. 

Other prisoners were heading for the thick of the forestðsingly, in twos 

and in threes. Two men who were wounded in the arm, were helping along a 

third. He had put his arms around their necks and was hopping along on his 

sound leg. The very weak were slung over their comradesô backs. And, from 

a gaping ditch which Misha guessed had been dug for them, a tommy gun was 

firing. Apparently the surviving Germans had taken cover in this grave. The 

lanky infantryman, the one who had been carving his last will and testament 

on the wall, was firing at them from behind a massive pine stump, aiming at 

the gun flash. 

Misha crawled over to the opposite wheel. The meadow, overgrown with 

dry heather and covered with endless rows of neat mounds, lay before him 

bathed in moonlight. There was no one here now. 

ñHey, infantry! How many are there in the grave?ò Misha called out. 

ñYou alive? Fine! Three, I think,ò the infantryman replied and added such 

a fancy oath that it was clear he felt like a fish in water. 

A quivering flame flashed from the grave, and a fan of bullets chirped 

over Mishaôs head like a flock of titmice. They waited for the tommy-gun 

burst to end, then continued their conversation. 

ñWhereôs the fourth?ò 

ñThe fourthôs gotten away, the son of a bitch!ò 

Five more prisoners, who had been waiting lor the firing to end, climbed 

out of the truck. 

ñCrawl off in different directions, get away the best you can and keep 

hidden!ò Misha ordered, trying from his position at the wheel to seize a mo-

ment when a German would stick his head out of the grave to fire. 

But the Germans shot skilfully and well. They had already hit the tire just 

above Mishaôs head. The truck leaned over. The bullets kept hitting the steel 

rim and pinging off with a wail. 

ñGet the hell out of the way, you devils,ò the infantryman cursed from 

behind his stump. 

ñDonôt climb any trees; theyôll have bloodhounds out,ò Misha called after 

the men. 

Five black spots crossed the meadow, silvered with moonlight. Suddenly 

Misha heard someone breathing heavily nearby. 

ñDonôt shoot. Itôs me,ò came the voice of the artilleryman. He crept up to 

Misha and smiled guiltily. ñIôd made for the woods with my tommy gun, then 

I heard you fighting, was ashamed, and came back.ò 

Three tommy guns against one tommy gun and a pistol! Now they could 

really fight. Squatting down in the shelter of the wheel, Misha gave a piercing 

whistle through his teeth, the universal signal understood by everyone who 



176 

fought in the ranks of the Soviet army, calling the infantryman from behind 

his stump. The Germans were not firing. Apparently they were saving their 

ammunition in case of attack. How many reserve clips could the tommy gun-

ner have? 

ñWeôve got to get away before the driver brings help,ò said the gunner. 

ñWe'll finish off these and go.ò 

ñThat's not so easyðto finish them off,ò said Misha. ñTheyôre in burrows. 

Try and get them out. And we canôt leave them either. Theyôll watch and see 

where we go, then show the way. Listen! Iôve got an idea.ò 

All aglow with his new idea, as active, energetic people are wont to be 

when they have an inspiration, he informed his comrades of his plan in a whis-

per. He and the infantryman would nail the Germans down with their fire 

while the gunner, who was sounder in body and could move faster, would 

crawl up to the grave from behind.... 

...About ten minutes later a short tommy-gun burst from behind the earth 

hump, a burst after which the silence was so deep that the songs of the night-

ingales could be heard in the distance, announced that the enemy was done 

for. From the truck they saw the gunner slip into the grave, fling out both 

tommy guns, and then climb out and walk upright, to meet his comrades. 

ñAbout seventy of our people lying down there. Theyôre still warm.ò 

ñCome on, letôs go,ò the infantryman urged. 

ñClimb up on my back, chief.ò 

He slung Misha onto his back and the last three wounded men disappeared 

in the forest where their comrades had taken cover. 

They carried Misha by turns, moving as fast as they possibly could. But 

they did not get far. Through the ecstatic singing of nightingales, they heard 

the chugging of motors, then voices and the excited barking of dogs. 

ñLeave me, comrades, Iôll cover your retreat,ò begged Misha. 

His friends did not bother to answer; they continued carrying him almost 

at a run. Further and further they went into the thickets. Behind them soared 

the cold lights of flares. Black shadows shifted at the feet of the fugitives. The 

woods seemed now to melt away, now to rise up with particular solidity. The 

pursuers were coming closer. The barking of the dogs became ever louder. 

ñPut me down!ò Misha demanded. 

ñKeep quiet. Youôre talking nonsense. Quiet,ò whispered the gunner. 

ñWeôll get away together or weôll die together,ò said the infantryman, 

who was carrying Misha, tightly clasping his hand in the iron fingers of his 

own sound one. 

But now the voices were so near that they could even make out some of 

the words. When they passed by an uprooted tree Misha tore himself out of 

the hands of the man carrying him. 

ñStop!ò 

The authority in his voice made the infantryman stop in his tracks. 
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ñI am an officer and I order you to leave me behind this tree,ò said Misha. 

Slipping off his comradeôs back, he flattened out on the ground, settled behind 

the protruding roots, and fired a long burst in the direction of the enemy voices 

and the barking of the dogs. 

ñLeave me another tommy gun and run in different directions!ò he or-

dered. 

The infantryman and the artilleryman obeyed the order. And for a long 

time afterwards as they pushed through the thickets of young oak they heard 

the sounds of battle behind them, tommy-gun bursts, sharp rifle reports, gre-

nade explosions, shouts. Whitish flares, extinguishing the moon, kept soaring 

into the sky. The reports echoed loudly through the forest and the frightened 

birds, flapping their wings, flew madly about, bumping into the tops of the 

birch trees.... 

The next day, on the square of a village south of Slavuta, in front of the 

kolkhoz administration building then housing the German Kommandantur, 

villagers saw the body of a young man in the uniform of a Soviet soldier, 

dangling from the branch of an old beech tree. 

The crumpled tunic and trousers of the hanged man were drenched in 

blood. 

The region was already full of rumours about the escape of wounded pris-

oners, about their extraordinary battle with the fascist guards and about the 

fact that of all the runaways, only one had been caught. And people knew that 

this one was the boy with the black beard who was hanging from the beech 

tree in front of the German Kommandantur. People came up, silently looked 

at the body and saw that not from the noose had the unknown soldier died, but 

from the many, many wounds on his body, and that he had been hanged by 

the vengeful executioners when he was already dead. 

That night a miracle occurred. Under the very nose of the sentry guarding 

the Kommandantur the body disappeared. It disappeared without a trace, just 

melted in the warm spring mist. The rising sun shone on the slashed end of 

the rope. And the next night, at the fork of the roads leading south and south-

west from Slavuta, a nameless grave appeared under an old maple tree. 

The peasants of the surrounding villages sheltered and tended the runa-

ways. From them they learned what had happened in the Grosslazaret. The 

story of the heroic exploit of the unknown soldier lying under the maple tree 

travelled through the villages and hamlets.... 

...That is all I could learn from the inhabitants of the surrounding villages 

in those later days when Soviet troops advancing south and southwest passed 

the maple tree and the nameless grave. I want to place this story of mine, in 

which nothing has been concealed or exaggerated, among the simple bouquets 

of our men on the grave of the unknown Soviet soldier who performed such a 

miracle of comradeship born of battle. 
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Pan Tyukhin and Pan Teleyov 
There are autumn days in the Carpathians when the sun shines brightly 

and the cool air is so transparent that from a height you can see thirty kilome-

tres around, and so clear that it seems you need only reach out a hand to touch 

the neighbouring hill carpeted with rich forest, fiery red at the base, a glowing 

gold on the slopes, merging into the emerald green of the summit. Gleaming 

spider webs drift quietly through azure air. Flocks of cranes pass southward, 

flying so high over the hilltops that they cannot be seen. Only their throaty 

calls reach the ear, sounding like the creaking of the long, two-horse carts used 

in Poland. Everything sparkles in the cool stillness, exuding the soothing, fer-

tile aroma of autumn. Then suddenly a gusty norôwester comes tearing down, 

whips a cold, frosty fog out of some deep valley, drags low clouds over the 

sky, draws veils of dirty-grey mist across the mountains, and races off to play 

among the hills, ravines and mountain paths, scattering fine particles of rain 

and chasing clusters of golden and crimson leaves. 

It was a sudden storm of this kind which caught us at the airfield of a 

small Polish town where we were waiting to take off for a flight over the 

mountains, across the front to Banská-Bystrica, where the Slovak people had 

risen against the Germans. Low clouds kept our plane grounded on the con-

crete runaway. The fog was so thick that you could not see the propeller from 

the wing tip. And as though mocking us, the airfield radio broadcast reports 

from partisan headquarters on the course of the uprising and the increase in 

the area held by the partisans, as well as the fact that thick clouds covered the 

only landing strip the partisans had in the mountains. 

We paced round and round our plane in exasperation, listening to the wa-

ter splashing down from the wings onto the concrete of the runaway. 

It was only Major Bubentsov of the Engineers, in command of the aero-

drome, who seemed satisfied with the weather. He was a lean, quick-moving 

man with a large head and high forehead, and a lively, wrinkled face from 

which it would have been difficult to guess his age. His round grey eyes, deep 

set in dark sockets, and thin, aquiline nose gave him in profile the look of 

some proud bird of prey. Yet it was clear that he was a good-natured, sociable, 

energetic fellow. 

He kept laughing at our impatience and joking about his being a good 

friend of the Weather Man, who had promised to keep us there as his guests 
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until at least the following day. 

He confessed frankly that here in this remote little Polish town, now far 

away from the front, he, a Moscovite, was starved for ñhome talkòðso 

starved, in fact, that he might die of a stroke or heart failure if he didnôt soon 

talk himself out to someone ñfrom over there.ò There was such unaffected 

longing in these last three words that we could not help feeling sorry for him. 

The latest report on the weather front said that the clouds had settled on 

the mountain crests. There was nothing to do but accept the cheerful majorôs 

invitation. 

As darkness descended in a thickening fog, we climbed into a car made 

up of ñthe ten best makesò as the major boasted, i.e., knocked together out of 

all kinds of wrecked trophies. Its antediluvian horn hooted raucously as it 

nosed its way slowly through the fog, along the streets of the completely in-

visible town. Then, holding hands and feeling our way like blind people, we 

edged through a small garden whose aroma testified to an abundance of flow-

ers, reached a small house, and on entering found the table ready laid. 

Bubentsov in his eagerness to compensate us for having to remain here, 

spread out the whole of his weekôs rations. He himself, however, ate nothing; 

he only talked without stopping. But we had no complaint to make. The dinner 

was excellent for those days, and the majorôs talk was so vivid and lively, his 

expressive, wrinkled face so intelligent and his round eyes so kindly, that it 

was a pleasure to listen to him. 

ñYou know, comrades,ò he said, while his small, strong hand traced all 

kinds of pumps and gears and pinions on a paper napkin with a burnt match, 

ñI'm ashamed to say it, but the thing I dreamed of most as a child was to go 

abroad. Yes, abroad. We lived on Kaluzhskaya Street, and there was a Mos-

cow football player living in the same house. He played centre forward on a 

Moscow team and was quite famous at that time. Well, one day he went to 

play a match in Turkey and brought back a pair of lilac trousers and a straw 

hat with a cord around it... 

ñWhen he went out in those wonderful trousers, we young lads in our 

ôteens used to follow him around at a respectful distance. And all this hero-

worship wasnôt only because he was a famous player, but because heôd been 

abroad, heôd played in Istanbul. In Istanbul, eh? Funny, isnôt it? 

ñWell, it served me right, later on when I became an engineer I was sent 

to all the industrial centres of Europe and lived for a time in America. And 

what do you think was the only thing I brought back with meðapart from 

technical experience, of course? Homesickness. Nothing but that. I donôt 

mean that sweetish, sentimental homesickness that you get in old novels. Not 

a bit of it! Just an overwhelming longing that kept me gripped by the throat. 

And a longing not so much for my native town, native speech, and the family, 

though that was included of course, but mostly for our way of living, our scale 

of life, our people. Yes, and even for our difficulties, damn it allðdifficulties 
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that make a man out of you. And a longing for our own air thatôs so good to 

breathe. And for our sort of people. Believe me, there are no such people 

abroadðat least not yet.ò 

The major jumped up from the table and began pacing the room, sawing 

the air with his hand, miraculously missing the furniture. 

ñExcuse me, Iôm keeping you from eating.... But you can understand, Iôve 

got damnably homesick here. Damnably! When youôre home, you know, it all 

seems just ordinary and every day; ordinary things are happening and ordinary 

things are written in the papers. And evenðI may as well admit itðsome-

times written in a pretty dull way. And we know everyone around us, and 

sometimes weôre a bit sick of each other, too. But as soon as youôre abroad, 

you grab any old Soviet newspaper or open a letter and drink it inðall of itð

every scrap! Every detail, even the theatre advertisements in the papers or 

greetings from relatives in a letter. When youôre far away you feel more 

keenly the magnitude of the job weôre doing back home. And you feel an ir-

resistible yearning to be there and to have a hand in it! Well, what do you say, 

isnôt it the same with you? There you are, you see!... As for our peopleð 

thereôs no one to contrast them with here at home, but once they get abroad, 

you can pick them out of any crowdðsome particular strength in their faces.... 

But you must be getting tired of watching me marching about; Iôll sit down.ò 

He did sit down for a moment, tossed into his mouth several spoonsful of 

the excellent Polish vermicelli floating in the bouillon together with curly 

parsley tips, but the next moment he had dropped his spoon and was pacing 

up and down again. 

ñNo matter how you mix up our people in a crowd of foreigners, theyôre 

sure to stand out. Thatôs the truth. Canôt mix them any more than you can mix 

oil and water. Look how the war has shaken everything upðstates, races, po-

litical parties. In some places things are so mixed up that you canôt make head 

or tail out of them. But not so with us. However much weôve been battered 

and bent, weôve proved able to take it. Weôve stood the test all right! Weôre 

strong metal: flexible, rustless, and gone through such a tempering that noth-

ing can break or batter, crush or twist us! Thatôs the truth. There was an in-

stance here in these parts, for example, that youôd hardly believe. I didnôt be-

lieve it myself when I first heard it. I never met the chief actors, so to speak, 

but there are plenty of people about who saw them with their own eyes. All 

the proof you want. I had lots of time on my hands, so just for something to 

do I checked up on the story and I found it really happened just as they said. 

Excuse me for a moment....ò  

Bubentsov left the room. We heard him knock at some door, then ask in 

French if he might bring in his friends, Soviet officers, and introduce them. 

The reply came in a womanôs clear contraltoðalso in French but with a strong 

Polish accent: ñCertainly, please do, I shall be very glad to meet them!ò 

ñCome along,ò said Bubentsov, returning. ñFirst of all Iôll show you the 
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portraits of the main actors. Come on in, you wonôt regret it.ò 

We passed through several rooms until we came to one which, judging by 

the highly polished, very uncomfortable ñmodernò furniture, was evidently 

the living room. A tall, athletic-looking girl in skiing pants and a khaki tunic 

of rough wool was sitting at a low square table under the shade of a large 

lamp. She was engaged in the rather unfeminine task of taking apart and clean-

ing a German tommy gun, the scattered parts of which were arranged on a 

newspaper. She rose and bowed courteously as we entered, hiding her slender 

hands with long, oil-stained fingers behind her back. 

ñPanna* Marysia, daughter of the owner of the house. She is a Polish par-

tisan who intends to cross the front beyond the Vistula. Having introduced 

her, the major asked permission in French to show us the portraits of her 

friends. 

A smile lighted the girlôs eyes, making her thin, irregular face attractive. 

Still holding her hands behind her back, she led us to the wall where old family 

portraits were hanging in heavy frames. 

One photograph showed a very thin young man with sweeping black 

brows, a prominent, stubborn-looking forehead, thin, firm lips and a clean-cut 

chin. The face was strong and resolute and very purposeful. 

From another one with a similar oval frame, a round-faced lad with a snub 

nose and high cheekbones looked down at us. His hair was close-cropped, 

freckles sprinkled his face, and the narrow, mischievous eyes expressed im-

perturbably good humour. 

There were laurel leaves beneath these two portraitsðaccording to the 

old Polish custom of decking pictures of illustrious ancestors. 

It was not difficult to see, however, that these two were not of Polish de-

scent, that they were our Soviet people, and we had the feeling that our fellow 

countrymen must find it rather dull here among all these gentlemen with long 

moustachios and ladies with elaborate, nineteenth-century coiffures. 

Panna Marysia straightened the laurel leaves, which were somewhat 

askew, and, indicating the black-browed face, said with that happy, shy ex-

citement with which a girl mentions her sweetheart: 

ñThat is PanÀ Andrei Tyukhin.ò 

Then, her long lashes barely veiling the affectionately smiling eyes with 

which one recalls a kind and very jolly friend, she pointed to the snub-nosed 

face: 

ñThat is Pan Andreiôs friend, Pan Fyodor Teleyev,ò and added: ñVery 

good pans, very splendid knights.ò 

Then her black eyes filled with the same happy excitement as she asked 

us: 

 
*  PannaðPolish for Miss.ðTr. 

À Panðgentleman, Mr.ðTr. 



182 

ñPan officers, you know these gentlemen?ò  

We said that unfortunately we had never met them, apologized for having 

troubled her, and went out, leaving this strange girl to her masculine job. 

Beaming with all the innumerable wrinkles that seemed to emphasize every 

expression of his face, especially his smile, our host asked: 

ñWell, you heard that? See how our people are honoured? óKnightsô! 

They deserve the title all right! But thereôs a whole story behind that. I havenôt 

bored you with my talk?... Then come and have some fruit and wine, and Iôll 

tell it to vou. You wonôt find it dull, I swear you wonôt.ò 

He sat down in an armchair, and one could see from the tired droop of his 

shoulders that many a year had passed over his head, and those not easy ones. 

ñWell, you know of course that for reasons beyond your control youôve 

got stuck in the very middle of a Polish oil district.ò Picking . up a pencil and 

another paper napkin from the table, he resumed his professional habit of trac-

ing the outlines of derricks and oil tanks with exact, rasping strokes. ñDidnôt 

you know that? Iôll explain. The whole of this part of the Carpathians is stip-

pled with oil derricks. Itôs not Baku, of course, nor Grozny, nor even Syzran.... 

And to us the equipment we saw here when we arrived looked more fit for a 

museumðdrawing up the oil with buckets! But all the same they did manage 

to squeeze something out of the ground, and quite a lot, according to their 

standards. Well, when the Germans invited themselves in here, the first thing 

they did, of course, was to lay their hands on that oil. They needed oil in the 

worst way, and they wanted to squeeze all they could out of these antediluvian 

wells. Settled on them like wasps on a peach. 

ñOf course, fascist brutality is no new thing to you. Youôve seen it in 

action. Been at Majdanek? There you are! But all the same you might call this 

corner of the map a model exhibition, so to speak, of Hitlerôs ónew order.ô 

Yes, a model exhibition. Iôd like to have excursions brought here from all over 

the world. I mean it! Educational. Take a look, peoples of the world! See what 

you would have got if the Soviet Army hadnôt saved you from that ónew or-

der.ô Very instructive theyôd be, excursions like that! 

ñTake this town here for example. The oil works were nothing to write 

home about, but the Germans herded people here from all over Europeð

French, Belgians, Czechs, Danes, even Liechtensteinersðfrom places youôd 

hardly find on the map. And the whole lot lived in camps, behind barbed wire. 

And the wire was electrified. Went to work under guard, came back under 

guard, a sixteen-hour day! Food in real fascist styleðturnips for first, second 

and third course. Half a litre of turnip water each time Three tiers of bunks in 

the barracks, two cubic metres of air per head. And floggings a-plenty. A reg-

ular system of flogging!ò 

Bubentsov crawled under the bed and brought out a flexible steel rod cov-

ered with rubber and having a handle of plastics. 

ñA heavy thingðthey called them ógummis.ô Each German overseer had 
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one of these gummis. They used them to encourage the starving, exhausted 

men who could hardly drag their legs to the derricks. Look at the handle. See? 

óErich Bock-Werke. Frankfurt.ô Mass production of fascist accessories, so to 

speak. And the whole time these rods were dancing on the backs of prisoners 

of war and the Polish workers too, who were taken to work and back under 

guard the same way. But the gummi was the Nazisô stone axe, a primitive thing 

dating from the early days of fascism. In later years they had a special flogging 

machine. Thatôs right, you heard meða flog-ging ma-chineða machine for 

automatically flogging people. Hard to credit, isnôt it? Take a look at this 

photo. Seeða zinc-covered tableðmade it easier to wash off the blood. Hy-

giene, eh? As soon as the victim was on the table, these metal half-hoops, 

see?ðgripped him and held him down. Then a turn of this indicator on the 

table fixed the number of blows and set that drum with steel rods revolving. 

The rods would catch on this bar and bend. Then with the revolution of the 

drum they would be released and whip down on the victimôs back. Look 

closely, you can see the factory name on this plateðóOmega. Dresden.ô And 

there's the factory number. Yes, it was the Omega factory in Dresden that 

made these flogging machines! 

ñBut thatôs not all! Fascism didn't invent only these machines. I donôt 

know how it was in other places, but here German thoroughness had even 

worked out a whole flogging table. Here it is. You know German? Then you 

can read the original: óSecond failure to fill the work quotaðfive blows; third 

failureðten.... Damage to toolsðfifteen.... Disobedienceðfifteen; second 

offence... twenty-five.... Talking to the local populationðtwenty....ô In a 

word, if any Pole, Czech, Belgian or Liechtensteiner, worker or engineer, 

broke one of these rules, the German overseer would write him out a neat 

slipða flogging coupon, so to speak, with a ration of blows. On returning 

from work the manðyes, the man himselfðhad to go to the camp offices, 

and the German on duty to whom he gave the coupon would perform the au-

tomatic flogging. 

ñA man, a living being, the finest thing on earthðone who not long ago 

had dreamed of the future, studied, been interested in literature and art, had 

lovedðthis man would lie down on that table there, gripped by iron hoops, 

and some German cripple, turned down by all the army commissions, would 

flog him with that machine. A miracle of fascist technique, eh? And if anyone 

resisted, or if he was too exhausted to move and work, then heôd find himself 

in the óblack trainô which ran twice a month between these parts and the fa-

mous Oswiecim. There heôd be burned in Birkenau ovens as industrial waste 

that was of no more use to Grossdeutschland. Maybe you donôt believe me? 

Then ask my landlord, Pan Kazimierz. Heôs a local engineer and the Germans 

forced him to work for them too. He was on that table twice; the first time he 

got ten strokes and the second time fifteen for leniency to the workers, and he 

nearly landed in a Birkenau oven. But he was saved by those two, our fellow 
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countrymen whose portraits are now hanging in the living room along with 

the highly respected ancestors. 

ñIn a word, this whole fascist system was meant to grind out every human 

traitðpride, honour, solidarityðto crush peopleôs understanding, destroy 

their will and turn a man intoðnot even an animalða horse can bite to defend 

itself, a bull can use its hornsðinto a cheap living machine to be used until 

thereôs nothing more to be squeezed out of it, then carted to the rubbish heap, 

in other words, Oswiecim. And the most horrible thing was that they had al-

ready partly accomplished their purpose. Fear of death made people hold their 

tongues, submit and work. The feeling of protest grew duller, their will power 

and resistance weakened. Thatôs the truth. Of course this did not apply to eve-

rybody, but to a great manyða great many. 

ñThatôs how it was here, in this preserve of the ónew order,ô right up to 

last spring, when quite by chance and in different ways those two men landed 

here, those two who are still dubbed the Polish wayðPan Andrei Tyukhin 

and Pan Fyodor Teleyev. Touching how these names stick to them, isnôt it? 

Actually their names are Andrei Pantyukhin, navigator of a long-distance 

bomber that crashed, and Fyodor Panteleyev, an oil worker from Grozny, a 

prisoner of war. 

ñYouôre smiling, I see. It really is funny that they should still be called in 

the Polish manner here, but do you know, it somehow strikes me as a special 

way of honouring them for what they did. But that comes later. First of all 

listen to their story: 

ñAndrei Pantyukhin came first. It was that same Panna Marysia whom 

you just met that found him shortly after her father, Pan Kazimierz, an elderly 

and very respectable gentleman, had been under the flogging machine for the 

second timeðnearly killed himðhad to take to his bed. Towards evening 

Panna Marysia went to the village of KroŜnienki for the doctor. KroŜnienki is 

not far from hereð-in the hills seven kilometres north of the town. The doctor 

was an old friend of the family who was working as a labourer on his brotherôs 

farm in order to escape being mobilized by the Germans. So off she went, and 

just where the path turns into the hills, she suddenly heard something like a 

groan. Yes, a groan. 

ñWhat could that be? Well, sheôs not the timid sort. She turned off the 

path and saw a half-burnt parachute hanging on a tree and a man lying under 

it. He was groaning but he didnôt move. Must have been unconscious. He was 

wearing a helmet and an airmanôs uniformða pilot. She raised him and turned 

him over. He came to himself andðgrabbed his revolver: óGet back, or Iôll 

fire.ô As Russian and Polish are pretty similar, they soon understood each 

other. She saw he was in a bad wayðleg broken, arm hurt. What could she 

do? Carry him to the town? Sheôd have done it, sheôs a plucky girl, but it 

would have been of no useð Germans everywhere, and searches every other 

day. To the farm where the doctor was working? No good either. There was a 
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German division thereabouts undergoing reorganization after having been 

smashed at Voronezh. All the villages were full of them. Well, the airman 

found the way out: óHide me here in the bushes,ô he told her, óamong the 

rocks; itôs summer and Iôll lie here until the bone knits.ô 

ñThatôs what they did. Panna Marysia burned the parachute, went for her 

doctor, and they bandaged him and put the leg in splints, all shipshape. And 

then they took turns bringing him food, he from the farm, she from the town. 

Well, our lad lived there for one day, two days, a week, and soon he learned 

the languageðevidently had a good head on him, pretty sharp he was. While 

they were feeding and bandaging him, heôd be asking them questionsðhow 

they lived, what the Germans were like, etc. They told him all about the ónew 

orderô and the gummis and the flogging machine and the smoke of Birkenau 

that stank of human flesh. And he would flare up: óWhy the devil do you stand 

those swine?ô And she would answer: óBut what can you do if youôre taken to 

the Birkenau ovens for disobedience?ô And he came right back: óBetter die 

fighting than let them use you like cattle.ô In fact, he lost his temper: óHave 

the Polish people lost all their grit?ô óAll the brave ones have been taken to 

Oswiecim,ô she said.ó All  our best fighters, all those who belonged to the 

Workersô Partyðthe Gestapo has taken them all. Birkenau is smoking day 

and night.ô But he came back with: 4Then itôs high time to act before they take 

the last of them, or youôll all find yourselves in that damned oven.ô In a word, 

he drove the little Panna to tears. She was offended and went away without 

even saying goodbye. 

ñBut on the way she cooled down and began thinking that the Russian 

was right. Then she tried to figure which of the plucky ones had remained 

alive after the underground organization was smashed. There were not many 

people she knew in the town, but she remembered some of her old school 

friends and the workers who visited her father. And she decided to start things 

moving at once. Talked to this one, talked to that one. Saw that there really 

were some brave people left. And how brave! Ready to start at once. Only 

they all asked: whoôs going to lead us? Well, without a second thought she 

said: óThe underground partisan centre.ô óWhat centre?ô She didnôt lose her 

head: once youôre lying, go the whole hog. óThe Workersô Party, theyôve got 

the centre going again.ô At that time the Polish Communists really were de-

veloping the resistance movement all over the country; only in this town their 

organization had not yet been restored. Well, people believed her, listened, 

plucked up courage, and began to act. First of all the German office at the oil 

wells was burned down. That set things going. As soon as that office went up 

in smoke, folks began to raise their heads.... óYes,ô they said to themselves, 

óPoland's carrying on.ô And they straightened their backs. 

ñAll the time Andrei kept telling Marysia to do this and that. Told her to 

form an organization of small groups, and that the people in the different 

groups shouldnôt know each other, but communicate through organizers. He 
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told them how to go about it all, and where to deal their blows. He had a head 

on him all right! Soon he got a clear idea of everything from Marysia, learned 

all about the town and dove right into the job. To make a long story short, a 

whole underground organization was formed. And the work went on. Here a 

petrol train was blown to bits, there a derrick burned down, or a train went 

plunging down the wrong track. And all the time Andrei was lying in a cave, 

with splints on, helpless and powerless to move, but with his head working 

and his will like cold steel. It was he who kept all that secret machinery mov-

ing like clockwork, with Panna Marysia the main spring. 

ñWell, soon the people here had their chins well up. They set up a work-

shop in the former high school, in the physics class, and made bombs and fire 

bottles. Some of the folks had weapons hiddenðthey collected them and gave 

them to the fighters. The Germans began to suffer some serious losses. And 

the thing was, they couldnôt make out where it was all coining from. 

ñBut there was one thing Pantyukhin couldnôt manage. Try as he might, 

his people couldnôt get in touch with the prisoners of war and foreigners work-

ing at the oil wells. Yes, that was the toughest job. They were kept under very 

strict guard. And the prisoners were scared of those Birkenau ovens. But then 

the second act was playedðyou just listen. When the next group came from 

Silesia, from the slave market in Kreuzburg, a new prisoner of war arrived at 

the wellsðthat same Grozny oil worker, Fyodor Panteleyev. In general, it was 

strictly forbidden to bring Red Army prisoners here, but an exception had been 

made in respect to Panteleyev because he was a highly skilled oil worker. 

ñHe began by telling the fascist boss that by using his own methods heôd 

drill wells twice as quick as theyôd been drilled before, and demanded a bri-

gade of Czechsðit would be easier for him to make himself understood with 

Slavs, he told them. Thatôs what he said. And began drilling. Well, of course 

you know that among the prisoners our men had a reputation for being the 

most intractable. And now here was a man really putting his heart into work 

for the Germans. He started boring, and he actually did reach oil in a very 

short time. You can guess that the prisoners from other countries began giving 

him some rather queer looks ðhow were they to understand it? Was it possi-

ble that there were fascist lackeys among the Russians too? And to cap it all, 

the Germans noticed him at once and began to favour him, treat him better. 

But somehow the derrick Fyodor Panteleyev had constructed caught fire in 

three days, and burned down so neatly that it blocked the well. Just that. In a 

word, start the job all over again. 

ñThen the prisoners, the ones with heads on them, began giving him dif-

ferent looks. But he just went on working. And merry as you please, feeling 

right at home. Laughing, singing songs. Got hold of an accordion somewhere 

and played it. He wangled an easier regime for his Czechs, too. So they started 

the second derrick. Things went along so well they expected to reach oil any 

moment. The Germans were delightedðthe man was a gold mine. The 
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prisoners kept quiet and waited to see what would happen. And then news that 

the autumn floods had somehow seeped through the dam right in that spot, 

flooding the whole valley, sweeping everything away as clean as though it 

had been licked up, so that even the Russian and his Czechs had a narrow 

escape. And again the Germans made much of himðach, ach, wie schade, 

pfui, such a misfortune! He must have been a slick one, somehow or other he 

managed to fix everything so that with all their suspicions, all their network 

of spies, the Germans never saw through him. They thought he was an effi-

cient fellow, a master at his job. He had the right of entry into all the barracks 

in order to choose men for his brigade. Yes, they even wrote him a pass them-

selves. 

ñThis was when our Panteleyev really began to work. Some of the pris-

oners had already got an inkling of what he was up to and were ready to meet 

him halfway. But he had the eye of a sniper. Knew how to take a manôs meas-

ure, sound the doubtful ones, see through the traitors and avoid them. And 

little by little he got together an organization. Just thinkðthere in the prison-

ersô barracks, behind electrified barbed wire! And the way he did it! Had his 

own man in every barrack. How he managed to come to an understanding with 

them beats me. They say he knew no language but Russian. But they wrote 

leaflets in all languagesðóhand-on leafletsôðread and hand them on. And 

little by little he and his friends began preparing for an uprising.... Thatôs 

rightðan uprising. 

ñThereôs some kind of chemical substance, a single drop of which will set 

a whole barrel of liquid to boiling. Well, that Soviet lad was like that. They 

say he was a jolly fellow, looked as though he hadnôt a care in the worldð

always ready to dance and sing and grinðbut under it all he must have had 

the brain of a statesman. He realized that an uprising without the Poles, with-

out support from the local people, would come to nothing. And so he began 

feeling out the Polish workers. But they were suspiciousðafraid of provoca-

teurs. And for that matter, what chance had he to get in touch with them, with 

all that electrified barbed wire and sentries posted on towers with machine 

guns? 

ñBut the prisoners were getting impatient. The underground organization, 

leaflets, talkðit had raised their hopes, set their brains working, stiffened up 

their will. Their self-respect had awakened. And they were living a hell of a 

life. Panteleyev began to be afraid there might be some spontaneous uprising, 

they might fling themselves against all the tommy guns and barbed wire. So 

he decided to take the bull by the hornsðdo or die. 

ñSuddenly he fell illðsome queer kind of illness. He reckoned on the 

Germans regarding him as a man they needed badly. There was no hospital in 

the camp; the only medical service was rendered by a man not much better 

than an assistant vet. Theyôd be sure to take him out to the town hospital, he 

thought. And thatôs just what happened. They took him to the Polish hospital. 
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With a guard, of course. But what did that matter? 

ñLater on Panteleyev was asked how he had found out there was a re-

sistance organization beyond the wires, and why he had decided to contact it? 

óThe Poles are a proud people,ô he said, óand I could see how they were 

treated. It was impossible that they had not organized.ô His idea was that when 

they heard there was a Russian prisoner in the hospital, the organization would 

certainly try to contact the camp through him. And again it came off just as he 

had foreseen. One of the doctors in the hospital was a member of the organi-

zation. She told her group leader that there was a Russian prisoner in the hos-

pital, he passed it on to Marysia, she to Andrei, who sent the word back: sound 

him out. 

ñWell, Panteleyevôs illness dragged on. The conspirators of the two 

groups kept circling round each other, sniffing warily, and found they had the 

same aims. So they began to talk openly, and agreed to joint action on the 

morning of the fifteenth of July, when the prisoners would be taken from the 

barracks to the bathhouse and would meet the column of Polish workers being 

marched to work under guard. 

ñThe conspirators planned it all out, down to the smallest detailðhow 

theyôd have weapons ready, how the telegraph station and telephone exchange 

were to be put out of order, how theyôd block the police barracksðin a word, 

everything. And in all these talks neither conspirator revealed anything about 

himself. Panteleyev pretended to have been sent by some imaginary Czech 

Communist, and as for Pantyukhin, he remained in the backgroundðhe just 

wasnôt thereðit was the underground organization working. Thus they 

brought the two ends of their respective organizations into contact, neither of 

them suspecting that at the head of the other organization stood a Soviet citi-

zen like himself. 

ñAfter this Panteleyev recovered at once, and was taken back to camp to 

drill wells and prepare the uprising. And Pantyukhin, tended by his Polish 

friends, got onto his feet at the same time. The bone of his leg had knit and 

the splints were off; true, his arm was still bandaged, but he could walk with-

out crutches, using only a stick. When his strength first came back, he wanted 

to go meet the Soviet Army. By that time, too, there was a love affair begin-

ning between him and that same Panna Marysia. Donôt think it was just a 

passing romance, an affair of the moment. No, it was the real thing, born of 

the common struggle. She had decided to go with him; she knew that a Polish 

army was being organized in our country, and she wanted, as she says, to get 

through to her troops. But they didnôt go, and hereôs why. It was a very big 

thing he had started here, and he felt he hadnôt the right to drop it before it 

was finished. You can see that. How could he, when he had roused the people 

and formed a strong organization. How could he leave it? So he stayed on in 

the forest, in a lean-to among the rocks, where nobody knew of him, nobody 

ever saw him, and went on directing everything through Panna Marysia. 
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ñThen something else happened. Old Pan Kazimierz, Panna Marysiaôs 

father, and several Polish workers and engineers were arrested for participat-

ing in the resistance. They were threatened with the Birkenau ovens. They 

were good menðfolks thought a lot of them, and the whole organization was 

sending messages through the group leaders that they had to be saved. Pantyu-

khin began to be afraid of a spontaneous uprising, without proper preparation, 

and that would ruin everything. 

ñThen came the fifteenth of July. Well, it couldnôt have come off betterð

like men boring a tunnel from opposite sides of a mountain, everything reck-

oned to a hair so that though they canôt see each other, they meet at the exact 

spot designated. And it showed what the ability to organize can doðthe great-

est force on earth, and one especially characteristic of us Soviet people. 

ñWhen the two columns met at the time planned, they fell upon the guards 

with such a sudden, concerted attackðsome with cobblestones, others with 

grenadesðthat they killed twelve Germans, with only one of their own 

wounded. That was Panna Marysia. And they only managed to hurt her be-

cause when she suddenly saw the German who had flogged her father, all 

orders flew out of her head and she rushed straight at him. In a word, twelve 

to one! Yes, that was the proportion.... Then the columns joined forces and 

made a dash for the wood pile where weapons were hidden, armed themselves, 

locked the offices, released the prisoners, burned down the police barracks 

and the empty military barracksðthe soldiers had run away without even hav-

ing time to telephone the neighbouring villages for helpð burned the oil tanks 

and the refinery, and then made off to the mountains, taking food and ammu-

nition with them. 

ñThere was a rather funny incident during the uprising. The Czechs whoôd 

been working with Panteleyev at the boringsðpicked daredevils, ready for 

anythingðwell, they got hold of the German manager of the works, dragged 

him to the flogging machine, threw him down on the table and set the thing 

going, but, perhaps because they didnôt understand the mechanism, they didnôt 

set the number of strokes, so the machine went on working until! the steel rods 

had turned Herr Chef into a beefsteak. Yes, a bloody beefsteak. Or rather 

minced pork. 

ñWell, thatôs not importantðjust a minor detail. What mattered was that 

everything went so slick that when German reinforcements arrived from a 

neighbouring garrison there was nobody to fight. The insurgents had disap-

peared without a trace. They were away in the mountains. The only thing left 

for the punitive detachment to do was put out the fires in the storehouses and 

clear the railway tracks of ammunition trains that had been blown up. 

ñIt was then that Andrei Pantyukhin and Fyodor Panteleyev met for the 

first time, there in the mountains. Panna Marysia told me that when they 

learned they were fellow countrymen to whom the local folks had given Polish 

names, and that they had been carefully misleading each other about their 
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identity while working underground, they laughed till they could only roll 

helplessly on the grass in the forest glade. From that time on they were firm 

friends and for over a year, till the Soviet Army came, they operated very 

effectively here in the mountains with their international column, with the 

Young Communist League member Fyodor Panteleyev as commander, and 

the Communist Andrei Pantyukhin as commissar, or, as he modestly called 

himself in the local style, officer in charge of education. 

ñYou want to know how it all endedðthat is, if you can call it an end? 

Listen and Iôll tell you. 

ñWhen our units approached these partsðthe Carpathian foothillsðand 

there was heavy fighting at the Dukla Pass, one of our cavalry brigades stum-

bled on an enemy ambush and found itself in a tight spot. They dismounted 

and began fighting on foot. Suddenly they heard firing somewhere in the en-

emy rear. The general and his chief of staff stared at each other in bewilder-

ment. Where could help be coming from? Nothing like this had been included 

in the plan of battle. But the firing kept getting louder. Then suddenly a óhur-

rahô burst from somewhere on the other side of the valley. What on earth? Our 

forces must have got round there, then? The general ordered the artillery to 

give the Germans all they had, and his men to mount and attack. After this 

pounding from both sides, the Germans just caved in. When the fighting was 

over, armed men in civilian clothes came out of the forest. Marched up to the 

general and reported themselves according to regulations: óLieutenant Andrei 

Pantyukhin, and Sergeant Major Fyodor Panteleyev, reporting for service with 

an international column of 250 men, 20 machine guns and 10 mortars of Ger-

man make.ô 

ñAnd thatôs all. Yes, thatôs all, nothing more of any interest.ò 

The major jumped up, poured himself a glass of wine and, raising it, said 

solemnly: 

ñTo the man who cannot be broken, crushed or bent. To the Soviet man!ò 

He drained the large glassful at a draught and smiled with all his wrinkles 

radiating in merry lines from his round, unwinking, falconôs eyes. 

ñAny questions?ò 

ñWhat about the romance? How did the affair between Andrei and Panna 

Marysia end?ò we asked. 

ñI knew youôd ask that. It didnôt endðitôs still going on. You heard með

still going on. Of course it's rather complicated. They're very different. Dif-

ferent upbringing, different views, a different approach to life. In these parts 

Pan Andrei Tyukhin was famed as a hero of heroes, worthy of honour, glory, 

andða good rest. Anyhow, that was what Panna Marysia thought. She's a 

good, brave girl, and she learned a lot in the underground organization, but all 

her upbringing led her to think that way. Well, and our Andrei was just an 

ordinary Soviet fellow, in no way a hero from his point of view. He'd just 

fought the best he could. It's true that when H.Q. heard of his mishap and his 
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exploits, he was offered a furlough, but he wouldnôt hear of it. As soon as he 

and his column broke out of encirclement, he applied for frontline service, 

only not as navigator, but with paratroops, since he'd learned partisan fighting. 

So he was sent there. He loved the girl, but there was no moving him. 

They parted coldly, almost with hostility. He was an inflexible fellowð

wouldnôt listen to any womanôs talk, even for the look of the thing. Well, 

Marysia couldnôt understand him at first, how a man whoôd earned his rest 

and been given a furlough could be so anxious to leave his sweetheart and go 

off to fight. She was hurt and even insulted. But later she came to understand. 

One day she came to meðI was already billeted here with them. óPan Engi-

neer,ô she says, óI want to be worthy of him, I want to fight too, like Pan An-

drei, until my country is free.ô And what do you think? She went to Lublin, 

got in touch with the Polish headquarters and applied to fly to the Polish par-

tisans beyond the Vistula as a radio operator. Sheôs training now, learning 

about weapons, studying codes and Morse.ò 

The engineer fell silent, staring at the window where the thick blanket of 

fog shut out everything. 

ñAnd thatôs the story of the two Soviet fighting men whom in these parts 

they still refer to respectfully as Pan Tyukhin and Pan Teleyev.ò 
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Î 

A Compatriot 
I was detained by business that day at the partisan velitelstvo, the poetic 

Slovak name for the rebel headquarters situated in the Town Hall, a building 

in Hungarian Gothic style. It was late at night by the time I started for my 

hotel. The dark, clean, narrow streets of Banská-Bystrica, a remarkably beau-

tiful mountain resort which the fortunes of war had turned into the centre of 

the Slovak rebellion, were completely deserted at this hour. The hubbub of 

voices, the chugging of motorcycles, the bustle of army cars, the entire rest-

less, romantic tumult which gave the town the rugged appearance of a biv-

ouac, had ebbed with the advent of darkness. Only the infrequent, rather too 

lusty shouts of the rebel patrols and the sweet slow strains of violins and ac-

cordions filtering through the blacked-out windows of little restaurants and 

cafés broke the silence of the town, which seemed infinitely peaceful now. 

The foreign, waning moon, which had risen very bright from behind the 

undulating crests of the wooded mountains, wrapped the gabled roofs in a 

transparent haze of cold, indifferent light. A damp, gusty wind, laden with the 

rich odours of the mountain autumn, whistled through the narrow winding 

streets, as through the chimney of a samovar. It strewed the clinker-paved 

streets with the jagged gold of maple leaves, and sent overripe chestnuts clat-

tering down from the trees to the flagstone sidewalk, giving you the feeling 

that someone was throwing stones at you. On this clear, uneasy autumn night 

everything seemed to emphasize the fact that you were in foreign parts, in an 

alien city, torn away not only from your own land, but also from your own 

army, your own people, the people you were used to. In the daytime you 

hardly felt it. The small insurgent island encircled by attacking German troops 

led a very strenuous military life. Inspired by the successes of the advancing 

Soviet Army, the valiant Slovak people had rebelled against the occupationists 

and were now fighting furiously, beating back the German troops pressing 

them on all sides. 

This atmosphere of fierce, selfless struggle was similar to that in which 

we lived during the war. But at night, when everything quietened down and 

the rebel capital was sunk in peaceful slumber, entrusting its safety to the par-

tisan patrols, who decorated their rifles with lime leaves and spent their time 

light-heartedly chatting with girls in dark side streets, then a feeling of loneli-

ness, a longing for your native land and dear ones overwhelmed you, crowding 
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out all other thoughts. 

Whenever the patrols caught sight of a man in Soviet uniform they sprang 

away from their girls and, grinning from ear to ear, presented arms with a 

flourish. The infrequent passers-by would lift their hats respectfully and wish 

you a ñgood night.ò Some would rap out briskly: Nazdar Rudý Armadǝ (ñLong 

live the Red Army!ò). And four short, stocky peasants in embroidered shirts 

and hats and carrying hatchet canes (they had probably come down from the 

mountains to report at the volunteer recruiting centre) stopped when they met 

me, a Soviet officer, put their arms round each other to chant endlessly: 

ñSta-lin, Sta-lin, Sta lin!" 

For a long time this beloved name echoed through the streets of the 

hushed town that cool night. 

Suddenly someone called out from behind, not very loudly and in perfect 

Russian: 

ñComrade Major!ò 

I started. I was overjoyed to hear my native longue. Overjoyed, yet I did 

not turn around. Who could it be? A Whiteguard emigré would not use that 

form of address. There were only a few Soviet officers here and I knew their 

voices well. Then who could it possibly be? 

The footsteps behind me rang out crisp and clear. There was no mistaking 

that they were the footsteps of a military man. 

Should I answer or not? The rebel capital, and such a carefree one at night, 

no doubt teemed with German spies. This might be a trap. No, it was best to 

wait, not to turn around or reply until I reached a more peopled spot. I in-

creased my pace. The stranger kept up with me but did not overtake me. 

ñComrade Major, one minute, please,ò the voice sounded hurt, imploring, 

and full of hope. 

Surely a saboteur would not talk like that. 

I stopped. Before me stood a sturdily-built man, rather less than average 

height, wearing the uniform of a Soviet Army senior sergeant. However, in-

stead of the Soviet star, two ribbons were crossed on his capða red ribbon 

and a striped one, the colours of the Czechoslovak flag. 

He was armed in an extremely picturesque manner. A German tommy 

gun hung round his neck like a saxophone; a heavy parabellum in a hard 

leather holster swung from his side, while suspended from his belt, which gir-

dled his tunic snugly and smartly, were Italian grenadesðsamovars we called 

them. The handle of a dagger protruded from his brightly polished boots. 

Sometimes our partisans were armed in such a manner. But what would 

a Soviet partisan be doing here, in the heart of the Carpathians, far from his 

native land? 

ñPermit me to address you, Comrade Major. Senior Sergeant of the Red 

Army Konstantin Gorelkin, at present, as you see,ò smiling good-naturedly he 

passed his hand over his collection of arms, ñat present a Czechoslovak 
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partisan....ò 

He clasped my hand firmly in his own small, but very strong one. 

ñExcuse me for stopping you here in the street. I havenôt been home for 

two and a half years: Iôm so homesick I canôt stand it any longer. When I saw 

a countryman wearing our own uniform in the velitelstvo today, my heart be-

gan to beat fit to burst. I almost approached you then and there. Believe me, I 

could hardly restrain myself.ò 

He was silent for a moment, clearly moved. 

ñBut I couldnôt hold out, I watched for you and caught up with you. If you 

think Iôd better go away, say so and Iôll go.ò 

By now I realized that he was most likely one of those Soviet persons 

whom the war, mobilization, or captivity had cast adrift in foreign lands where 

they were continuing the fight. Our Slovak friends told us with gratitude of 

several such partisan detachments made up of Soviet war prisoners who gave 

them a lot of help, fought fiercely, ably, and very staunchly. 

This man's fine, honest face, his perfect Russian, and quick manner of 

speaking, a manner common to my native Kalinin, proved that he was cer-

tainly a compatriot. But in alien parts, especially in a rebel district, caution is 

the law, so I coldly asked him who he was, where he lived, what he had been 

doing before the war, how he had landed in these parts, and what he wanted 

of me. He replied without the least sign of hesitation: 

ñBefore I joined the army I lived in Kalinin; had a job as assistant foreman 

at the Proletarka weaving mill. I lived on the factory grounds, in Barrack No. 

70, on the third floor, in the glagolchik.ò 

ñWhat did the workers call your barracks?'' I asked, hardly able to contain 

my joy, because here, in a foreign town, I had, it seemed, not only met a com-

patriot but a man from my home town. He had said: ñglagolchik.ò This was 

what the Kalinin textile workersðand they aloneðcalled the little side halls 

of their dormitories, and no spy, no matter how well trained, could possibly 

have learned or memorized so specific a term. 

ñOur barrack was called óParis,ô 'ô he answered, a little surprised. 

ñWho was Gorokhov? You must have known Nikolai Gorokhov.ò 

ñHe was director of the Plekhanov Factory Vocational School. I went to 

that school, and graduated from it,ò he was speaking very low now. ñI have a 

Party card, look.ò 

Now I could let myself go, stop being secretive and burst out laughing. 

Beyond doubt, he was the person he claimed to be. I had grown up on the 

grounds of the Proletarka mill  and knew every nook and cranny there. From 

his Party card, a queer-looking Party card only the first page of which was 

preserved, pasted in a hard leather cover, the same face, only a very young 

and round one, gazed up at me. Even the signature of the district committee 

secretary was familiar to me. 

To think under what unlikely circumstances one may meet a person from 
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home in war! 

In this foreign, deserted street we embraced, two men from Kalinin, two 

Soviet people, blown here by diverse winds of war. He suggested having sup-

per together. Without more ado we entered a quaint little restaurant, the 

ñGolden Ram,ò which affected the style of a country inn. My journalistic sixth 

sense told me that this fellow from the Proletarka had an unusual story to tell. 

As for him, after knocking about so long he had met a person from over 

thereðfrom his very home town in fact, and he avidly drank in the sounds of 

his native tongue and was burning to ñunbosom himself.ò 

The people in the little restaurant consisted mostly of sun-tanned partisans 

in civilian clothes with tri-coloured ribbons in their hats and rifles leaning 

against their tables; insurgents in dashing uniforms, only recently so despised, 

now again respected and loved by the people; the girls accompanying these 

men,, some in military uniform and some in native costume. When they saw 

two men in Soviet uniform enter, they all jumped up and shouted toasts, scan-

ning the words ñRed Armyòð ñRudá Armáda.ò Then the musicians sprang 

down from their platform, formed a semicircle round the alcove where we had 

installed ourselves and struck up Katyusha, and everybody present began to 

sing this song of ours in Russian, distorting the words unmercifully. 

ñWhat a welcome they gave us!ò I said, when we finally managed to settle 

down at our table. 

ñYou think they are the only ones? Or only here? It's like this everywhere, 

in all countries. The name óRed Armyô is world-famous now. It is understood 

everywhereðno need to translate. A magic wand. It feeds us, shelters us, 

hides us, saves us from pursuit everywhere.ò 

ñSo youôve been in other countries too?ò 

He merely whistled and waved his hand, as if he had been asked some-

thing that went without saying. 

ñIôve been knocking about for over two years. You have no idea how sick 

I am of it all. At times I get so homesick I feel like diving off a cliff. The 

people are fine. The countries tooðbut thereôs none can compare with our 

own Soviet Land!ò 

He drained a litre mug of beer in one gulp and asked me if I had any 

Russian cigarettes. He was sorry to hear I had not. All of a sudden he pushed 

his thick, dark chestnut hair off his forehead, revealing blue radial scars there. 

ñSee?... Wounded in August 1941, near Smolensk. Scratched the skull, 

but luckily didnôt touch the brain. But I lost a lot of blood. Fainted, and when 

I came to there were none of our men left at my observation postðI was an 

artillery observer. Germans all around. Hände hoch! They took me. Those 

who were badly wounded they just finished off, but they took me along. I 

could walk. They formed us into a transportation column and drove us west. 

Leg power. And from that day on Iôve been roaming the wide world. Have 

you time to spare? An hour or two, eh? Iôm dying to tell one of my own 
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countrymen all Iôve lived through, all the things Iôve seen during this time. 

Will you listen? Hey, there, comrade, two more mugs!ò 

And here, in this little restaurant, accompanied by the strains of an or-

chestra playing slow, melodious but foreign songs, Gorelkin told me his story, 

the remarkable story of a Soviet soldier who was taken prisoner and carried 

off to distant parts, but who even there, thousands of kilometres away from 

his army, did not consider himself vanquished, did not lay down arms or cease 

fighting. 

I will omit from his tale well-known details about how the fascists treated 

war prisoners, how the columns of pedestrians petered out as hundreds, thou-

sands, tens of thousands of sick, wounded, and exhausted were shot down or 

clubbed to death by the guards: about the horrors in the camps where every 

effort was made to turn men into beasts, into famished work horses, unthink-

ing, weak-willed, ready to perform any job dumbly and submissively. I shall 

give you only the main points of his tale, for otherwise this would have to be 

a novel, and not a story. 

Gorelkin managed to survive, to withstand all the hardships of captivity, 

and to preserve his energy and will power. 

The prisoners were sorted at a camp in Belostok. The group to which 

Gorelkin was assigned was put in a boxcar and taken south through Poland, 

Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia. One of the prisoners in the car was a teacher 

of geography who spoke German tolerably well. The old Austrian guard, a 

veteran' of the last war who secretly hated Hitler, accidently let it be known 

that the prisoners were being transported to Greece to work on construction 

jobs in the port of Salonica which the Germans were then fortifying, adapting 

it to their military needs. 

The woeful train with machine guns mounted on platforms and a carful 

of armed guards slowly made its way across Europe. It was strictly guarded. 

Whenever it stopped, tommy gunners surrounded it. To attempt escape under 

such conditions meant certain death, and yet at every long stop, prisoners tried 

to escape. They jumped to their death straight onto the barrels of tommy guns. 

It is unlikely that any of them seriously hoped to get away. Attempting escape 

was simply one way of committing suicide. These tormented people preferred 

death to slavery. 

Gorelkin and his friends did not want to die. He had become particularly 

attached to three of the men in the car: Vasil Kopyto, a miner from the Donbas; 

Semyon Agafonov, an electrician who used to work at a Ryazan power sta-

tion; and Vladimir Tkachenko, a Moscow schoolteacher. They wanted to live 

and to fight. They dreamed of escaping, but of escaping skilfully, safely, and 

returning to the Army. 

The plan for escape was drawn up by Vasil Kopyto, a man remarkable for 

his inexhaustible cheer and enormous physical strength. It was a very simple 

plan. One slushy rainy night, as the train crawled along over the mountains of 
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Greece, its wheels scraping and brakes grinding round the curves, the friends 

pulled up some of the floor boards in their car. Glancing through the breach, 

they saw the white stones between the ties merging into a single pale ribbon. 

Then the men slowly lowered themselves; when the toes of their shoes 

touched the ground they let go and dropped face downward. Bearing the pain 

of the knocks, they lay in the roadbed until the train had rumbled past over 

them. A drizzling rain fell interminably through the fog which clung to the 

bare grey rocks. It was so dark you couldnôt see your own hand at armôs 

length. Of the seven who took the jump, three were cut to pieces by the wheels. 

But who prized the life of a prisoner, of a slave? 

When the roar of the train had died away in the gorges Gorelkin, Kopyto, 

Agafonov and Tkachenko, who had escaped with a few bruises, carried the 

remains of the dead to the bushes and then struck northwards along the first 

mountain path. At first they decided to take the shortest route from Greece 

through the Italian-occupied regions of Albania to Yugoslavia, the news of 

whose heroic struggle had penetrated even the barbed wire of concentration 

camps. 

Where did they get food? How did they manage to make themselves un-

derstood in foreign, distant Greece? 

A broad smite spread over Gorelkinôs sun-tanned face and two rows of 

splendid white teeth seemed to light it up making him look younger, more 

distinguished and intellectual. 

ñI told you, Comrade Major. Our password was óRed Army,ô everybody 

understands that everywhere, believe it or not. We would sneak up to a village 

and knock at the first house and wait. An angry foreign fellow would come 

out onto the doorstep, wouldnôt even want to listen; heôd just wave us off 

saying: Italiano! Italiano! Meaningðthere are lots of your kind prowling 

about here and the Italians will hang us for the likes of you. And weôd point a 

finger at our chests and say: óRed Army! Soviets!ô And right away his tone 

would change. The fellow would look around him, pull us into the hall, feed 

us, and give us stuff  to take along; and sometimes, if things were quiet in the 

village, no occupationists around, he'd even let us stay overnight. It was the 

same everywhere. Thatôs how we got along.ò 

While still in the train they had agreed among themselves to keep to a 

straight road through the Balkans, Central Europe, Poland, and the Ukraine 

until they reached the Soviet Army. They figured theyôd do it in six months. 

But the road home for these four Soviet soldiers turned out to be neither so 

short nor so easy. 

Following mountain paths through sparsely populated regions in Albania, 

they almost reached the shores of Lake Scutari. They could already see it from 

the mountains, an enormous mirror sparkling on the horizon with wisps of 

mist floating above it. But suddenly their way was barred by a huge herd of 

cattle on the road. 
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Later they discovered that the Italians were driving the cattle confiscated 

from mountaineers to the port of Durazzo, from where they were to be shipped 

to Germany. A group of dark-skinned, barefooted women were running after 

the grey, straight-horned Albanian oxen and the skinny, dusty, sorry-looking 

cows, piteously lowing with hunger and fatigue. The women were weeping 

and wailing and would not leave the herd. Italian soldiers, swarthy fellows in 

shorts and tasselled trench caps, lashed the women and the cows indiscrimi-

nately with their whips. There were not many of these guards. They felt quite 

safe, however, and they straggled along behind the herd, smoking and making 

frequent trips to the wagon carrying a big carpet-covered barrel of wine. And 

it was here that the event which altered and greatly lengthened the road of the 

four Soviet soldiers took place. 

They had hidden in the wayside bushes to wait there quietly until the cat-

tle passed. But the way the Italians treated these thin, wizened, barefoot Al-

banian peasant women enraged them so that they attacked the guards (by this 

time they had already obtained arms for themselves) . They shot down three 

men on the spot. The rest fled to the hills without even trying to put up a fight. 

Then Kopyto, who was the ñforeign minister,ò as he styled himself, and 

maintained connections with the local population, made a speech to the 

women. He told them in the purest Russian that they could take their cattle, 

delivered from the hands of fascism by these glorious troops. But the women 

who had been frightened by the shooting and could not make out what had 

happened, lay there in the dusty grass, protecting their heads with their arms. 

Realizing that the women did not understand him, Kopyto took a stick and 

began to chase the cattle off the road, certain that the animals would find their 

own way home. The herd broke up and, sensing what was wanted of them, the 

oxen and cows turned back, lazily nibbling the grass as they went. 

Just then tall, strongly-built men in picturesque dress and carrying ancient 

muzzle-loaders suddenly appeared on the road. They were Albanian partisans 

who were out to recapture the herd. When they saw that their work had already 

been done for them they began to shake the hands of the valiant foreigners, 

and when they learned, through the same universal word ñRed Army,ò whom 

they were dealing with, they were deeply moved and carried their friends off 

to the mountains with them, to the stone fortress-huts scattered among the 

cliffs where this impoverished, hard-working, courageous people dwelt. 

An incessant and fierce struggle was in progress in Albania, which the 

Axis countries had long ago put down on their lists as vanquished. Without 

ever meaning to, the four Soviet soldiers joined this struggle, and, interrupting 

their journey home, set about helping the mountaineers lend their detachments 

the organization of military units. Somehow it came about of itself that they 

began to lead the sallies against Italian transports; they helped organize the 

longshoremanôs hunger strike in the port of Durazzo and the famous raid 

against Tirana. 
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They did not know the language. But in war a man is not judged by his 

words. Soon they had many friends in this little country. They themselves 

came to love these recklessly brave, helplessly unorganized people, and em-

braced their cause. But the radio brought them echoes of the great battles be-

ing fought on their native soil. Their homeland imperiously called them. So 

one day they resolutely bid the Albanian partisans farewell. Their new friends 

equipped them with everything they might need on their difficult journey and 

saw them to the frontiers of Greece. 

This time, after a long discussion, they decided to make their way to Bul-

garia. While this would lengthen their journey in distance, the fugitives hoped 

to curtail it considerably in time. Their plan was to get to Bulgaria, surrender 

to the frontier guards, be interned, and then to demand through the consulate 

that they be sent home. Naive dreams! Gorelkin himself could not restrain a 

smile as he remembered them. Europe, imprisoned by Hitler, seethed and bub-

bled like an icebound river straining to break its bonds in spring. In Bulgaria, 

which they expected to find a peaceful country far away from all the fronts, a 

struggleðeven fiercer than the one in Albaniaðwas in progress. And again 

the energy of the four Soviet soldiers would not let them pass by indifferent. 

One day they came across a partisan detachment besieging the fascist gar-

rison at a small station. They helped the partisans rout the fascists. The 

fighting experience of the Soviet soldiers stood the Bulgarian comrades in 

good stead, while the Bulgariansô traditional love for the Russian people 

quickly advanced the four friends to high positions among the partisans. 

Before long Konstantin Gorelkin was already in command of a large par-

tisan unitðthe Christo Botev group. His three friends fought in his group and 

earned the respect of the partisans and the population. All summer and almost 

all winter the group, which later expanded into a detachment, fought with suc-

cess in the mountains of the Planinas. The fame of the four brave Russians 

spread far and wide over the hills and valleys of Bulgaria. This detachment 

gave the Germans plenty of trouble. Bulgarian young people called up to the 

fascist army ran away and joined the detachment. Finally, at the insistence of 

the German Ambassador in Sofia, the Bulgarian army command sent regular 

troops into the mountains to destroy the renowned partisan detachment of 

Communists. 

Following the plan drawn up by German instructors, these units took up 

positions in the mountain passes, encircled the detachment in the mountains 

and pushed it up into the snowy regions. This was a diabolical plan. Now the 

partisans could not make a move without leaving tracks. The punitive units 

followed these tracks, tightening the ring all the time, blocking the mountain 

passes and setting up barriers of fire in the forests and gorges. 

Cut off from the villages, from food and ammunition bases, exhausted by 

constant battles with an enemy vastly superior in number and in arms, the 

Christo Botev detachment fought back desperately, its numbers steadily 
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dwindling in the unequal struggle. The partisans began to suffer from starva-

tion and scurvy, their teeth loosened and fell out, they became swollen with 

mountain fever. There were many wounded, and many who were too weak to 

walk. When on the march, about one-third of them had to be carried or pulled 

on sleds. 

Those who fell behind, lost their way or tried to hide in the forests till 

danger was past were caught by local fascists and put to a horrible death. Liv-

ing people were nailed to wooden stretchers and carried from one mountain 

village to another for exhibition in the market places, at churches and other 

public places as a warning to the population. For weeks the heads of executed 

partisans were publicly displayed on poles. Whenever they succeeded in 

catching girl partisans alive, the fascists impaled them. 

Konstantin Gorelkin knew what fate lay in store for anyone who dropped 

behind. He knew that no mercy would be shown a single soul. Together with 

his Russian friends, Bulgarian Communists and workers from tobacco facto-

ries, he maintained solidarity, discipline and a fighting spirit in the detach-

ment. They fought their way northwest, pursued by the fascist units as a 

wounded beast is pursued by the hounds. At Gorelkinôs suggestion the officers 

of the detachment decided that it would fight its way into Yugoslavia and join 

the Peopleôs Army there. 

That was an incredible march. Towards the end people began coming 

down with typhus. The sick men, delirious, their faces flushed and unshaven, 

a wild glitter in their deep-sunken eyes, staggered forward on unsteady legs, 

supported by comrades who carried their weapons. But no sooner did a shot 

ring out or was a command issued than these same people, who only a minute 

ago had been raving about food, their families, the heat of the summer, would 

come to themselves, seize their arms and repulse the enemy attack. 

And they accomplished the impossible. These people, exhausted, almost 

weaponless, half of whom could hardly stand on their feet, pushed through all 

the way to the Macedonian mountains. The Yugoslavian border was already 

visible. Gorelkin lined up all the detachmentôs fighting forces, reviewed them, 

and made a speech, the gist of which was the slogan of militant Communists: 

better to die fighting than live on bended knee. He grouped his forces, placing 

Communists at the head and assigning the most dangerous posts to his three 

friends. 

The next morning, under cover of a fog, the detachment made a desperate 

thrust. It swooped down into the valley from the mountains and pierced the 

ring of pursuers by a frontal attack. By the time the sun lighted up the lead-

grey mountain peaks the partisans were already across the Bulgarian frontier, 

in Yugoslavian Macedonia. The most remarkable thing about this break-

through was that this group of some hundred, utterly exhausted men who were 

scarcely able to move, swollen with starvation, worn out by typhus and moun-

tain fever, managed to carry all of its wounded and all of its arms, without 
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abandoning anything in the snow. 

But here, right after they set foot on Yugoslav soil, the remnants of the 

detachment and all four of the Russian soldiers almost perished. 

While the men were sleeping the detachment was surrounded and at-

tacked by Italian frontier guards. The mortally weary and sick partisans were 

not even thoroughly awake before the whole detachment was disarmed, in-

terned, and herded into an improvised prison housed in the huge building of a 

plundered grain elevator. 

It 'was so crowded in the main hall of this grain elevator, into which whole 

trains could have been driven, that the people could not even lie down. Here 

was an assemblage of peasants waiting for their fate to be decidedðMacedo-

nians, Serbs, Croats, who were suspected of partisan activities and of helping 

the Yugoslav Peopleôs Army. 

A week later, somewhat rested and recovered, the friends began to con-

sider plans for escape. Again Vasil Kopyto assumed the functions of ñforeign 

minister.ò Cautiously, he tried to approach the arrested Serbs with the pro-

posal that they join forces in organizing an escape. He had taken a special 

liking to the Serbs because of their Slav appearance and their language, which 

was so like Russian. He decided that with them it would be easier to come to 

an agreement. But he was mistaken. The peasants laughed readily at his jokes, 

shared their tobacco with him and once even treated him to some strong home-

brew, a bottle of which someone had skilfully smuggled past all the guards, 

but no sooner did he try to sound them out by talking about Yugoslav parti-

sans, or by telling them about his misadventures in Bulgaria, than the men 

shut up like clams. 

To all questions concerning politics they pleaded ignorance. They knew 

nothing about the partisans, and had no idea, they said, why they had been 

seized and flung into prison by the óItalianos.ò 

So the four friends and their Bulgarian comrades decided to organize an 

escape alone. This time, too, the plan was proposed by Kopyto, whose fund 

of invention was inexhaustible. One night he suddenly clutched at his stomach 

and began to roll on the floor, rending the huge building with his frantic 

screams. 

The Italian sentry, with a native curiosity, came into the storeroom with a 

flashlight to see what the matter was. Vasil was rolling about and howling 

zealously. Violent spasms convulsed his body. His screaming was so un-

earthly and yet so natural that even his friends became anxious. Perhaps some-

thing was really wrong with Vasil; perhaps he needed medical aid. 

The sentry called in the other guard for advice. For a while both of them 

stood at the door, their rifles cocked, peering into the semi-darkness whence the 

piercing cries were coming. Then curiosity overcame caution. They pushed 

through the crowd of prisoners to the spot whence the noise was coming, and 

immediately they were attacked with stones. They fell without a murmur. 
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Vasil Kopyto donned an Italian uniform, which made him look like a boy 

who has grown out of his clothes. But that did not bother him. He took the 

keys from the belt of one of the guards, went outside, and opened all the other 

doors of the elevator. Attracted by the noise, the sentries of the outside patrol 

entered the yard, but they were too late. The mob had already broken out of 

the prison and the sentries were strangled. 

The friendsô bold deed served as their best recommendation. The taciturn 

peasants from whom ñforeign ministerò Kopyto had been unable to drag a 

word, try as he might, proved to be no more nor less than wary soldiers of the 

Peopleôs Army. Having broken out of prison, they led the Russians and their 

Bulgarian comrades into the mountains of Macedonia. From there, over goat 

trails across gorges, mountain streams, cliffs, through forests, snow and ice, 

they led them to Bosnia, then the centre of partisan warfare. Here again no 

one tried to detain the four Soviet soldiers. The partisans even promised to 

equip them for their  journey. But finding themselves once again in the midst 

of struggle, they could not remain outside of it. They joined one of the partisan 

detachments, contributing to it their experience, which was considerable by 

now, and military skill. 

Once more their trip home was interrupted. Once more they began the life 

of soldiers at the front in an alien land, under an alien sky, in alien mountains. 

For about a year the four friends fought in one  of the divisions of the 

Peopleôs Army of Yugoslavia, whose ranks had swelled by that time. Vasil 

Krypto, a miner  by profession and an expert at blasting, earned the reputation 

of the best sapper in his regiment. No one could compete with him in planting 

an explosive bomb in a railroad bed, or blowing up a bridge in the mountains, 

always managing to reach the river under the sentriesô very noses. The Bos-

nians called him Basil, the equivalent of Vasil in their language. The Russian 

giant was beloved by all, and the girl partisans cast admiring glances in his 

direction. 

Semyon Agafonov, the second fugitive, former electrician at a Ryazan 

power station, organized a mobile mechanic shop for repairing captured arms. 

When the detachment was forced to retreat and the partisan region shifted with 

it, the partisans moved this entire shop too, loading its disassembled machines, 

equipment, spare parts, tools and properties on donkeys, and sometimes on 

their own backs. 

Konstantin Gorelkin, who had served in the Soviet Army before the war, 

became assistant combat commander. When there were lulls in the fighting he 

taught the Macedonian mountain herders and Serbian ploughmen the compli-

cated art of modern warfare. 
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In the intervals between engagements, during mountain bivouacs, the 

Moscow schoolteacher Tkachenko lectured to the officers of the division on 

Marxism-Leninism, and on the History of the Communist Party of the Soviet 

Union (Bolsheviks). These people, exhausted by endless marches and war-

fare, devoted their brief and precious minutes of rest to these lectures. There 

was never any lack of listeners. 

The four Russians traversed a difficult and glorious road with the soldiers 

of the Peopleôs Army. Every new engagement earned them the deeper respect 

of their friends. In one fierce battle fought by the Peopleôs Army to resist en-

circlement, Semyon Agafonov was killed. 

On battle days, Agafonov had always left his repair shop to turn machine 

gunner. In this particular engagement he and his assistant, Blazho Popovich, 

a Serb, were stationed on a mountain pass with orders from Gorelkin to cover 

the detachmentôs breakthrough and descent into the valley. Agafonov fulfilled 

this assignment well and he and his comrade could have managed to get away. 

However, the retreating partisans were carrying their wounded with them, and 

this held up the columnôs march. Agafonov nailed the enemy to the ground 

with his machine-gun fire, preventing the Chetniks from getting across the 

pass. He went on firing until enemy scouts crept up from behind and fell upon 

him and his comrade. Then with a grenade he blew up himself, his comrade, 

the machine gun, and the enemies who were pressing them. 

The partisans down below saw the whole episode on the cliff. It shocked 

them profoundly, and although there was only a handful of them, they coun-

terattacked and got back the bodies of the heroes. The Ryazan boy was sol-

emnly buried beside the Serb from Voivodina on a grey mountain top in Bos-

nia. 

Every peasant from the surrounding villages brought as big a rock as he 

could carry to the grave, in fulfilment of a decision passed at their village 

meetings. A hill of stone rose up on the partisan grave. In the Bosnian villages 

the foreign name Semyon was written down in many a family Bible. 

But although the lives of the three surviving Russians were filled with 

intense struggle, the thought of getting home, of returning to the Soviet Army, 

from which four countries and over two thousand kilometres then divided 

them, never left their minds. True, in those days the distance was beginning 

to diminish. The Soviet Army had launched its offensive and was moving in 

their direction. 

In December, having obtained the permission of partisan headquarters, 

the three Russians set out on their long journey, after taking leave of their 

many Yugoslav friends, who were so like Soviet people in their valour and 

staunchness, their adamantine will to win, and their Slav straightforwardness; 

on leaving Yugoslavia they solemnly promised one another to move straight 

ahead, not to get involved in the struggle of other peoples, to pay no attention 

to anything. The Soviet Army was advancing, and deep down in his heart, 
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each one of them was afraid it would finish the struggle without him. 

They passed through the northwestern part of Yugoslavia, crossed Aus-

tria, and cut across the edge of Hungary without meeting with any unusual 

adventures. But here, not far from the Czechoslovak border, while fording a 

river one night, they encountered a Magyar patrol. Vasil Kopyto was wounded 

in the leg in the skirmish. Gorelkin carried him to the forest on his back. They 

lived in this forest for about a month, existing on berries, fish caught in a 

stream, fruit gathered by night from the trees lining the roads, and unripe corn 

which served as bread. 

When Vasil's wound healed they crossed the Czechoslovak border. 

Once more they found themselves in a Slav country where their language 

was easily understood, where not only the magic, now international, words 

ñRed Armyò but the very fact of their Soviet citizenship served them as a 

reliable pass and opened up the hardest hearts. They would have crossed this 

country quickly if an unforeseen event had not held them up on the way. 

The mountain village where they were spending the night had not sup-

plied the contingent specified by Tiso's Slovak puppet government. No re-

cruits had reported at the mobilization centres. The Slovaks did not want to 

fight for the Germans. A punitive detachment arrived in the villageðtruck-

loads of gendarmes made up of German colonists. They broke into the peas-

antsô homes, and stuffed their sacks with the best things they could find. All 

the men without discrimination were arrested and herded into a barn. In those 

days the fascist puppets in Bratislava were feeling nervous because of the So-

viet offensive. They wanted to prove that they were a strong government. And 

so they meted out punishment on the square opposite the church: the arrested 

men were publicly flogged. 

Slovak peasants, like all mountaineers, are a proud and quick-tempered 

people. They took up their picks, scythes and pitchforks, and their shepherdsô 

hatchet staffsða formidable weapon in skilled hands. And here the battle ex-

perience of the three Russians who were spending the night in one of the 

houses and happened to be on the scene of combat, came in very useful. The 

friends could not restrain themselves. They broke their word, joined in the 

fight, then took the lead and helped the peasants attack the gendarmes. The 

punitive detachment was almost annihilated. The peasants flung the enemy 

dead over the cliffs into a mountain river. Fearing retaliation, half the village 

took to the hills. But it is fatal for a large number of people to stay in the forest 

doing nothing at all, just waiting for raids and vengeance. The three Russians 

felt they had no right to abandon these fine, courageous, and absolutely inex-

perienced Slovak peasants to their fate. They formed them into a partisan de-

tachment, one of the many then operating all over forest-covered, mountain-

ous Czechoslovakia. 

Again the friends joined the struggle, the struggle on alien land, against 

the same enemy their own army was fighting thousands of kilometres away. 
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Just as a snowball rolling down a mountain top during a thaw gathers layers 

of wet snow, growing in size until it becomes a destructive avalanche, so did 

their detachment increase in size and strength as it moved fighting through the 

mountainous regions of the country. There were many people roaming about 

Europe then, people who had escaped from hard labour, from concentration 

camps or prison camps. Gorelkin admitted the best of them into his detach-

ment, which was gradually becoming an international group. In addition to 

Czechs and Slovaks, it included Frenchmen, Belgians, Serbs, and Dutch. It 

was joined by Magyar and Rumanian deserters, who refused to fight for fas-

cism. There was even a Negro in itðSid Brown, a good-natured giant who 

was in charge of the detachmentôs food supplies. 

Konstantin Gorelkin introduced stern discipline in the detachment, setting 

up a partisan court which strictly punished those who violated discipline. With 

his own hand, in the presence of all his men, he shot several persons who had 

fastened themselves upon the detachment in the hope of an easy life and with 

a taste for easy pickings. When they were not fighting, the detachment drilled, 

practised shooting, trench digging and camouflage. Even political education 

was conducted in the detachment, and Tkachenkoôs talks, in Russian and in 

German, reached his polyglot listeners sometimes through two and even three 

interpreters. 

Soon the fame of this detachment spread to the mines in the mountains 

where the Germans were then trying to start the production of iron and copper. 

The detachment was named after the Red Army. It attacked German trains, 

organized explosions in the shafts, disrupted the work of the mines. 

In the summer of 1944 Vasil Kopyto, Czechoslovak partisan and Donbas 

miner, soldier of the Soviet Army, was killed. 

The partisansô friendsðthey had made friends in all the minesðhad re-

ported to headquarters that the Germans were bringing in new equipment, a 

whole plant which they had dismantled somewhere in Belgium. Those were 

the days when the fascists were trying their hardest to increase steel produc-

tion. Kopyto decided to take charge of blowing up the train himself. He chose 

a spot in the mountains where the railway made a sharp curve above an abyss. 

Accompanied by two Belgians, who had a vital interest in this demolition act, 

and armed with heavy explosive bombs which Czech Communist miners had 

made for them, Vasil Kopyto stole up to the railway curve. But the road was 

strongly guarded on that day. Small armoured cars rode up and down the line. 

A sentry was on guard at the spot chosen for the explosion. Their plan was in 

danger of falling through. Leaving the Belgians on the other side of the gorge, 

Kopyto slung the sack of bombs over his shoulder, crossed the gorge alone, 

and scaled an almost perpendicular cliff to reach the railway. 

As luck would have it, the sentry kept pacing back and forth only a few 

steps away. Vasil could not manage to find a moment to plant the bomb under 

the rails imperceptibly The train could already be heard, whistling as it 
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descended the hill. The rails hummed hollowly. The locomotiveôs anxious 

whistles, heavy puffing, and the grinding of its wheels on the rails echoed 

loudly in the gorge. The pointed nose of the locomotive came into sight, 

rounding the curve. 

What Kopytoôs thoughts were during those last seconds of his life can 

only be guessed. Before the sentryôs very eyes he jumped over the rocky crest 

of the slope and sprinted forward. The Belgian partisans on the other side of 

the gorge could not make out what he was doing. All they saw was a tall figure 

rushing at the locomotive. Then a thunderous roar shook the mountains. The 

next instant they saw the locomotive and cars turn slowly over in the air and 

plunge down into the abyss, looking like a torn string of sausages. 

Konstantin Gorelkin and Vladimir Tkachenko went on with the fight. At 

times their detachment numbered several hundred men. As soon as word of 

the Slovak rebellion spread through the mountains and the partisan receiving 

set got the Banská-Bystrica radio appeal to the people to take up arms, the 

ñRed Army Detachmentò made a long and difficult march over the mountains, 

arrived in the region of the rebellion, and attacking straight from the march, 

captured an important railway junction from the Germans.... 

ñAnd now we are fighting not far from here. Thatôs my whole story. We 

never got home, you see. Got mixed up in the fight on foreign soil again, didnôt 

keep our word.ò Gorelkin heaved a sigh and began to sip his mug of bitter 

beer. 

Suddenly I remembered the stories I had been told about a partisan regi-

ment led by a famous commander named Gorelko, a half-legendary, interna-

tional detachment which had come to the help of the rebels, no one seemed to 

know where from. 

ñWait a minute, then Gorelko is....ò 

ñMe. Thatôs right,ò he said simply, with a smile. ñBack there, in the Rud-

nie mountains they gave me that name.ò He sighed again. "Iôll never get home 

at this rate. Today I talked to the lieutenant-colonel,ò he mentioned the name 

of the Soviet liaison officer at the partisan velitelstvo.ñAsked permission to 

set out to join mv own army. He wonôt let me, says Iôm needed here. Thatôs 

true; the people here are fine. Theyôd give their lives any minute for these 

mountains of theirs. Only they havenôt learned to fight properly yet.ò He fin-

ished his beer and smiled dreamily, thinking about something far removed 

from his present turbulent duties. ñSo youôre from Kalinin too, eh?ò 

And he began to ask questions about the life of our country, about the 

Soviet Army, about our home town, about the Volga, in the waters of which 

we had both fished for gudgeons as children, about the Tvertsa, on whose 

clean beaches we had sunned ourselves on holidays. 

We talked till midnight. Engrossed in our reminiscences, we had not no-

ticed that the café was already empty. The waiter had cleared all the other 

tables, set the chairs against them, and was standing to one side leaning against 
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the wall and politely covering his yawns. 

ñSo they went and burned down the Kazakov palace, where the regional 

executive committee used to be? The swine! Such a palace! But weôre already 

restoring it? You donôt say! Grand people, ours! And what about the bas-re-

liefs? I used to attend the plenums of the City Soviet there and I used to admire 

those bas-reliefs. Restoring them too? From old drawings? What about the 

theatre? Nothing at all left, not a trace? Too bad. I remember how we all 

lugged bricks for the theatre when they were building itðat subbotniks. But 

you wait, weôll give it to them for our theatre!ò 

Slightly tipsy from the beer, he rocked back and forth and pounded on the 

table with his fist. 

Meanwhile it was getting very late. The waiter, evidently tired of stand-

ing, had sat down in an armchair and dozed off, forgetting all the rules of 

restaurant etiquette. Obviously it was time to leave. 

ñHow about the bridge across the Volga? Blown up? Is that so! The 

bridge, too! What a bridge that wasðlike a piece of lace. Been restored al-

ready? The very first year? Well, thatôs going some! They sure do work! Iôll 

tell you something, Iôve been around the world, seen how people live in dif-

ferent places, and let me tell you: nobody knows how to work like we do! I 

mean it.ò 

He smiled. The wrinkles in his tired, strong face, etched in by alien winds, 

smoothed out. And once more he looked like the round-cheeked, clear-eyed 

boy of the photograph on his Party card. 

ñWhere did you get one of our new uniforms, and the insignia?ò 

ñIt was made here. Itôs easier to fight in it. Better discipline, and I feel 

easier in my mind, like I was serving in the Red Army. After all, I have the 

right. Commissions are granted for life.ò 

ñBut why do you wear a sergeantôs insignia? Youôre the commander of a 

whole regiment.ò  

ñWhat the government gave me, thatôs what I wear. Why, anything 

wrong? Senior Sergeant of the Red Army Konstantin Gorelkin! Not bad, eh?ò 
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Nikolai Kharitonov, Sapper 
The third turbine was being commissioned at the Kegum Power Plant on 

the broad Daugava, which flows majestically through Latvian forests and 

fields, between low grassy banks. For this small, young Soviet republic, the 

completion of a job of this size was a real holiday. Towns and villages had 

sent delegations. The most outstanding people of the republic were present. 

The great moment was at hand. The Latvian chief engineer, a tall, large-boned 

man with flaxen hair and a shrewd, roughhewn peasant face laid his hand on 

the lever to switch the current from the new turbine into the grid network. The 

silence in the huge, sunny room was broken only by the hum of machinery 

and the ticking of the clock on the wall. At that moment my eye was suddenly 

attracted by a simple face, full of concern, that seemed somehow familiar. 

A rather short man in army breeches and tunic (minus the shoulder straps) 

and well polished boots, was standing at a little distance from the guests and 

officials, andðeither mechanically, or to conceal his excitementðwas pol-

ishing the already shining surface of the new machine. 

Surely I had seen that face somewhere beforeðdry, angular, neither 

handsome nor ordinary, furrowed with deep lines. And the hands were even 

more familiar than the faceðnot very large, but broad and strong, with short, 

flexible fingersðthe skilful, sure hands of a worker, even now, in the moment 

of achievement, moving restlessly over the gleaming metal casing. 

Where could I have met him? 

Among the other ribbons on his tunic I saw two representing Orders of 

Glory. So he had been in the army. The black and emerald Königsberg ribbon 

showed that he had fought in these parts, on the Baltic front, and before that 

on the Kalinin front. That must be where I had met him. But when, where? 

Five years had passed since then. 

The narrow grey eyes peering out from under bushy brows were sharp 

and sagacious. And those eyes, with their keen alertness, were equally famil-

iar. 

Quietly I asked one of the construction workers who he was. The man 

looked at me in surprise. 

ñDonôt you know? Thatôs Nikolai Kharitonov, a prominent man in these 

parts, one of the best brigade leaders.ò 

Nikolai Kharitonov! Immediately I was back in that grim summer of 
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1942. Pouring rain kept all the machines clamped to the roads. The difficult 

drive against Rzhev. Hard fighting in the military settlement on the outskirts 

in the massive stone houses which the Germans had turned into a strongly 

fortified district. I remembered four of these houses standing in parallel ob-

longs on one side of the road. We called them the ñcolonelò from their likeness 

on the map to the four oblong insignia colonels then wore on their collars, and 

the three on the other side which we called the ñlieutenant-colonelò for the 

same reason. The Germans held the ñcolonel,ò we the ñlieutenant-colonel.ò 

And this small areaðone short stretch of road was the scene of fierce, bloody 

fighting. 

We fought not only for each block or house, but for each room, for each 

stair landing. The divisionôs reports to Army H.Q. would run: 

ñAfter hard fighting on the northern sector of the aerodrome settlement, 

our troops occupied apartments one and two of the first stripe in the ócolo-

nel.ô ò 

It was in those days that the name of Nikolai Kharitonov, sapper, became 

known along the whole Kalinin front. 

He worked real miracles. At night, wearing felt boots lor greater silence, 

he would take some sticks of explosives and slip like a shadow from the ñlieu-

tenant-colonelò to the ñcolonel,ò deposit them just as silently in some corner 

of a house swarming with Germans, light the fuse and disappear as though he 

had vanished into thin air. Then after the necessary time had elapsed, there 

would be an explosion, the infantry would dash forward into the gap and oc-

cupy several rooms or apartments before the smoke had time to disperse or 

the Germans to recover their wits. 

In clearing the way for the infantry, Nikolai Kharitonov achieved what 

had been beyond the power of aircraft or artillery in that sector. It was at that 

time that I first made the acquaintance of that rugged-faced man in the cellar 

of one of the stripes of the ñlieutenant-colonel.ò 

The sappers, overcome by weariness, had succumbed to heavy slumber. 

Snores in various keys came from every corner, filling the cellar with a low 

rumble. The air was so thick that the flame of the tiny homemade lamp flick-

ered and smoked as though about to go out at any moment. Beside the lamp 

sat a thin soldier of medium height, painstakingly whittling something from a 

piece of wood with a homemade and evidently very sharp knife. When I said 

I wanted to write about him in Pravda he regarded the idea very dubiously, 

and politely but firmly refused to talk about himself. 

ñWhat's there to write about?ò he said, working away skilfully with his 

knife, which pared through the wood as easily as though it were a crisp turnip 

straight from the fields, instead of tough-grained pine. ñNothing interesting 

about me; we burrow in the ground, quietly, like moles. Youôd do better to 

write about our sniper Solodkovðthey say heôs bagged thirty-two fascists. 

One against a whole platoon, you might say. Thatôs something now! Or the 
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scout Bakharev. Thereôs a soldier for you! You can read about him in our 

divisional newspaper. But whatôs there to write about me? I doubt if Iôve fired 

two clips of cartridges in the whole war. Whatôs there to write about?ò 

He ceased working for a moment to peer with the narrowed, satisfied 

glance of a skilled craftsman at his piece of wood, which was already begin-

ning to take the form of a long wooden spoon. 

He told me nothing about himself. But, to make up for it, his comrades in 

the company bad a great deal to say, and it was from their stories that I pieced 

together my picture of Nikolai Kharitonov. 

His hands were never idle. Whether he was sitting by the campfire while 

the porridge was boiling, or listening to Corporal Kapustin reading the paper 

aloud in the evening, Nikolai Kharitonov was always busy with something. 

He might be mending a greatcoat with big soldier stitches, or quietly sharpen-

ing an axe with a smooth stone found by the roadside, or simply whittling a 

piece of wood with his large homemade folding knife. And before the porridge 

had boiled, or Corporal Kapustin got as far as the third page, the piece of wood 

would have become a spoon, a cigarette holder, a pipe, or some other object 

needed in trench life. 

Many such things made by Sergeant Nikolai Kharitonov could be found 

in the sapper company, which, as I remember, was commanded at the time by 

Captain Grushin. The sergeant was known among his comrades as a man who 

could turn his hand to anythingð~a coolheaded efficient, brave and able sol-

dier. The captain always gave him the most difficult jobs and Kharitonov car-

ried them out exactly, and with invariable success. 

He was sparing of words. Sometimes he would hardly say ten in a day, 

but the few that he uttered would always go the rounds of the company: Khar-

itonov said so and so, the sergeant advised us to do this and that. 

His life had been just as simple, modest and worthy as himself. From 

childhood he had roamed the country with his father, a stove setter from 

Vyatka, installing simple Russian stoves in village cottages. He loved the 

work and became skilful at it. But when construction work was begun on the 

first industrial giants, he handed over his tools lo his father, said goodbye, and 

went off to the Dnieper construction job. The sweep and scope of what was 

being done there had fired his imagination. 

He began as an unskilled labourerðwheeling barrows, navvyingðthen 

he became a concrete pourer and ended as head of a brigade reinforcing con-

crete. His efficiency brought him the offer of a job on the permanent staff 

when the power plant was opened, but he refused. It was the actual process of 

construction that fascinated him, and right up to the beginning of the war he 

was helping to build factories along the Dnieperðoffshoots of the Dnieper 

power plant. 

He was a particularly skilful bricklayer and stone mason and received the 

medal for Labour Valour. 
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During the first days of the war, Kharitonov built concrete fortifications 

at the approaches to the Dnieper. When German tanks broke through to the 

great river, he was among those entrusted with the demolition work. He saw 

the baleful smoke of explosions mushrooming up into the blue sky, saw the 

unleashed Dnieper lose its mirrorlike smoothness and rush turbulently through 

the gap, saw the crash of its waters, sweeping away and burying all that had 

been built at the cost of millions of working days and nights. On that morning 

he saw how steeled, brave men wept unashamed, without even hiding their 

faces, as they destroyed the finest work of their brains and hands rather than 

surrender it to the enemy. And, as he confessed to close friends, it was on that 

terrible day that the first premature threads of silver appeared in his black hair. 

The builder became a sapper. The man with a passion for creating edifices 

of brick and concrete marched in the last ranks of the retreating troops, blow-

ing up bridges, pumps and power plants, destroying and mining roads. 

With silent implacability Kharitonov carried out this demolition work, so 

hard for a workingman. And with every rending explosion his heart grew 

heavier with hatred for those who had made it necessary for him to destroy 

the products of manôs brain and brawn, who compelled him, a famous builder, 

to tear down what he himself had raised up. 

It may be that Kharitonov had in all truth fired less than two cartridge 

clips during the entire war, but the damage done to the enemy by the implac-

able hatred of this silent, reserved man might be compared with the work of a 

whole battery of guns. 

His principal weapons were brains, ingenuity, skill, and a cool head. His 

friends told me that in the early days of the war their sapper group was sent 

behind enemy lines to mine a road over which German reinforcements were 

being brought up. On a stormy winter night the sappers crawled several kilo-

metres through the snow along a frozen stream dragging the explosives on 

sleighs. Expecting a breakthrough, the Germans had themselves mined the 

road in checkerboard pattern, posting warning notices for their own transports. 

The sappers crawled to this road. The frozen snow crackled. It was so 

hard and smooth, so polished by traffic, that the slightest scratch could be 

seen, let alone the marks of newly-laid mines. What was to be done? While 

his comrades were racking their brains, Nikolai Kharitonov rolled up the 

sleeves of his camouflage coveralls and, moving quietly in his felt boots, went 

onto the road and began rearranging the German notices in the same checker-

board patternðbut in reverse orderðcarefully smoothing out the holes left 

by the pegs. 

At dawn, back again in the guard dugout with a mug of steaming teað

even at the front Kharitonov never touched liquorðhe grinned as he heard the 

dull sound of distant explosions from the German side. The enemyôs transport 

had fallen into the trap, and their machines had gone up on their own mines. 

Another night, just before the storming of Kalinin, which the Soviet Army 
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had surrounded on three sides, Kharitonov was sent to cut the wires guarding 

the enemy permanent fortifications. The captain warned him that the ground 

in front of the wires was thickly mined in some new method not yet solved, 

and that several sappers from a neighbouring battalion had been blown up 

there. 

Kharitonov took his clippers and crawled along in the tracks of one of 

those who had perished. He made his way to the wire and, before starting 

work, examined long and carefully the place where his comrade had been 

killed. The smoke-blackened patch stood out clearly under the very wire it-

selfðthat meant the secret had something to do with the wire. Kharitonov 

crawled along beside it and suddenly noticed some almost invisible, snow-

powdered threads running down from the barbs. The sapper crawled to one of 

them, cautiously scratched away the snow around it and then began thawing 

it with his breath, without touching or disturbing the thread. 

He knew that this thread led to death. His lips were nearly touching it. 

When a melted hollow began to form in the snow, he distinguished the out-

lines of a round metal cylinder. The trick was exposed. The thread would con-

vey the slightest vibration of the wire to a sensitive detonator. A powerful 

mine would be set off, killing the incautious sapper, destroying all traces 

which might betray the secret, and at the same time warning the Germans of 

someoneôs approach. 

Having discovered the secret, Kharitonov threw off has sheepskin jacket 

and cautiously set to work. 

In the forward trench, Captain Grushin was counting the slow seconds 

and peering impatiently into the darkness where the sergeant had disappeared. 

The time set had long since passed, but Kharitonov did not return. There had 

been no explosion, however-ðthat meant he was alive. Shivering with cold, 

the captain continued staring at his watch. At last, just before dawn, when the 

cold mist was becoming thin and grey, he heard heavy breathing and the 

crunching of snow. 

Kharitonov tumbled over the breastwork into the trenchðexhausted, cov-

ered with scratches, his teeth chattering, a crooked smile on his blue lips. he 

took out of his pocket a metal cylinder that looked rather like a coffee tin. 

ñThere it is. Have to show the boys. I cut twenty-eight of these things off 

the wire. A smart trickðat the least movement of the wire youôre done for.ò 

He tossed the now harmless mine carelessly onto the ground, then drew him-

self up and reported: ñPassages cut and marked with spruce tips. Comrade 

Captain.ò 

Later on, when he had time to spare, Kharitonov made a meticulous study 

of the mine he had brought. He learned its mechanism, took it apart and 

showed his comrades the whole secret of this really very simple German in-

vention. He showed them how to find the connecting threads and how, after 

drawing the threads downwards and slackening their tension ñso as not to 
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wake up the mine,ò they could safely take the sting out of this ñmysteryò with 

an ordinary pocketknife. 

Kharitonovs abilities were invaluable during the spring offensive along 

the thawing roads of the Kalinin region. The Germans were using all their vast 

mining technique in an effort to get their troops away in safety as they re-

treated before the Soviet drive. They planted booby traps along the roads and 

paths, on the thresholds of cottages and at the entrances to blockhouses, in 

abandoned trucks and guns, in abandoned food storesðeven attached them to 

crosses on graves and to the bodies of their own dead. 

Kharitonov and his sapper scouts marched in front of one of the advanc-

ing battalions, investigating the road with mine detectors, testing with bores 

and grapnels, carefully examining every object on the road. 

In silent concentration he would indicate to his comrades a case of canned 

milk fastened with an apparently innocent rope leading, as he put it, ñstraight 

to hell,ò or a new pair of army boots lying in the opening of a dugout, one of 

which contained a mine with a sensitive detonator. Once, in a captured town, 

he even pointed to a half-open volume of Pushkinôs verse lying in the mud, 

the binding cleverly connected with a high-explosive charge buried in the 

ground. 

ñLook what those swine have doneðthey know how much we care for 

books. Nothing doing, you donôt catch us, weôre old hands,ò he said. 

In the presence of his comrades, who made a dash for safety, he took a 

razor blade, cut the thread connecting the volume with the buried explosives, 

then carefully wiped the mud off the pages, slipped the book into his gas-mask 

holder, and began unhurriedly digging up the mine. 

When they were already close to Rzhev, Kharitonov did a job that estab-

lished his fame not only in the regiment, but in the division as well. 

A heavy tank seeking a ford over a stream had run onto a powerful anti-

tank mine. The traffic control man had halted the machine, but too late. By 

some happy chance, however, the mine landed between two of the ribs in the 

caterpillar tread. It was clamped in tight, but the pressure had not been suffi-

cient to set it off. Any movement, however, or the slightest jolt threatened 

disaster. But to dig a mine from under a tread, a mine buried in frozen snow 

and earth, seemed impossible. 

That was the kind of job Nikolai Kharitonov volunteered for. He insisted 

that everybody move away to a safe distance and he set to work. Lying down, 

he threw off his mittens and began very gently scratching away the hard snow 

from under the tread. His cautious, sensitive fingers slid around the mine, as 

supple as a catôs paws. He avoided touching the cold metal. When the frozen 

snow resisted him, he bent right down to the mine, thawing the snow with his 

breath, gently removing it, and repeating the operation again and again. It took 

a whole hour of such work to get rid of just a few handfuls of snow and earth. 
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It was one of those March days of sharp spring frost that sometimes come 

to the forest areas of the Kalinin region. A strong north wind was blowing. 

Whistling through the pine lops, it carried flurries of dry, stinging snow along 

the fields with their occasional bare, black patches of soil, then swept it along 

the banks of the stream where Kharitonov was working by the tank. 

The tank crew, the sappers and their commander sitting around a fire 

some distance away, were racked with suspense, expecting the fatal explosion 

at any moment. They were frozen through. They could not bear to think what 

it must have been like for their comrade lying out there in the wind and snow, 

cheek by jowl with death. 

ñHi there, Kharitonov! The major says you're to come and warm up! 

Come on over to the fire!ò they shouted. 

ñNo time!ò 

Kharitonov actually felt nothing of the cold. He had thrown off his great-

coat and spread it under him and removed his belt. But still he was hot, stream-

ing with perspiration. Hoarfrost formed on his sweat-drenched tunic. His heart 

was beating as though he were lifting some tremendous weight. He breathed 

in gasps, and black circles swam before his eves. 

...And all he was doing was lying prone on the ground, gently scraping 

away the snow with his nails. 

His fingers were numb and ached unbearably. When all sensitivity was 

gone, he thrust his hands beneath his shirt and warmed them in his armpits, 

then continued scraping away the snow with the same stubborn persistence. 

He worked on until dusk. Night brought a sharpening of the cold. Bright stars 

pricked the sky, and digging became more difficult. 

His comrades could stand it no longer. Heedless of his remonstrances, 

they brought him a pan of steaming soup, some liquor, and a hunk of bread 

warmed over the fire and smelling of smoke. 

But he would eat nothing.. He could not eat. His throat was constricted. 

All his strength and attention were concentrated on that accursed red plate 

which now lay elevated on pillars of frozen soil. He felt neither hunger, cold, 

nor weariness. He swallowed the liquor without tasting it, took a bite of bread, 

and angrily drove everybody away from the tank. 

As soon as his comrades were at a good distance, he lay down again on 

the greatcoat and huddled over the mine. 

He worked like that for fourteen hours. The wind had died down, clouds 

had covered the sky, and the forest was rustling gently and kindly with a prom-

ise of spring when the men by the fire saw a figure with a greatcoat flung over 

his shoulders rise slowly beyond the mound and come towards them, swaying. 

Kharitonov was carrying the now harmless mine. He dropped it beside 

the fire and said to the tankmen hoarsely: ñStart up, everythingôs all right 

now.ò 

The next instant he had collapsed in his comradesô arms. 
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The sappers had many interesting things to tell about him as we sat around 

the smoky little lamp in a cellar beneath one of the ñlieutenant-colonelò build-

ings near Rzhev. And all the time he himself was whittling busily, absorbed 

in his work. When the spoon was ready, he polished it with a fragment of 

glass, wiped it on the flap of his greatcoat, admired it, then held it out to me. 

ñTake it as a souvenir,ò he said. ñMay come in handy.... What they've told 

you is true. These things did happen. Everybody has his own way of fighting. 

But what's there to write about? I'm sick of it myselfðblowing things up, 

wrecking, destroying. I want some real work. My hands are itching for it. 

Would you believe it, every night I dream of laying bricks for a house, pouring 

or reinforcing concrete. If only we could blow all this fascism to hell and get 

down to a real job!ò 

...And now here he was, tense, excited, preoccupied, standing in the spa-

cious room filled with sunshine and the hum of turbines. 

He was listening to the murmur of the new machines as a mother listens 

to her child s first cry, and his grey eyes beneath the bushy brows were full of 

a deep human happiness. 

At that moment, when the last of the three new turbines lifted up its voice 

in a power plant that had risen from ashes, this man was repaid for those five 

years of hard, dreary demolition work, for the racking moments he had expe-

rienced when the Dnieper dam was blown up, for the tense hours of lying by 

the mine beneath the tank, for the explosions in the houses which army slang 

had dubbed the ñcolonel.ò 

And how much work there is ahead for that keen, indefatigable brain, 

those sinewy, skilful hands that know no rest in their yearning for real work! 
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Î 

Liberated 
In a rapid advance to complete the encircling of Upper Silesia Soviet tank 

troops broke through to the Oder River. An endless, shifting torrent of ma-

chines rushed at full speed along the highway, disappearing around the curves 

in clouds of blue-grey smoke. The infantrymen in short, frost-stiffened sheep-

skins, who sat on the tanks held their mittened hands in front of their faces to 

protect them from the keen blast, and rested their oil-stained felt boots on the 

logs and wooden bars fastened to the armour. Their right hands firmly grasped 

the butts of their tommy guns and their eyes, streaming from the cold, kept a 

sharp watch on the surrounding country. 

But the hilly landscape bisected by the asphalt highway, was completely 

deserted and somehow ominously desolate. Past them circled a monotonous 

panorama of grey, ribbed fields, which had half thawed, but were now again 

gripped by frost. Naked woods approached the highway here and there only 

to suddenly sheer off to the horizon. In the distance, sometimes io the right 

and sometimes to the left, villages flashed by, their gabled roofs and the grey 

spires of the churches so tiresomely uniform that it seemed as if someone were 

shifting one and the same model from place to place. 

The torrent of solid steel kept moving swiftly westward amid a clanking 

of treads and a roaring of motors. There were tanks whose winter camouflage 

had not yet been washed away; there were armoured cars shaped like flatirons 

and painted in mottled colours suggesting fish scales; heavy armoured carriers 

bearing infantrymen and rapid-fire anti-aircraft guns; big pot-bellied benzine 

tanks, rolling heavily and squatting as they moved; covered trucks filled with 

infantrymen and arms. When our agile jeep separated from this stream and 

climbed a hill, the view below was that of a colossal steel snake covered with 

glistening grey scales crawling along the road, its head and tail  disappearing 

beyond the horizon. 

At sunrise that day the German front had been broken not far from the old 

Polish frontier, and armoured and tank troops poured into the breach, turning 

the flanks of the breakthrough and leaving the retreating enemy somewhere 

in the rear. The heavy frost prevented us from gazing over the fields. A head 

wind swept sharp fine snow into our faces and forced us deeper into our seats, 

making us crouch down behind the window glass for protection. 

Suddenly the driver, who was worn out by following the tank column 
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along this smooth, wide road and had resorted to humming to keep from fall-

ing asleep, jumped alert and began to wipe the windshield with his mitten. 

ñHey, whatôs that? How did they get here?ò  

At this spot the road crawled slowly uphill. On the very top of the hill we 

could see a crowd of women. They were waving and shouting something to 

the tankmen; but the machines kept moving on past them. 

ñHey, look, theyôre Russian women! Honest to God, Russians!ò ex-

claimed the chauffeur. ñAsking for a lift, probably. Arenôt they crazy ? No 

one will take them on! My God! Theyôre barefoot, no foolingðbarefoot.ò 

By now it was evident that the women were not simply saluting our tanks. 

They were shouting to the men, asking them to do something, pressing their 

hands to their breasts and waving kerchiefs. But the tommy gunners perched 

on the armour merely shrugged their shoulders and pointed to the road, as if 

to say: ñCanôt help youðno time, got to fight.ò And the crowd of women 

would rush hopefully to the next machine. 

They were all wearing coveralls made of sacking; their heads were cov-

ered with torn rags and from a distance it seemed to us that all of them were 

old and thin. But the most startling thing about them was their feet, their bare, 

blue, chapped feet. Only a few of them had rags substituting for shoes.. The 

asphalt was burning cold and a low wind blew the dry snow over the ground 

with a rustle. 

When our car reached the top and approached the crowd, a few of the 

women broke away, joined hands and barred our path. Their weather-beaten 

faces wore an expression of desperate resolution. 

ñStop! At least you! We wonôt let you go on!ò one of them cried out in 

singsong Ukrainian, her enormous black eyes flashing beneath her kerchief. 

ñWeôre from Russia, canôt you see?ò came from the crowd. 

And one of the women, whose flaming red hair streamed in the wind, kept 

repeating urgently: 

ñComrades, comrades, comrades....ò 

The chauffeur drove the car out of the column and stopped by the road-

side; past us moved tanks with the frozen but cheerful motorized infantrymen 

perched on top. 

The women crowded around our jeep. Their thin, gaunt faces with 

sharply-outlined, angular cheekbones and eyes inflamed by wind and tears 

glowed with frenzied joy. Some of them were weeping. All of them were so 

excited that it was hard to find out who they were, why they were here, and 

what they wanted. 

For safetyôs sake the elderly tommy gunner who was escorting us jumped 

out of the back seat and took up his post near the car, stretching his numb legs. 

The women immediately rushed over to him and began to stroke his rough 

coat, his worn cap with earflaps, and his tommy gun with the lock carefully 

wrapped in a rag. It seemed as if they were still trying to convince themselves 
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that this was not a dream, but that a real, live Red Army man in a sheepskin 

coat and felt boots was standing here, on this German highway, along the alien 

Oder River. And suddenly the little brunette with enormous black eyes, who 

had been the first to bar our carôs path so resolutely, seized the tommy gun-

nerôs big, gnarled hand with tobacco-stained fingertips and pressed it to her 

lips. 

ñMy dear, my own.... Our own... Oh, how we dreamed of this moment! 

How long we waited!ò 

The tommy gunner scowled in embarrassment and a flush mounted to his 

unshaven cheeks. He jerked his hand away. 

ñWhatôs the big ideaðkissing hands!... What dôye think I am anyway, a 

priest, or what? Some habits the Germans have taught you!ò 

These words seemed! to transform the woman. Frozen and miserable in 

her ragged, ugly coverall, she quickly straightened up, tossed her head 

proudly, and replied with a flash of her black eyes: 

ñWhat a fool! Do you think itôs you Iôm kissing? Iôm kissing the hand of 

the Red Army for liberating us, for coming here. And you thought....ò 

Turning towards us, she introduced herself in a businesslike voice with a 

slight Ukrainian accent: 

ñKaterina Kuklenko.... Secretary of the Secret Committee of conscripted 

Soviet citizens forced to work on the óSofienburgô estate...  To whom shall we 

turn over the refrigerator containing meat, the stores of grain, and the war 

prisoners we are holding under guard?ò 

Only this morning this region was far behind German lines. The battle 

was raging forty kilometres to the east. And now we were unexpectedly con-

fronted by this calm statement coming from the midst of these agitated 

women, stunned by their unexpected luck. 

ñAnd take this from us,ò the one who called herself Katerina Kuklenko 

said. ñMila, give me the paper.ò 

The tall woman who had been repeating the word ñComradesò in every 

possible key, drew a paper from her bosom and held it out. And although I 

read it in the wind, standing on a German highway, amidst the roar of passing 

tanks, which now rose, now subsided, this unusual document, written pains-

takingly in a fine hand, made such a deep impression on my mind that even 

now, two years later, I can repeat the text almost word for word: 

ñTo the Red Army Command from the Secret Committee of conscripted 

Soviet citizens forced to work on the estate of Klara Richtenau, óSofienburg,ô 

Kreis Steinau. 

ñWe request that our glorious Red Army, which has liberated us from 

fascist slavery, accept from us: 25 tons of white flour; 100 tons of potatoes; 

one ton of dried turnips; 38 frozen pigsô carcasses; 6 war prisoners from the 

Volkssturm, whom we have taken and are holding under guard. 
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ñWe also request that, all of us (100 persons) be allowed to join the Red 

Army so that we may take revenge on the accursed fascists for the bitter tears 

they have made us shed and for the friends they have murdered. We beg that 

this request of ours be granted. 

ñSecretary of the Secret Committee Yekaterina Kuklenko. 

ñCommissar of the Committee Ludmilla Serebritskaya.ò 

This was all so extraordinary, the womenôs appearance contrasted so 

strongly with the calm, businesslike tone of the statement, and this incident 

here on German soil so far away from the front line was so unusual and inter-

esting that we decided to risk dropping behind the column and turn off the 

highway. The driver invited Kuklenko to get into the car, but she refused: 

ñWeôve got two women here with scurvy. They can hardly stand up. We 

practically carried them here. Let them ride,ò she said, then called out in a 

voice that showed she was accustomed to giving orders: ñAunt Pasha and 

Anna Nikiforovna! Get into the car with these officers!ò 

She herself jumped lightly onto the flat radiator, made herself comfortable 

sitting side-wise and drawing up her legs, which were neatly wrapped in rags, 

and began to point out the road to us. 

The women seated in our car were in such a condition that they could not 

even talk straight: Aunt Pasha, an old woman with swollen legs, stiff as logs, 

and a puffy, bloated fare, sighed all the time and wept quietly, smearing the 

tears all over her cheeks with her fists. The other, a younger woman whom 

they called Anna Nikiforovna, kept glancing about her in fear and peering at 

the bare frozen hills. 

ñAre you sure they wonôt come back?ò she kept asking. ñAre you really 

sure? Youôre not fooling us?ò 

When the shaggy foliage of the ancient park and the pointed tile roof of 

the castle came into view from behind the hill she began to tremble so that her 

teeth chattered. She cowered and crouched down on the floor of the car, as if 

instinctively afraid that she would be noticed here with us. 

ñWhat are you so scared about, Auntie? Itôs all kaput with the fascists 

now. Itôs the end of Hitler for sure, and no maybe,ò the tommy gunner said, 

trying to soothe her, and he pointed to Kuklenko sitting tight on the hood. The 

wind beat against her face, tore the dark rag from her head, ruffled her hair 

and pulled down the heavy braids which bad been wound about her bead. Now 

we could see that she was a very young girl. She leaned forward with her face 

turned to the wind and smiled. One might have thought she was well-fed, 

warmly clothed, and out on a lark. 

ñSee, Auntie, thatôs the way to be: she doesnôt even know what fear is, 

and the cold doesnôt bother her eitherða fine girl,ò said the tommy gunner 

looking at her with admiration. 

The woman smiled faintly: 



222 

But thatôs Katya. Sheôs different.... How they beat her, even set the dogs 

on her....ò 

A robust, elderly woman wearing a German army coat and carrying a 

shotgun stood at the park gates. On the castle grounds, opposite the ironbound 

doors of the old stone storerooms, another woman was standing on guard. She 

was wearing a fashionable and expensive seal coat and a pair of menôs hunting 

boots and had a kerchief wound about her head in Russian style. A German 

tommy gun was slung over her shoulder. From a turret flagpole high above 

the tiles of the castleôs gabled roofs, fluttered a red flag. 

ñThereôs women for you! Theyôve managed fine; youôd think they were 

guarding a command post,ò the tommy gunner exclaimed in surprise. ñTake a 

look at the flag, will you? When did you vixens manage to hoist that up?ò  

ñYesterday... yesterday morning at dawn, as soon as your guns began to 

thunder,ò answered Anna Nikiforovna still trembling. ñWhat an uproar there 

was! It was awful! I thought for sure Iôd die of fright....ò 

Half an hour later we were sitting in one of the rooms in the big castle, 

cold as a cellar and as cheerless too, listening to the story of these women and 

of what had happened yesterday, when artillery preparation began fifty kilo-

metres away. 

There were various types of women here, and various roads had brought 

them together. 

Katya Kuklenko naturally could not remember pre-Revolutionary Russia; 

she even had only a vague recollection of the countryside before the days of 

the kolkhozes. As long as she could remember, she had lived on a kolkhoz. 

While still at school she had helped her mother (a well-known brigade leader 

in the Kiev region) gather sugar beets from the high-yield plantations. When 

in the seventh grade she had organized a group of school girls who had gone 

out to the fields and outstripped her motherôs brigade for high yield; along 

with Maria Demchenko, she had received a medal at the All-Union Agricul-

tural Exhibition. The newspapers had written about her. She was invited to 

Kiev to give a radio talk on her agricultural methods- Every day the mailman 

brought her bundles of letters bearing postmarks of cities and regions all over 

the country. Complete strangers wrote to her. Old men sent respectful greet-

ings. Young people wanted to carry on a correspondence with the renowned 

girl. Peasants working on test plots asked her for advice. While working as a 

brigade leader, Katya studied hard for entrance exams to the Agricultural 

Academy. 

Then the war broke out, the district was cut off, and it was impossible to 

get away. SS men of the Sonderkommandos hunted young people with dogs 

and rifles, as if they were tracking valuable game. Katya tried to evade mobi-

lization, but she got caught in one of the raids. She was beaten up, tied and 

thrown into a truck. A number and a German eagle holding a swastika in its 

claws were branded with silver nitrate on her right arm, just above the elbow. 
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And an attempt was made to turn this girl, born in a country where ex-

ploitation, as well as slavery, have become purely historical conceptions, this 

girl whom scientists had consulted and whose hand Peopleôs Commissars had 

shakenðan attempt was made to turn this girl -into less than a slaveðinto a 

beast of burden with a brand on her arm. 

During one of her many journeys from one concentration camp to another, 

Serebritskaya, a tall, well-built, red-haired girl, met Katya Kuklenko. She no-

ticed her in a box car they were both travelling in. Throughout the journey 

Serebritskaya sat quietly in a corner, her arms locked about her knees, her chin 

pressed against them, her brows knit, not talking to a soul, but hearing and 

observing everything. It was hard to guess what was going on in her mind. 

Ludmilla Serebritskava was born in Minsk, into the family of a highly 

respected physician. A capable but still unsettled girl, Ludmilla became inter-

ested successively in physical culture, poetry, the theatre, and finally, while 

studying in the Leningrad Polytechnical Institute, in philosophy and social 

work. Before long she was elected secretary of the department's Komsomol 

organization. 

When the war brok6 out she was spending her vacation at her sick father's 

bedside. She could not leave the dying old man, and so she remained in occu-

pied Minsk. She ran herself ragged trying to contact an underground or parti-

san organization. But before she succeeded in this she landed in a slave 

transport. The years she spent in concentration camps did not break her spirit. 

Whatever the conditions, she always managed to find the right kind of people, 

to knit them together into secret organizations which went in for sabotage, 

pouring sand into machines, throwing pieces of rubber into gas tanks, etc. She 

took advantage of her knowledge of German to worm her way into the camp 

offices where she earned the reputation of being a most conscientious em-

ployee. This gave her the opportunity to do such things as steal leave permits 

for runaways and draw up false documents for people returning home. 

Three times she ran away. Once she even succeeded in making her way 

on foot from the English Channel to the Dvina. But each time she was arrested, 

tortured, beaten, and sent back to the transportation centre. She did not give 

up. Lying bruised and beaten on the flooded floor of the transportation camp 

prison, she would analvze the reason for her failure and begin to plan a new 

escape. 

Here she was nowðafter her third attempt to escapeðin a slave transport 

slowly moving south, to Silesia; sitting there in her corner she immediately 

took notice of the short, dark-eyed, vivacious Ukrainian girl, tidily dressed, 

with black, heavy braids wound neatly about her head. She stood out among 

the moping, weeping girls who, in their despair, neglected their appearance. 

Ludmilla liked this girlôs staunchness in misfortune, her readiness to help her 

companions, her ringing voiceðdefiant and unpleasantly strident when, 

standing in the doorway of the car, she rained abuse on the guards; rich and 
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melodious when she struck ap a beloved Soviet song in which everybody 

joined. 

At first Ludmilla thought she was a flighty girl, an undiscriminating weed 

which easily struck roots even when transplanted to the rottenest soil. But 

when one morning Katya began in her teasing voice to berate the girls for 

sitting around unwashed, uncombed, untidy, and ñspreading contagion,ò Lud-

milla began to take a serious interest in her. 

ñFools you are, absolute idiots!ò the girl cried, her black eyes flashing 

angrily. ñYou think it's a good thing to sink to the level of beasts. Thatôs just 

what those swine, the fascist skunks, want; they want us to forget weôre hu-

man, to become cattle, thatôs what those fascists think they can do to us. Well, 

they've got another think coming, the curs!ò and she furiously snapped her 

fingers at the crack in the door, beyond which an alien, monotonous landscape 

spun past. 

ñI read somewhere that our great revolutionaries, even the ones sentenced 

to death, used to do gymnastics in prison to preserve their strength.ò 

And without further ado, probably in order to arouse the girls, she began 

to do physical exercises in the car; she did them persistently, to the rolling 

rhythm of the wheels, and the girls watched her with surprise and respectful 

awe. 

ñWhatôs the use of saving our strength? Weôll only have to work for the 

enemy,ò said Ludmilla, wishing to put her to the final test. 

The black-eyed girl flushed. 

ñMe? Work for that vermin? For that scum?... Theyôll weep tears of blood 

because of the work I do.ò And bringing her swarthy face so close to Ludmilla 

that the latter felt her hot breath, she whispered: ñYou want to know what I 

need strength for? I need it to run away! Youôll rot away in a cellar if you have 

no strength! Thatôs just what they want, for us to lose our strength.ò 

ñHush!ò Ludmilla cautiously put her hand over the girlôs mouth. 

ñHush? What for? Let them hear. Iôm not afraid of anyone.ò 

ñThatôs a pity: you want to preserve your strength, but not your head.ò 

The girls looked at one another intently, smiled, and then burst out laugh-

ing- From that time on they were bound by the ties of a firm friendship, the 

kind that springs up between people in times of peril and severe trial. 

The transport arrived in Kreuzburg, the site of the central Silesian market 

for slaves brought from all over Europe by the organization under SS Bri-

gadenführer Sauckel. The girls were hustled out of the train and marched off 

under guard to a huge empty hangar on the outskirts of the town. Here they 

were lined up in rows and forbidden to sit down. Then came a crowd of people 

who all looked strangely alike to the girls: stocky, red-faced, square-jawed 

and bull-necked, all dressed in knickerbockers, hunting jackets and green hats 

with grouse feathers stuck in them. The girls guessed that these were Silesian 

landowners from the Oder Valley. There were women among them tooð
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clumsy, ponderous women with big feet. 

As they walked among the rows of slave-girls these women squeamishly 

drew their skirts round them and held handkerchiefs to their noses. The group 

was escorted by an official wearing a black, high-crowned cap. 

The landlords looked the girls over in a businesslike manner, made them 

turn around, felt their muscles to see how strong they were, and one skinny, 

sallow-faced, malicious-looking woman wearing men s trousers and carrying 

a cane even stuck her fingers in the girls' mouths to see that their teeth were 

sound and gums untouched by scurvy. 

The two friends were standing side by side. 

ñLike cattle in a market.... What vermin! Oh-h-h, the scum!ò whispered 

Katya. 

Pale and trembling, she stood there biting her lip until the blood came. 

She looked as if she would have a stroke any minute. Ludmilla gently patted 

her hand, which hung cold and limp at her side. Ludmilla was thoroughly fa-

miliar with this procedure. Oh yes, she knew what the fascists were! Her ha-

tred had reached such a pitch that she had stopped regarding them as people. 

And now she stood there like a statue, calm and cold, her head raised proudly 

as she gazed contemptuously at the crowd. 

The landlords unceremoniously pushed up the sleeves of the girls they 

chose, and called out the branded number to the official. The latter wrote the 

number down in his book and two old, bow-legged Volkssturm soldiers in 

uniforms that hung loosely on their skinny bodies led the selected girls off to 

the end of the hangar and stood them next to the wall under a sign bearing the 

name of the landlord who had chosen them. 

ñI shanôt be able to contain myself. If he touches me Iôll scratch his eyes 

out, Iôll kick him in the belly,ò Katya whispered, and drops of blood dripped 

down her rounded childlike chin leaving dark stains on the concrete floor. 

ñThe touch of vermin is repulsive, but it cannot insult a human being,ò 

Ludmilla replied coldly. 

ñJust look at them, standing there like princesses! Bolsheviks, I bet," said 

a fat, red-faced man with a scarred eyebrow as he approached the two friends. 

Ludmilla understood what he said. The fat man looked her over from top 

to toe, smirked with satisfaction and stretched out a short, freckled hand cov-

ered with shaggy red fuzz to feel her muscles, but he encountered such a look 

from the narrowed grey eyes that he involuntarily jerked his hand back and 

disappeared in the crowd, mumbling: 

ñWell, well, better not be so high and mighty. We are the masters here.ò 

ñThat's right, it's better to keep away from that kind.... I shouldn't like to 

meet that Bolshevik Lorelei in a Russian forest," said another man sympathet-

ically. 

ñI'll take these two. They look good and strong,ò said the sallow-faced 

woman in pants. ñI don't care how they look at me, itôs their muscles that I 
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need. Iôve got strong nerves, thank God!ò 

And she threw a withering look at the men, who could not meet her gaze. 

Nevertheless, she did not approach the girls either, merely ordering the 

soldiers to look at their numbers and write them down. 

Thus the friends landed at ñSofienburg,ò a large estate belonging to Colo-

nel Richard Richtenau. The colonel was fighting somewhere on the Eastern 

front, and the management of his estate was left to his wife Klara, the sallow-

faced woman who had chosen the two girls. She picked fifty other girls at the 

same time. 

The first thing that happened to them at ñSofienburgò was that their 

clothes and remaining personal belongings were taken away and replaced by 

sackcloth coveralls and wooden clogs. On the next holiday Frau Richtenau 

presented the girlsô clothes to the German women farm labourers. She had two 

purposes in doing this: to reward and show preference to the German women, 

and to drive a permanent wedge between them and the women from the East. 

The slave girls were quartered in an old stable, four of them to a stall, 

where they slept on tiered bunks. An armful of straw was issued to each with 

the warning that there would be no new issue for six months. They were fed 

three times a day, the meals consisting of a piece of bran bread and a half a 

litre of beet soup that even a pig would have refused to eat. There were no 

stoves in the stable. During the heavy Silesian frosts the girls pushed their 

bunks together and slept next to each other, warming each other with their 

bodies. There were other empty quarters in the castle, more suitable to live in, 

but Klara Richtenau had her own ideas about how to treat slaves. She strived 

to make them forget that they were human beings, to break their spirit through 

starvation, cold and beatings. 

The last link in this system was corporal punishment. The unfortunate 

transgressors were dragged to the garage and whipped. The flogging was ad-

ministered by Frau Richtenauôs chauffeur Kurtða huge, clumsy fellow with 

long ape-like arms. This was one of his duties and he performed it unemotion-

ally, as neatly and accurately, as he performed any other task he was charged 

with. Neither the abuse nor the tears of the victims altered the indifferent ex-

pression on his long, pale face. However, sometimes Frau Richtenau herself, 

in her menôs clothes, carrying her cane, would burst into the garage during a 

flogging. For a while she would watch from afar as the whip descended with 

a whistle, leaving livid scars on the body; her thin nostrils would begin to 

quiver and, unable to restrain herself, she would tear the whip from Kurtôs 

hands and begin to flog the victim herself. And she brought the whip down in 

a special way that drew blood at once. Blood and cries seemed to excite herð 

her face would begin to twitch, foam appeared at the corners of her mouth and 

her eyes rolled wildly. Sometimes, in a paroxysm, she would go on whipping 

her victim until she herself fell exhausted into the chauffeurôs arms. 

In the end, however, when two of her victims died after a flogging and 
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one girl, unable to stand the humiliation, drowned herself in the Oder, the 

Kreis officials forbade these bloody orgies in the garage, threatening to take 

away the slaves. The flogging ceased, but the whole system of life at ñSo-

fienburg,ò subtlety designed to turn the girls into dumb beasts, was cultivated 

as before. Upon their arrival the two friends instinctively divined the aim of 

their mistress and declared a relentless and subtle war against her. With a 

practised eye Ludmilla, who was experienced in such things, quickly dis-

cerned the most reliable of the women, those with whom they could talk 

frankly. Katyaôs splendid work on the beet plantation had revealed her flare 

for organization, her ability to approach people and to win their support. Now 

she applied these gifts to organizing the trusted women into a Secret Commit-

tee. At first the committee set itself the task of maintaining morale among the 

workingwomen, keeping them from giving way to dejection and raising their 

spirits. They shamed the slatterns, made them wash and look after themselves, 

cared for the sick and shared their rations with those who were particularly 

emaciated, even stealing potatoes, grain and flour for them. The committee 

was kept very secret, but all the women constantly felt its guiding and encour-

aging influence and in times of difficulty they sought its protection. They even 

feared it a bit. 

Feeling that they were no longer alone, the women gradually began to 

emerge from their state of passive indifference. When this had been accom-

plished, the friends began to act with more resolution. They became ruthless 

in the secret struggle with Frau Richtenau, and extraordinary, seemingly in-

explicable, misfortunes began to overtake ñSofienburgò one after another. 

Once, on a windy day, the barn full of hay suddenly caught fire and 

burned to the ground and the cattle were left without forage. Another time the 

young stock began to die off for no reason at all. The splendid hogs, of whose 

size Frau Klara was so proud, and which were intended for the army, began 

to succumb to a strange disease: they refused to eat, began to lose weight and 

then died. Over half the pigs died before a veterinary who was summoned 

from Breslau discovered shavings of hard bristle and fragments of broken 

glass in the dead animals' intestines. The pigsties on the farm were a holy 

sanctuary. Only German women were in charge there. They were arrested and 

taken to town on the accusation of sabotage. But fresh misfortunes continued 

to undermine the once prosperous model farm. 

Tractors would suddenly stall before they even reached the fields. It 

turned out there was sand in the ball-bearings. The managers of grain elevators 

threatened to take Frau Klara to court for turning in tick-ridden grain. When 

the spring sugar refining season began, it was discovered that the beets, which 

usually kept excellently through the winter, had rotted and turned into ai dis-

gusting malodorous mush. Something even went wrong suddenly with Frau 

Richtenauôs private car, a blue ñOpel Kapitan,ò a gift from her husband, 

which, as a family treasure, was kept under special cover. It began to break 
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down every time it was taken out. Once it even had to be towed back by a 

tractor. This went on until Kurt discovered a piece of rubber at the bottom of 

the gas tank. 

Katya Kuklenko, the little, black-eyed girl whose kolkhoz brigade had 

once been famous all over the district for its thrift and efficiency, now thought 

up innumerable methods of sabotage. All the knowledge she had gained in 

striving to protect the home farm from damage and accident was now applied 

to demolition purposes. And since the committee now consisted of twenty 

girls who performed the most diverse jobs on the farm, she was able to strike 

blows cautiously and surely, without leaving a trace. 

Frau Richtenau was desperate. And no wonder! Her large, once flourish-

ing farm was clearly falling to pieces; she was unable to meet the state taxes 

in kind, and was fined for the inferior quality of the produce sold to retail 

firms. Naturally she guessed where the blows were coming from, but she 

could not lay her finger on the perpetrators. She altered her attitude to the 

Russian slave girls, forbade the overseers to strike them during work, gave 

them rest days and improved their load; she even came among them herself, 

tried to talk to them, slapped them jovially on the back, but to no avail. All 

these Russians looked alike to her. They all had the same face, and the expres-

sion on this face was grim, contemptuous, formidable. Oh, if only there were 

hands to be hired! How happy she would he to send every single one of them 

to a concentration camp! There they would get a different kind of talking to! 

But there were no hands to be hired and Frau Klara could only resort to ma-

noeuvres. 

At the state kennels she bought a dozen huge police dogs, specially 

trained for manhunting. At night she would unleash them. They howled and 

yapped in the yard, ready to tear to pieces anyone who showed himself out-

side. Her husbandôs friend, chief of the Steinau garrison, sent her six Volks-

sturm soldiers. All night they stood inside the castle and at the gates. But noth-

ing helped. Late in the autumn several ricks of unthreshed grain burned. True, 

ricks burned at neighbouring farms too. How could one possibly find out who 

had set fire to them? 

Frau Richtenau appealed to God and to the Gestapo. God did not respond. 

The Gestapo sent an official. Over a good supper, flushed with wine, the collar 

of his tunic unbuttoned, he listened solicitously to the landladyôs tale of woe. 

ñFires? Losing stock? Thatôs nothing new. Lamentable, but not new! 

Ticks in the wheat? Weôve had that before too. Yes, things are not so good at 

the front. Those cursed Russians are getting very near the borders. No, no! No 

disciplinary measures at present.... Caution, extreme caution with these bond-

servants, especially the Russians. Too many of them brought to Germany, 

that's a fact. With dynamite in the house the master himself must walk softly. 

Yes indeed! Have you heard the latest news? The Vistula's been forced. Ter-

rible timesðThose Russiansðwhy did we ever get mixed up with them? 
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What does your respected husband write from the Eastern front? Eastern 

frontðhow strange that sounds now, when that front is in our back yards!ò 

The official left the next morning with a military escort. Nowadays they 

travelled with guards even on their own land. And that night Frau Richtenau 

lay in her huge, cold bed without putting the lights out in the room. She lis-

tened to the frightening howl of the watchdogs in the yard under her windows 

and the measured tread of the soldiers echoing loudly under the vaulting of 

the old building. She was a prisoner in her own castle. She fancied she saw 

the haggard faces of her slave girls, the shadows on their hollow cheeks, their 

scowling foreheads marred by premature furrows, their eyes flashing deep in 

their sockets, formidable and terrifying. What were they doing now? She 

seemed to hear their sinister whispering. They were surely plotting some-

thing.... Oh! what horrible times! 

If the mistress had only known what these women were doing in those 

hours when she lay trembling in her wide bed, listening to the harsh noises of 

the winter night! In the semi-darkness of the bare stable with uneven clusters 

of icicles gleaming dimly on the walls, the girls sat huddled together in a com-

pact circle on their board beds, warming each other with their bodies. Lud-

millaôs slim figure rose in the centre. In a low, rich voice the girl was reciting 

Mayakovsky, her favourite poet, many of whose works she knew by heart. 

A piece of suet was melting in a shallow cardboard box; the wick flick-

ered and spluttered. A huge shadow darted over the walls and ceiling of the 

stable, and, ringing like the peals of a small bell, the passionate, barbed words 

fell into the midst of the hushed group. And to the girls it seemed that these 

words, emerging in little clouds of vapour from the frozen lips of their friend, 

were coming to them from far away, from over there, from their native land. 

Then Ludmillaôs place was taken by round-faced, freckled Anna Nikiforovna, 

who had been a librarian in Smolensk. She could; hardly walk on her legs, 

swollen with scurvy. The sick, bloated woman was gently lifted into the seat 

of an old sleigh, from where she related the stories of Chekhov, Tolstoy and 

Gorky from memory. 

For several weeks now Anna Nikiforovna had been bedridden. Neither 

the lockup in the cold cellar of the castle, nor Kurtôs threats could drive her 

out to work. But now when she began to talk, in her thoughts she was back in 

the dear, distant world, where not so long ago she had worked among books. 

Her pale, bloated face grew animated, her eyes sparkled under heavy, swollen 

lids and her low, cracked voice gained strength and filled the dank stable. 

Forgetting all else, the girls leaned forward, hypnotized by the sound of her 

voice. 

Sometimes there were political talks. Ludmil la would disappear some-

where, and when she returned she would tell them the latest news: the Sovin-

formburo communique. The girls did not know where she got the news and 

they made no attempt to find out. They were a little afraid of sharp, stern 
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Ludmilla, but they believed in her and waited for her brief communications in 

a fever of impatience. 

One day Ludmilla, usually so self-possessed, sprang up onto the window 

of the stable all excited, dishevelled and radiant. Snowflakes glistened on her 

auburn curls which had fallen in disorder to her shoulders. Without lowering 

her voice she cried out: 

ñWe've broken through the front! Weôve broken through! Our men are 

moving towards Czesstochowaðthatôs not a hundred kilometres from here. 

Weôve not much longer to wait, girls! Hold on, it wonôt be long now!ò 

And, leaning for support against the thickly-frosted window frame, this 

strong-willed girl who always held her emotions in check, burst into tears. 

Before long a flood of refugees poured down the roads leading westðto 

Oppeln, Steinau, Breslau. SS patrols drove them off the highways, clearing 

the way for troops, and the refugees plodded over the frozen fields, through 

the woods, getting stuck in the mud, losing children in the confusion, aban-

doning bicycles, baby carriages full of bundles and wheelbarrows piled high 

with household goods. The irresistible torrent of panic which suddenly swept 

westward told more eloquently than any communique what was going on at 

the front. All work stopped on the estate. The Volkssturm men locked the girls 

in the stable every night and walked up and down before the doors. When food 

was brought to the slave girls, two soldiers stationed themselves by the tank 

of hog-wash and trained their tommy guns on the girls, until the tank was 

emptied. 

The Volkssturm men looked wretched and frightened. They started at the 

slightest sound and their old, sunken mouths simpered placatingly when the 

women openly taunted them. By Frau Richtenauôs orders the girlsô shoes were 

hidden away to prevent them from leaving the stable. 

The captives became more cheerful. For the first time laughter was heard 

in the dreary stable. In the evenings the strains of songsð-simple, sweet mel-

odies of their far-off homelandðfloated through the iron-barred windows. At 

times the slave girls sang until late into the night, and no one dared order them 

to stop. These peaceful songs made the inhabitants of the castle uneasy, and 

they kept lights burning in all the rooms throughout the night. 

One morning the stable was roused by a joyful cry. One of the girls, as 

yet unwashed and uncombed, was yelling at the top of her voice. The women 

crowded round her unable to understand a thing. The girl kept on shouting and 

pointing east. Some one put her hand over the girl's mouth and then they all 

heard the deep-throated booming of distant guns, hardly distinguishable above 

the vague murmur of the park. 

"Our army,ò someone whispered. 

And again they became very still, listening. This was no product of their 

imagination. The girl was not dreaming, though the gunfire was still very far 

away and the explosions sounded muffled, like potatoes pouring into a cellar 
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down a wooden chute. And to the listening women these were not guns pound-

ing away, but a beloved, familiar voice calling to them from afar. 

ñAt last... at long last.... Now a friendly hand will close my eyes,ò said 

Aunt Pasha, who was dying from scurvy and rheumatism, and she began fer-

vently to cross herself. 

The women rushed over to her. 

ñYou wonôt die now, our people wonôt let you! Theyôll make you well!ò 

Everybody began to laugh and cry and embrace; something like an attack 

of group hysteria took possession of them, and Katya and Ludmilla could not 

calm them down. Then Katya called out: 

ñA song, girls, a song!ò and in her rich low contralto she struck up the 

slave girlsô favourite song, Katyusha, a song which reminded them of their 

youth, of love, of their distant homeland, of all the fine, human values they 

had been deprived of here. And every one of them, even Aunt Pasha, joined 

in. Hoarse sounds came from Aunt Pashaôs swollen mouth, and tears rolled 

down the wrinkles of her puffy cheeks. 

While the others were singing, Katya disappeared through one of the win-

dows which opened onto the barn roof. Ever since the police dogs had been 

set prowling in the yard, this had been the committee membersô only means 

of communication with the outside world. Katya ran nimbly over the roof, 

jumped onto a stack of firewood, took a look around, avidly breathing in the 

cold morning air, slid down and, like a light shadow in the greyish fog, she 

sped across the outside yard and knocked softly but insistently at a small dor-

mer window. To her surprise she did not have to knock long. Although it was 

so early, someone was stirring inside and the window was opened at once. 

ñFräulein Katya.... Schnell, schnell ,ò a hoarse voice whispered. 

Katya slipped in through the slit of the door. 

It was here, in the tiny room of Karl, the estate electrician, a mechanic 

from the town of Hindenburg and an old anti-fascist with whom the girls from 

the secret committee had made friends, that they obtained the news about their 

country. Karl had a cheap radio set. At eleven oôclock he would let Katya or 

Ludmilla :in, help them tune in on Moscow and then take a seat in a corner 

and smoke a long pipe in silence, enveloped in clouds of poisonous smoke. 

Karl was a taciturn man and lived alone. Their friendship had begun when he 

had come up to Ludmilla in the yard one day and silently pushed a bag of 

something into her hands, pointing to his teeth. Several of the girls had come 

down with scurvy at that time. The bag contained garlic. That was back in the 

autumn. Since then Katya and Ludmilla had taken turns going to his room to 

listen to the radio. 

He never talked to them; he merely smoked in silence. Sometimes he 

brought them medicine for the sick. The girls called him ñUncle Karl.ò Now, 

however, contrary to his calm nature, this incomprehensible person was ex-

cited. He did not sit down in the wicker chair in the corner with his pipeðhe 
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stopped Katya on the threshold and whispered: 

ñYour people have broken through. Frau Klara has received an order from 

Steinau to burn the stores of grain and meat and to shoot the stock.ò 

Karl nervously rubbed his bony fingers, deformed by rheumatism.... He 

was German, and as such he felt too ashamed to say what else the gentlemen 

from the Kreis had ordered Frau Klara to do, but he told Katya to have the 

women get out of the stable as quickly as possible, to get out before another 

minute passed, before it was too late. 

Katya realized that some terrible danger threatened them. She had confi-

dence in Uncle Karl. He would not get upset for nothing. A plan flashed 

through her mind at once. Could he do them a last service: cut the telephone 

wire which connected the castle with Steinau? The German nodded silently: 

he would do it at once. 

Katya rushed back at top speed. Throwing caution to the winds, she cried 

out as soon as she reached the stable window: 

ñGirls, our army is coming! Do you hear me, girls? Grab up anything you 

can lay your hands on!ò And, fearing that the fit of hysteria might be repeated, 

she jumped into the stable and began to pull at the iron to which restive horses 

had once been tied. 

The women understood her. They scattered through the stable, breaking 

and pulling up everything that could be broken or pulled up, arming them-

selves with boards, sticks, hoes and spades. 

The cracking of wood, and the shattering of broken glass worked them 

up, rousing even the most timid. They forced open the folding doors, knocked 

down the sentries,  and poured in two streams into the paved yard of the castle. 

The sentries were disarmed on the spot and did not even attempt to resist. One 

group of women, led by Katya flourishing a pickaxe, headed for the wing 

where the Volkssturm soldiers were quartered; the other, led by Ludmilla, ran 

across the yard to the castle. 

Under the furious blows of iron bars the carved oaken door split and fell. 

Someone fired through it into the crowd, but the report of the gun was lost in 

the noise and shouts, and only the two women who fell to the ground in a pool 

of blood warned the rest by their death that there was an ambush awaiting 

them behind the door. 

Kurt, the chauffeur, and the Richtenauôs valet, Richard, who was so old 

he could hardly stand on his feet, made an attempt, revolvers in hand, to check 

the mob in the hall. They both fell dead on the spot with crushed skulls. 

Meanwhile, Frau Richtenau, wearing a manôs travelling suit, was thrash-

ing madly about her room, stuffing money, papers and jewels into valises. The 

car, the motor of which had been kept warm all through the night, was waiting 

for her in the park. Kurt and the old valet, her most loyal employees, had in-

structions to set fire to the stores of grain and meat and the old wooden stable 

in which the barefoot slave girls were locked. She had received these orders 
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from the Kreisleiter of Steinau himself. 

But when everything was ready, something happened outside. Frau Klara 

ran to the window, lifted the black-out curtain, and started back in horror. In 

the freezing darkness dim figures in sackcloth coveralls were flitting about in 

the yard. The mistress of ñSofienburgò grabbed the phone. The receiver was 

ominously silent. The Frau wanted to run to the park gate where the car was 

waiting; she could drive it herself. But how could she possibly leave the 

money, papers, and family treasures behind? She must take somethingðthe 

barest minimum. So she frantically began to stuff banknotes into the pockets 

of her breeches and jacket. 

Shots downstairs, in the hall. That was Kurt. He'd stop them; he would 

not let them in. A racket. Shouts, stamping up the stairs. Had they broken in? 

God Almighty! A host of tramping feet in the vast old hall, in the bleak draw-

ing room. She must fly, fly at once! Frau Klara sprang towards the door. Too 

late. Her retreat was cut off. Blows were shaking the door. What were they 

pounding with? A panel fell out; a thin, gnarled hand was thrust through the 

opening and began to fumble for the lock. 

ñHere she is!ò someone shouted triumphantly, in Russian.... 

For one instant the mob stood still in the open doorway. Frau Richtenau 

saw only flushed faces and furious eyes. She fell to her knees. She stretched 

out a handful of money to the women, she swore to give them all, all, every-

thing she had; she begged forgiveness, she mumbled something about the 

great Russian spirit, the goodness of the Russian heart.... 

But then a tall, slim, red-haired girl came forward; her fiery locks tumbled 

in disorder over the sorry-looking sackcloth coverall. She held a spade in her 

hands. The nostrils of her thin, aquiline nose were dilated: 

ñSilence, you wretch! Donôt you dare utter those words!ò she said in ex-

cellent German. 

No mercy was to be expected from them. In sudden inspiration, Frau 

Richtenau pulled a small ladyôs Browning from her pocketðand dropped to 

the ground on the spot with her skull cleaved. One twitching hand grasped the 

burnished steel tightly, and the other convulsively crumpled a handful of 

banknotes that no one cared about. Ludmilla cast away the bloody spade and, 

in an ordinary, everyday voice which sobered all the girls immediately, said: 

ñTo a dog, a dogôs death. Now, girls, go easy. Don't break or spoil any-

thing.ò She ran her steel-grey eyes over the crowd sternly and added in a low, 

but distinct voice, so that even those standing in the adjoining room heard her: 

ñIs that clear?ò 
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