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Publisher's Note 

The Story of Professor Techernavin's escape into 

Finland with his wife and son who had been visiting him in the 

Soviet prison camp, where he was serving a sentence, had 

been dramatically told in Madame Tchernavin's book, Escape 

from the Soviets. When her book was published, the 

repoduction of photographs of either Professor Tchernavin or 

his wife was considered unwise, as it might enable the GPU 

agents in Finland to trace them. We are fortunate to have 

obtained the author's permission now to reproduce 

photographs of himself, of his wife, and of their sun Andrey.  
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TO THE READER 

I tell my own story because I believe that only in this 

way can I discharge the moral obligation which a kindly Fate 

imposed upon me in helping me to escape from the Soviet 

Terror the duty to speak for those whose voices cannot be 

heard.  

In silence they are sent away as convicts to the 

concentration camps; in silence they suffer torture and go to 

meet their death from Soviet bullets.  

Nothing is invented in this book and I stand back of 

every statement I have made. In a few instances to protect 

others I have been compelled to conceal the identity of certain 

people, but I have indicated that fact in each specific case. All 

those whom I describe are real persons and everything is true 

to the minutest detail.  

This is a narrative of what befell a Russian scientist 

under the Soviet regime. More than that, it is the story of 

many, if not most, people of education in the U.S.S.R. today.  

As you read, please remember that I speak of myself 

only because it enables me to tell the story of others. 

Remember, also, that, in the Soviet Union, innocent people are 

still being tried for "wrecking" and that intelligent men are still 

being forced by torture to "confess" to crimes which they 

never committed.  

Remember, too, that thousands of Russian men and 

women of education are still languishing in the filthy cells of 

the GPU prisons and in the cold barracks of the concentration 

camps, poorly clad and starving, breaking with exhaustion 

under the hardships of inhuman slavery.  

 

VLADIMIR  V. TCHERNAVIN 

December, 1934  

 

 
 

 SKETCH MAP OF NORTHWESTERN U.S.S.R AND THE FINNISH 

FRONTIER. 
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PART I:  

WE ARE WORKERS AT MURMANSK  

 

CHAPTER I  

ñOPEN! THIS IS THE GPUò 

I could not sleep. It was a night at the end of March in 

Murmansk, far up beyond the Arctic Circle. The wind howled 

outside my lodgingsðone room and a tiny kitchenðand a 

frozen rope, put up to hang the wash on, banged against the 

wooden wall of the house. The Northern Lights played in the 

sky and, as if in answer, the electric wires sounded, now with 

only a quiet hum, now with the roar of a steamboat siren. My 

wife and little son were at our home in Leningrad and as usual 

I had been spending the evening alone in my room. It was not 

a gay apartment; two tables, three chairs, a bookshelf and a 

sofa comprised all of its furnishings.  

On the sofa which was my bed I had been trying to 

sleep. Suddenly I heard a noise in the house, and loud 

footsteps. Something must have happened at the wharf, I 

thought, and the sailors have come to get the assistant manager 

of the trawler fleet. The poor man never had any peace, day or 

night. I listened. Yes, the knocking was at his door.  

It ceased. Two hours passed. Then came a loud 

knocking at my own door. I hated to get upðit must be a 

mistake, I thought. Perhaps some drunken sailor has come to 

the wrong door. The knocking continued. I got up from my 

sofa, and without putting anything on over my nightclothes 

went to the door.  

"Who's there?" I asked.  

"Open!" a voice commanded.  

"Who are you, and what do you want?"  

"Open!"  

"What is this nonsense? Trying to get into a strange 

apartment at two o'clock in the morning! Who are you and 

what do you want?"  

"Open at once! This is the GPU."  

[GPU are the initials of the Russian words meaning 

State Political Administration, a Soviet organization of secret 

political police which succeeded the Cheka (and predated the 

KGB). Although similar in some respects to the secret service 

of other European nations, the GPU has functions of a far 

wider scope both as to authority and administration of power 

in the U.S.S.R. GPU (or Gay-Pay-Oo) is an abbreviated form 

of the official title, OGPU, or Central State Political 

Administration, and although commonly used in referring to 

the OGPU, it is the correct title of the branches of this 

organization in the provinces, which branches often act as 

quite independent units. OGPU refers to the headquarters of 

this organization in Moscow and is used in all formal orders 

and announcements coming from there and in speeches when a 

note of authority is desired.]  

"Oh! Well,ðplease come in. If you had said so at first, 

I wouldn't have kept you waiting."  

Three men came in, two in the military uniform of the 

GPU and carrying revolvers, the third a Red guard with a rifle. 

I stood before them in my night shirt and bed slippers.  

"Have you firearms?" they asked.  

"No."  

I could not help smilingðhow could I hide firearms 

under a night shirt!  

I let them search me, then dressed and sat down on a 

chair in the middle of the room. The Red guard stood leaning 
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against the door, while the GPU men began to go through my 

things. I watched them. What could they be looking for? They 

turned over everything on my table, which was littered with 

manuscripts and notes which they could not have understood. 

They put these back, however, with some care; it seemed that 

my papers did not interest them. Then they searched through 

my wearing apparel and raked all the ashes out of the stove. I 

wondered what they expected to find hidden in a stove that 

was still warm.  

They ransacked my bed; they looked into every book. 

On my shelf were several little bags of grits and sugar from 

the cooperative store. These they carefully emptied and looked 

through the contents.  

What were  they looking for? They had now been at it 

for hours, searching one small room with scarcely anything in 

it, and they had not even read my papers. It was beginning to 

get tiresome and I stopped watching them. I was thinking that 

if they arrested me now and began dragging me from prison to 

prison, I should not be able to let my wife know what had 

happened to me and she would be distressed and anxious. At 

last one of the men turned to me and asked if I had an axe.  

"What for?"  

"We must tear up the floor." he said in a businesslike 

manner.  

This puzzled me. It seemed strange to enter the house 

of a scientist in the middle of the night, search for something 

in little bags of sugar, rake hot ashes out of his stove and as a 

climax wreck the floor of a building which belonged to the 

government.  

"I can find an axe," said I, and brought it from the 

kitchen myself.  

But now, to my surprise, their energy seemed to leave 

them. After consulting for a few minutes, they decided to let 

the floor alone. This was the end of the show. They wrote out 

a statement to the effect that nothing incriminating had been 

found during the search and then departed. They had not 

arrested me after all. I was completely at a loss as to the 

meaning of the whole procedure.  

It was now six o'clock in the morning. What ought I to 

do? Now that they had gone I became nervous and angry.  

"Idiots!" I cried aloud. Whatever did they want? What 

a stupid comedy!  

I was not sleepy now, but I was shivering from a 

sleepless night. I felt that I needed a drink. I looked on the 

shelf, but there was no vodka, so I lit my camp stove to make 

some tea. As I was doing this my next-door neighbor knocked 

lightly.  

"You are not sleeping? May I come in?"  

"Yes, indeed! Come in! Glad to see you. I was just 

making some tea. I'm almost frozen and have no vodka."  

"Let me bring you some. I'd like a drink, too. I haven't 

slept all night."  

He came back with a pint bottle. "I'm sorry, but there 

isn't much in it for two," he said.  

"It will do. You will have to excuse me, I've nothing to 

go with it."  

"We need nothingðwe shall drink it in the Murmansk 

way with 'salt tongue ' for an appetizer."  

In Murmansk provisions were very scarce and hard to 

get, and when they had nothing else, the inhabitants would put 

a pinch of salt on their tongues after drinking and jokingly say 

they were eating salt tongue with their vodka.  

After we had finished our vodka and hot tea we grew 

warm and calmer.  

"I had visitors to-night," said my neighbor looking at 

me significantly.  
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"I had some, too," I replied. "They stayed about four 

hours and have just gone. You see the disorder."  

"They visited everybody in the house except Daniloff; 

they must have left him alone because he is a Communist. You 

know my roomðthere is nothing in it except a bed and a stool, 

so they tore up the floor. They took my silver watch that I 

bought in 1910 in Norway. They took Vasily Ivanovitch's old 

sweater and a pair of stockings from his wife, saying these 

things were contraband. He was too frightened to protest, but 

his wife tried to argue, saying that the things were not 

contrabandðthat she had bought the stockings a year ago at 

an auction in the custom house and that the sweater had been 

given her husband three years ago by the Trust. Still, they took 

the things. I was given a receipt for my watch. What do you 

thinkðwill I get into trouble over it? Everyone here knows I 

had it before the War."  

This story made me feel better; perhaps after all they 

were only looking for contraband. Of course it was stupid and 

provoking, but we were living near a port where foreign ships 

came in, bringing coal and salt, so that smuggling was 

possible. And the raid was so strange; they did not take a 

single paper and had only glanced at the manuscripts on my 

desk. Oh, this everlasting Soviet suspicion!  

Alas! Within a few hours I knew that my optimism was 

groundless. Scherbakoff, who had actually created the 

enterprise which had come to be designated as the North State 

Fishing Trust, and Krotoff, a member of its board of directors 

and manager of the fleet of trawlersðboth of them my close 

associates here at Murmanskðhad been arrested during the 

night. The houses of all the non-Communist employees of the 

Trust, regardless of the length of their service, had been 

searched and in most cases the GPU men had been very rough; 

in two places they had torn up the floor.  

It was clear that the Murmansk GPU was staging a big 

"case." The thoroughness of the search and the tearing up of 

floors was meant to show that the GPU had strong evidence 

against those whose apartments had been searched. The large 

number of raids indicated that our whole organization was to 

be involved. The arrest of the heads of the Trust proved that 

the GPU was out for something big. In the U.S.S.R. everyone 

knows that he may be put in prison even though he is not 

guilty; therefore, we all lived with the same thought in mindð

when would our own turn come? This attitude very naturally 

tended to lessen the efficiency of our work. We had a faint 

hope, or rather deluded ourselves into hoping, that these raids 

and arrests were being carried out by the Murmansk GPU on 

its own initiative and that, when the case came to the attention 

of Moscow, it would be ordered dropped so that it would not 

cause a disruption in the work of the fishing industry.  

In the meantime, however, the GPU was very busy. All 

the employees of our Trustðthe North State Fishing Trust, of 

which I was Director of Researchðwere questioned in turn 

and, in spite of the signed pledge of secrecy that was required 

of them and the threat that any disclosure of the subject of the 

inquiries would lead to one's commitment to the convict 

concentration camp at Solovki, the news spread quickly.  

Within only a few days everybody knew that the GPU 

was looking for proof of "wrecking" activity.  
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CHAPTER II  

FISHERIES IN THE FAR NORTH  

And now, before I go on to tell what happened after 

this strange midnight search and the arrest of my two friends, 

Scherbakoff and Krotoff, in Murmansk, let me explain as 

simply as I can how both I and those working with me came to 

be stationed in such a remote outpost of civilization, and how 

that very work to which we were giving our conscientious and 

untiring efforts ultimately, though for no fault of our own, was 

to bring only misery and distress to ourselves and to our 

families.  

Technically and according to the many questionnaires 

which I had to fill in during my life in the U.S.S.R. I belong to 

the nobility. To the Soviet Government this means that I am a 

class enemy, but, as is often the case among the Russian 

nobility, neither my parents nor I possessed any money or 

property which we had not acquired by our own honest efforts 

and work. I was fifteen years old when my father died. I had 

an elder sister and four younger brothers, the youngest a child 

of three. A life of hardship and uncertainty lay ahead of us.  

As a boy I succeeded in joining the expedition of the 

well-known explorer of Altai and Mongolia, V. V. 

Sapojnikoff, in the capacity of collector-zoologist. With him I 

first saw nature in the wild, often visiting places not yet shown 

on maps; one summer we travelled through roadless territory 

for more than 2,000 kilometers on horseback. This was the 

beginning of my work of exploration, which I later carried on 

independently. For a while I acted as a zoologist for such 

expeditions and then became the leader in a series of scientific 

expeditions to the Altai and Sayanskii Mountains, to 

Mongolia, to the Tian-Shan Mountains, the Amur, the 

Ussurisk region on the Siberian-Manchurian border and to 

Lapland.  

I believed that regular study was unnecessary and that I 

could succeed without it. Already earning my living at an early 

age, I was engaged in various activities such as preparing 

scientific materials and drawing anatomic charts. The 

necessity of earning more money gave me the thought of 

studying ichthyologyðthe science of fishða subject which I 

felt had a wide practical application. I, therefore, undertook to 

get a knowledge of the sea and became proficient in the use of 

oars and sails. But I finally realized that the specialized work 

in which I wished to be engaged demanded a technical training 

and so I entered the university. The War interrupted my 

studies there and when I returned again to private life I was 

crippled. At first it seemed as though I should never regain my 

health, but within a year I was able to discard my crutches and, 

although still lame, go on a scientific expedition to the Amur.  

Later I did receive a university diploma and was 

offered a steady position, but it was not long before the 

Revolution broke the normal course of my life and the 

institution where I worked was closed by the Bolsheviks. But I 

lost nothing in the Revolution, for like many others I had 

nothing to lose.  

During the general disorganization which followed this 

upheaval in Russia, when hunger and cold had to be combatted 

not only for myself, but also for my wife and for the third and 

newest member of our family who required warmth and milk, 

I obtained several jobs, each of which in the "capitalistic" 

world would have been considered of high standing and would 

have enabled my family to live in comfort. But in the U.S.S.R. 

the only job that was allowing me a reasonable income was a 

course I was giving at the Agricultural Institute. This 

particular work I had sought out because it entitled me to a 

bottle of milk a day and sometimes a few beets and a little oats 

and mash which the professors of the Institute were allowed to 

have from the rations of the cattle which belonged to it.  

In spite of the hunger and cold, I succeeded during that 

winter in finishing my thesis and receiving a degree. And my 

scholastic work having thus been terminated, I agreed to take 

part in an expedition to Lapland, an expedition organized by 
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the "wealthy" Supreme Council of People's Economy. Before 

starting I tried to get one poud  (36 lbs.) of salt instead of the 

million paper roubles which were due me for the three months 

that the expedition was to last. This salt would have served my 

family as a means of exchange in the villages for potatoes and 

milk. My request was rejected and I was told that salt in such a 

"large quantity" was not available, but I nevertheless went on 

the expedition because it interested me.  

The journey to our destination, a distance of 1,100 

kilometers, was made in freezing weather in an unheated box 

car packed full of people and baggage and took fourteen days. 

Death among passengers in such cars was a usual occurrence. 

The conditions of our expedition were most difficult, but we 

still went on with our work with as much zeal and energy as 

we had given before the Revolution when we were never 

subjected to such trying situations. There was every reason 

why the Bolsheviks should have become convinced that the 

Russian intellectuals were working conscientiously and 

honestly. New discoveries of great importance and about 

which the Bolsheviks boast continually were made by Russian 

scientists under the most difficult conditions, but during the 

actual work of research not one of the Communist "party" men 

ever helped; they came forward only when and where it 

promised to be of advantage to their career.  

When in 1921 Lenin declared a respiteðthe NEP 

(New Economic Policy)ðlife changed with fantastic rapidity. 

The country began to prosper. Food and clothing became more 

available. One could then buy wood for fuel as well as for 

repairing. Electric light service was resumed as well as street 

car and taxi services. Life was returning to the "bourgeois" 

aspect under the leadership of the Bolsheviks themselves. 

They came out with a new motto: "A Communist must be an 

industrialist and a trader."  

What did the intellectuals and scientists gain in this 

change? Their general living conditions improved, but as 

compared to the advance in the standard of living of other 

classes of the population they were left far behind. The 

campaign of economy affected first and hardest all scientific 

and educational institutions. The funds appropriated for them 

were so miserly that any typist in a commercial and industrial 

enterprise was receiving more pay than professors and 

scientific experts. At the same time, due to continually 

advancing prices for rent, street-car and railway transportation 

and postage, as well as for everyday necessities, life for 

scientists not connected with any industrial organization was 

becoming exceedingly hard.  

In spite of these material hardships Russian scientists 

continued to work as before. At this time, however, the 

Bolsheviks, having gained strength through the NEP, began an 

active persecution of any theoretical work which, according to 

their judgment, did not agree with the Marxist theories. I 

realized that my own scientific and theoretical work was at an 

end. I felt that I was up against an impassable wall. Life was 

hard. The career I had chosen for myself from the time of my 

youth, that career which I had stubbornly and persistently 

followed, could not go on. I must give up purely scientific 

workðfor a time at leastðand turn to something more 

practical.  

Early in 1925, at the time when the NEP was 

particularly flourishing, I was offered the post of Director of 

Production and Research Work of the North State Fishing 

Trust, the State-owned industry which had been set up to deal 

with the fishing business of the region on the Arctic Ocean. I 

accepted this offer in the hope that it would give me an 

opportunity to return to research work. And after a time, 

indeed, I was  able to leave the production side and to organize 

in Murmansk a scientific biological and technological 

laboratory.  

The North State Fishing Trust's work was carried on in 

that part of the Arctic Ocean which is called the Sea of 

Barents, the shores of which are for the most part Russian 

territory: the Murman coast of the Kola Peninsula, the Kanin 
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Peninsula and the Lapland coast of the continent. Russian 

fisheries had existed here since the sixteenth century, but the 

conditions of life were so hard that only about five hundred 

families had settled on the Murman coast as colonists, with 

other fishermen going there only for the Bummer fishing 

season.  

The Murman coast is exceptionally austere, its granite 

cliffs descending in steep steps and abrupt declines straight 

into the ocean. There is scarcely any vegetation; only those 

slopes sheltered from the wind are sparsely covered with grass 

and a few low-growing polar willows and birches. Elsewhere 

the only growth is moss and rock creepers. Patches of snow 

remain on the beach throughout the summer. The ocean, 

however, never freezes and at temperatures of fifty degrees or 

more below zero the black water and floating ice are covered 

by a dense white fog. In winter the sun does not rise above the 

horizon. The settlements of the "colonists" are hidden from the 

winds in deep inlets or built like birds' nests in the cliffs above 

the level of the tide which sometimes rises to a height of five 

meters. Some of these dwellings can be reached only by 

wooden ladders, one end resting on floating boats, the other 

reaching to the doorstep of the rain and wind-battered huts.  

The colonists earned their living by fishing and they, as 

well as the men who came only for the summer fishing season, 

used the primitive methods of their ancestors three or four 

centuries agoðthe same deckless, clumsy open rowboats, 

trawl-lines (long lines with several thousand hooks baited with 

small fish to attract the cod) , or the hand-line with its sinker, 

hook and metal bait-fish. Obviously with such equipment, 

fishing could take place only near shore and depended entirely 

on the weather and the approach of fish from the deeper 

waters.  

Attempts to change to more modern methods and to go 

farther out into the open ocean had been made in pre-war 

times but they were unsuccessful because of insufficient 

capital. In the Barents Sea before the War only four Russian 

trawlers were at work.  

After the Revolution and before the Reds came to 

Archangel, a fishing company had been formed by the 

industrialist Bezzubikoff with the participation of the 

Centrosouse  (Central Union). Twelve trawlers were procured 

from the government and remodeled for fishing purposes, but 

this company's activity was scarcely begun when it was 

stopped by the arrival of the Reds. These trawlers and their 

shore base near Archangel then became the foundation of the 

Soviet State fishery organization in the North.  

In spite of the fact that they began working with a 

concern that was already organized, there were great 

difficulties during the first years of this State enterprise. The 

Murmansk and Archangel Soviets were in a state of nearly 

open warfare against each other, a situation which meant a 

great deal because of the then prevalent "power of local 

government." As the trawlers' base was in Archangel (a port 

that is frozen seven months of the year) , the entire concern 

was looked upon as belonging to Archangel and the 

Murmansk authorities would not allow the trawlers to enter 

their ports which were open the year around. Therefore the 

trawlers could work only five months in the year. No orders, 

threats or arguments from the "Centre" were of any avail. It 

was not until 1924 that the warring factions were brought 

together by the organization of a new concern, the North State 

Fishing Trust, of "All-Union importance," with both the 

Archangel and Murmansk Soviets as "shareholders" and with 

the trawling base transferred to the ice-free port of Murmansk.  

Murmansk, the chief town of the province, had been 

founded in 1916 to serve as the terminus of the new, hastily 

erected railroad, built to bring to St. Petersburg military 

supplies furnished by the Allies. The town is on the Kola bay, 

sixty kilometers from the ocean, at a point where the bay 

narrows down to one and a half kilometers and rather 

resembles a wide river than an oceanic bay. Only the tide, 
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which rises more than four meters, and the smell of salt water 

show that this is a part of the Arctic Ocean. High, rocky shores 

here bank in the bay and the town is built on a small and steep 

plateau. During the World War there was some construction 

hereðlanding places, repair shops, a temporary electric power 

station, a primitive system for bringing water down from a 

mountain lake above the town, and only the most 

indispensable buildings, built like barracks. There were no real 

houses in the town, only some so-called "trunks," dwellings 

made out of sheets of corrugated iron bent to form a half-

cylinder, the base of which was boarded in. There were no 

streets or sidewalks, no horses or automobiles; in winter the 

Laplanders drove in on reindeer. Twice a week the mail came 

in by train. Winter lasted not less than eight months, more than 

two months of which were complete night.  

The authorities of the townðmembers of the GPU, the 

executive committee and other indispensable Soviet 

organizationsðwere Communists, banished to this desolate 

spot as punishment for theft or drunkenness. And all their 

energies were spent in trying to be recalled.  

Those of us who went to Murmansk in 1925, to take 

our several special parts in the organizing and carrying on of 

this new State industry, did so of our own volitions, for at that 

time there was no compulsory assignment of experts to such 

work, and we could all have found employment elsewhere. 

But the newness and the scopeðthe very challengeðof the 

enterprise, which was planned on an unprecedented scale, 

beckoned to us. This was to be the first great Russian trawling 

development. We, like the English and the Germans, would 

now go out into the open ocean. We would be laying the 

foundations of a tremendous industry.  

From the very beginning of our work, the business 

began to develop with remarkable success. The experts of the 

North State Fishing Trust, by systematizing the data they were 

receiving, learned to know the Sea of Barents and its fish life 

as did none of the other scientific organizations working in 

that region.  

We did not expect any praise or even recognition of 

our workðin Sovietland this is not the customðbut we could 

not fail to love it, in spite of the terrible conditions under 

which we had to live. To the yearly catch of the local 

fishermen, which remained at its former figure of about 9,000 

tons, we added a rapidly increasing catch which in 1929 

reached 40,000 tons. This result was attained not only by the 

addition of several new trawlers, but chiefly by basic 

improvements in the workðyear-round fishing, the speeding 

up of each trawler's turnover and the improvement of fishing 

technique.  

The methods of curing fish were also radically 

changed. Instead of stinking cod unfit to bring into the house, 

we produced white and clean fish, not inferior to that of 

Astrakhan. And for the first time, the Trust succeeded in 

delivering fresh sea fish to the Leningrad and Moscow markets 

and was at last even successful in exporting fish to the English 

market. Our success had not been equalled by any other 

fishing trust of the U.S.S.R.  

The whole enterprise was reorganized and with it the 

town of Murmansk itself. A large and excellently equipped 

harbor was built; a huge reinforced concrete warehouse of 

5,000 tons capacity with concrete tanks for salting fish; a 

three-story reinforced concrete refining factory for the 

manufacture of cod-liver oil; a by-product factory for the 

production of fodder flour out of fish waste all this in the 

course of four years. A refrigerating plant and a barrel factory 

were under way; a branch railroad was extended to the harbor; 

a water system installed for the use of the plant, a repair shop 

for ships and a temporary electric power station, since the city 

station was unable to give us as much electricity as we needed. 

Electric cranes were installed for unloading trawlers.  

Murmansk began to grow upon the solid foundation of 

a developing industry. Houses put up by the North State 
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Fishing Trust were located with a certain order and so formed 

the first real streets in the town. Its population was increasing. 

From a town of barely fifty families it grew about as follows: 

in 1926 it had 4,000 inhabitants; in 1927ð7,000; in 1928ð

12,000; and in 1929ð15,000.  

The greatest difficulties encountered were in the 

building of or otherwise obtaining new ships. The limit of our 

dreams was to have seventeen new trawlers, as seventeen of 

our old ones, taken over from the navy and rebuilt, were going 

out of commission on account of their age. However, Russian 

factories were not building them. To order them abroad 

foreign exchange was necessary and to obtain the 

authorization for such expenditure was extremely difficult. 

Orders must be placed through the Commissariat of Trade, 

which did not enjoy a reputation for honesty, and a 

Communist who knew nothing about the trade had to be sent 

abroad for the drawing up of contracts with the various firms. 

That a Communist, finding himself in "rotten, demoralized" 

Europe, begins himself to get pleasantly demoralized is a well-

known fact, and our Communist was no exception to this rule. 

However, our North State Fishing Trust succeeded during 

these five years in purchasing one trawler abroad and building 

four, so that together with the old ones we finally had a total of 

twenty-two units.  

During these years the fishing industry throughout the 

U.S.S.R., like all the other Soviet industries, was required to 

plan production, and considering the hazards of our work, one 

can well understand that many difficulties might be 

encountered. To be able to foretell a year or more in advance 

just how much fish would be caught in a certain region, how 

much equipment would be necessary, as well as 

predetermining both the cost and the selling price of the 

finished product presented no small problem. The quota 

requirements were increased from year to year, but, in spite of 

the severity of the conditions under which our trawlers had to 

work and the difficult conditions of life in the Murmansk 

region, the North State Fishing Trust succeeded in fulfilling 

each year these plans. During these years of its development 

up to 1929 it was making a real profit, so exceptional an 

occurrence in the Soviet fishing industry that our Trust 

received the nickname of "White Crow."  

Our success was due to a number of causes. One was 

the fact that the enterprise was a new one, well organized, 

applying new methods and striving all the time to improve its 

work. And no little credit was due to the small but highly 

efficient staff of non-party experts and the exceptionally fine 

contingent of sea captainsðnatural seamen, accustomed from 

childhood to the rugged conditions of Arctic navigation. With 

a few exceptions all of these men had worked for the State 

fishing industry in the North from its very foundation in 1920. 

Such a stable staff of employees was a rare exception in a 

Soviet enterprise, where the usual rate of turnover of 

employees was at least once a year. It was necessary to be a 

strong man to withstand the hardships of work under Arctic 

conditions and this work could retain only those who were 

truly loyal to it. In addition to these reasons, the change to 

year-round fishing, the finding of new fish banks, 

improvements in the loading and unloading of trawlers,ðall 

gave us increasing production for several years in succession, 

so that we were able to keep pace with the ever-increasing 

planned requirements.  

We clearly realized that such a happy state of things 

could not last forever and that a year would come when, 

because of senseless orders from above, we would not be able 

to make such increase in the catch as would be necessary to 

fulfill that year's plan.  

Up to 1929 we had been left to work in peace, 

relatively speakingðas much so as is possible in the U.S.S.R. 

None of our experts had been either thrown into prison or 

executed by the Soviet Government. Then our Trust attracted 

the attention of the Government and this was the beginning of 

the failure and ruin of the whole business.  
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CHAPTER III  

FIVE -YEAR PLANS FOR FISH 

For a better understanding of the Soviet regimentation 

of industry in Russia and the resulting effect upon the North 

State Fishing Trust and all those connected with it, let me here 

explain the general procedure of Soviet planning. As I have 

already said, in the earlier years plans had been called for on a 

yearly basis, setting a goal that in some branches of industry 

could not be reached. Due to the extreme instability of the 

economic and political programs of the governmentðit was 

rare for a year to pass without radical changes being made in 

the preparations which had been plannedðthere was disaster 

in many of the industries, with considerable losses.  

How can one speak seriously of a planned economy in 

a state where everything is governed by the day, where those 

in power fling themselves from one extreme to the other, 

where all the factors controlling industry are unceasingly 

undergoing the most drastic changes and where the slogan of 

the moment is of more importance than any plan?  

It was under such conditions that in 1924 some 

organizations had received orders to draw up, in addition to 

their usual yearly plan, a five year plan of their work. The 

following year all industries were ordered to draw up a five 

year plan for the period 1925-1930. Some industries were 

required to make plans for ten and even fifty years ahead. 

During the period from October 1, 1925 to October 1, 1928 a 

five year plan had been drawn up anew every year, for, owing 

to drastic changes in political and economic conditions, the 

plan as originally drawn up could not be continued into the 

next year. So it was, that in addition to the first or trial five 

year plan of 1924 four new five year plans were drawn up 

during a period of four years. The last of these, that of 1928-

1933, became world famous as the  Five Year Planðthe 

Piatiletka. Rigid and detailed instructions were given to all 

industries for drawing up their new five year plan and mention 

of any previous plan was held to be counter-revolutionary. 

Jokes concerning how many years the first year of the 

Piatiletka  was going to last became popular. According to 

directions received from above the work was to be undertaken 

in a "new way." The "indices of production" called for 

unexampled growth of all industries. Enormous sums in 

chervontziðthe greatly devaluated Soviet currencyðwere 

appropriated as well as a restricted amount of foreign 

currency. From the speeches of leaders and from the press it 

was clear that the Five Year Plan would turn into a political 

slogan rather than an industrial plan, a slogan which would 

serve to mark and at the same time mask a turn to the left and 

a return to the pre-NEP Communistic experiment.  

For us who had to deal with the practical problems of 

production under this Five Year Plan, the plan consisted of a 

multitude of sheets of tabulations which, due to their large 

size, we called "bed sheets." Figures compiled by expert 

statisticians for five years hence were supposed to represent 

future work and achievements in strict accordance with the 

instructions received. Material requirements had to be 

completed for every year of the five though preliminary 

projects could not be prepared before the plan was approved. It 

had been possible to prepare the yearly plans with some 

degree of accuracy because those in charge of the various 

enterprises had had experience. The Five Year Plan, however, 

demanded a development which no producer could actually 

visualize, and to reach the "control figures" required 

estimating by pure imagination.  

Each unit or department of an industry drew up its own 

five year plan with great care. These plans were then 

combined by the management of the industry and sent to the 

"Centre" in Moscow. There the plans were again combined 

into larger units until a whole industry in each Commissariat 

was combined, and lastly, these plans from all the 
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Commissariats were sent to the State Planning Commission 

and incorporated into a final general plan. The results were 

multitudes of tabulations by which it was possible, for 

instance, to see where and how much roofing iron, shoes, 

caviar, horseshoe nails, tractors, wheat, pork, eggs, milk, 

butter, fish and so on would be produced and also how they 

would be used at any given moment of the Five Year Plan. 

These tables also showed how much any article produced in 

each year of the five would cost, the quantity and quality of 

man power necessary at a given moment in any branch of 

industry, the wages for every category of labor, the housing 

requirements, in fact, every conceivable detail. Such was the 

plan sternly decreed for the next five years. In the face of the 

ever increasing shortage of food and other necessities, the 

need of sacrifice for the first two or three years of the working 

of the plan was stressed, but future benefits were widely 

advertised and promises made that ultimately the plan would 

bring higher wages and an ample supply of food and clothing.  

Soon the government pressðthere is no other in the 

U.S.S.R.ðbegan spreading the news that some concerns had 

decided to accomplish their part of the Five Year Plan in four, 

three or even two years, praising this as the highest degree of 

enthusiasm on the part of the workers. And it appeared that 

within a comparatively short time some had already not only 

fulfilled their plan, but were exceeding it. If, however, the Five 

Year Plan had been a really workable plan, any deviation, 

whether over-fulfillment or the opposite in any given industry, 

would necessarily cause general disruption. If, for instance, 

our Fishing Trust had caught twice as much fish as the plan 

called for, twice the salt would have immediately been needed, 

twice the packing material, transportation facilities and labor. 

If the shipbuilding trust had fulfilled its quota of trawlers in 

advance of the fixed time, harbor facilities would not have 

been available and the capacity of the fishing industry would 

not have been in a position to put them to use.  

So it was that, instead of the working out of an orderly 

plan, chaos prevailed. There was a catastrophic shortage of 

building materials, and many State enterprises sent special 

agents and representatives to various towns of the U.S.S.R. 

where, by personal contact and enterprise, they strove to divert 

materials already assigned to other industries. Often 

substitutes of inferior quality had to be used. Many buildings 

remained without roofs or window glass. Some factories were 

without machines, and in the case of others machinery lay in 

barns because the factory buildings were not ready. There was 

a shortage of qualified labor and in many places inferior labor 

had to be employed.  

Before long the Political Bureau of the government 

began to interfere directly in the work of the different branches 

of industry and even with separate units and, as will be seen in 

the case of the fishing industry, to raise their Plan quotas even 

in the middle of a year, so that by the end of the first year of 

the Piatiletka  it was evident that nothing remained of the so-

called Five Year Plan devised only the year before and both 

industry and government were working and building at 

random.  

In our North State Fishing Trust before the 

introduction of the Five Year Plan we had, like other 

enterprises, been endeavoring to develop our business, to 

obtain larger appropriations, to increase our production and to 

speed up the building of ships and new plants. In those days 

we were continually being held back by the "Centre" and had 

had to struggle hard for every facility granted us. Now it was 

exactly the reverse, for categorical instructions were being 

received from the "Centre" to "expand" at a rate which 

corresponded neither to the supply of materials to be had nor 

to the available labor.  

Thus, for instance, in the early part of 1928, after two 

years of effort, we had at last obtained authorization to 

purchase ten trawlers abroad. This license, however, was 

revoked before our representative, who had already left for 



Original Copyright 1934 by Vladimir Tchernavin.   Distributed by Heritage History 2011 16 

Germany, had had time to give the order, and we had begun to 

doubt whether our seventeen antiquated trawlers could be 

replaced before they were worn out or wrecked. Now, 

however, everything was suddenly changed, and in the latter 

part of the year, after the inauguration of the Piatiletka, we 

were ordered to consider, in planning our operations for the 

next five years, the construction of seventy new trawlers and 

an increase of catch to 175,000 tons per year. This meant 

developing an enormous enterprise. Our trawling base, built in 

1926-27, could not handle at the most more than one third of 

this amount and our pier was barely large enough to service 

the number of trawlers we then had. Extensive construction 

work must be undertaken under extremely hard conditions and 

at any cost.  

In the summer of 1929, when conditions, especially in 

Murmansk, had become so difficult that the question arose 

more than once whether any construction work whatever could 

be continued, when workmen were fleeing because of 

insufficient food rations, when in spite of all efforts production 

was lagging behind the plan by ten or fifteen percent, the 

North State Fishing Trust received the following laconic 

telegraphic instructions from Moscow: Change the Five Year 

Plan, basing the new figures on 150 new trawlers and a catch 

per ship of 3,000 tons per year, instead of the previously 

estimated 2,500. Three consecutive telegrams further 

increased the assignment, bringing the number of trawlers up 

to 500 and the yearly catch up to 1,500,000 tons! [Shortly after 

this it was announced that, due to exceptional progress, the 

Five Year Plan was to be completed in four years, namely, by 

the first of January, 1932. In the course of three years we were, 

therefore, required to increase our normal yearly catch of 

40,000 tons to 1,500,000 tons that is to say, multiply it by 

nearly forty. ]  

The order was unaccompanied by any directions or 

explanations, its form was categorical and without appeal.  

If one takes into consideration that the whole of pre-

war Russia, which in the fishing industry competed for first 

place in the world, had in all its fisheries taken togetherð

Caspian, Azof and Black Seas, Siberia and the Far Eastð

produced only 1,000,000 tons of fish a year, and that fisheries 

were numbered in the thousands and the labor employed by 

them in hundreds of thousands, it will become clear how 

unreal and impractical were the figures of the new Plan for a 

fishing trust which had been founded only a few years before 

and, furthermore, was situated beyond the Arctic Circle in a 

town of only 15,000 inhabitants.  

What happened? The President of the Board of 

Directors at once decided that he must go to Moscow, leaving 

the difficult and unpleasant task of solving the problem to 

others. A brief description of this man will perhaps explain 

how a man holding such an important position could behave in 

such a cowardly manner. T. A. Mourasheff who was, of 

course, a Communist, had been clever enough to pick up a few 

superficial ideas of the fishing business; he could talk glibly 

enough of the affairs of the Trust and he produced on the 

uninitiated the impression that he was a man of business 

experience. Formerly a roofer, he had been deported to Kem in 

1905 for participation in the activities of the Socialist Party. 

There he had married a school teacher who seems to have 

supported him until the Bolshevik Revolution broke out. At 

that time he became a Communist, left Kem and his wife and 

went to Leningrad to make a career. There he immediately 

obtained the important position of superintendent of the water 

supply and sewer system, but made some slip and was sent to 

Murmansk to direct the fishing industry. When the North State 

Fishing Trust was formed he was made its president. He did 

not know and did not like the business, believing that for such 

a great man it could serve only as a stepping-stone to a more 

responsible position in the "Centre." As life in Murmansk was 

hard and dull, he spent most of his time in supposed business 

trips to Moscow and Petrograd, at health resorts taking 
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reducing treatments, but chiefly abroad, where he spent 

months at a time.  

Here is a little scene typical of this man. His new 

wifeðI don't know whether it was his third or fourthða 

stenographer of the Berlin "Torgpred"  (Soviet Trade 

Organization), was coming direct from Germany on the newly 

built trawler, Bolshevik. All the Murmansk authorities and the 

workmen of the fisheries, with a band, assembled at the wharf 

to meet the new trawler. When the boat arrived, Mourasheff, 

as President of the Trust, ascended the captain's bridge and 

delivered a speech, boasting of the fact that the Bolsheviks had 

been able to force the Germans to write the name "Bolshevik" 

on the trawler built for the U.S.S.R. and of the awe-inspiring 

meaning of this word to Europe.  

For the great occasion Mourasheff had changed the 

foreign-made suit and rich fur coat he usually wore for an old, 

worn overcoat, but the foreign typist standing on the deck gave 

him away completely by her greeting.  

"Whom did we come to welcome," joked the workmen, 

"ðthe new trawler or the fourth wife?"  

"It's only the third one, I tell you!"  

"No, it's the fourth. As if we didn't have enough 

women here already!"  

But such shortcomings were not his only defects. He 

was ready at any moment to denounce the best workers, of 

whose honesty he had no doubt, just as he would betray the 

interests of the business if this could benefit him in any way or 

save him from harm.  

 

 

 

 
 

THE AUTHOR ð 1934  

"IN THE 'FREEDOM' OF MY  NATIVE  LAND , THERE WAS NO PLACE FOR 

ME."  
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Chapter IV  

"One and a Half Million Tons"  

After the President of the Board of Directors, 

Mourasheff, went to Moscow his assistant, the Vice-President, 

a canny peasant, in order to shift the responsibility from his 

own shoulders, called an "enlarged conference" of the Board, 

summoning to it all the "non-party" experts and department 

managers. The Vice-President, like his immediate predecessor, 

was a peasant from the Archangel district who had joined the 

party after the Revolution, an illiterate drunkard who had 

served in the GPU and, being a representative of the 

Archangel Executive Committee, was ready to bring about the 

ruin of the fishing business in Murmansk. He and his 

Communist associates knew nothing about the fishing business 

nor did they even try to learn; they knew well that they could 

obtain anything they desired through the GPU and that the 

chief thing in business was to avoid responsibility. One of the 

vice-presidents during this period became quite proficient in 

that respect. He learned to write on reports "Refer to So-and-

So for resolution." A report can probably be found even now 

in the files of the North State Fishing Trust on which at the 

Leningrad office of the fisheries this vice-president made the 

notation "Refer to the Murmansk office," and a few days later, 

having returned to Murmansk and finding that the report had 

not yet been taken care of, he wrote underneath his previous 

notation the words: "Refer to the Leningrad office" and sent it 

back.  

The Vice-President opened the "enlarged conference" 

solemnly by reading a telegram which the president had sent 

after reaching Moscow. In the telegram he repeated the 

requirements and stated that they were definite: 500 trawlers 

and 1,500,000 tons of fish per year by January 1st, 1933ðand 

he called upon the entire staff to strain every effort and fulfill 

this plan.  

Then came the Vice-President's speech. The real 

reason for the terrifically large assignment now came to light. 

It was plain, from his talk, that this assignment had come 

directly from the Political Bureau itself, and not from the 

Moscow organizations in charge of the fishing industry. The 

affair had deep roots. Peasants driven by force into Collectives 

(Communal farms) had destroyed their cattle and other 

livestock so thoroughly that the country was left without meat, 

butter, milk or poultry, and there was no hope of obtaining 

these products for the next few years. It was first decided to 

raise pigs, which multiply quickly, but that project had not 

succeeded. Then it was remembered that in 1919 and 1920 fish 

had saved the urban population from starvation. Fish are 

plentiful in the sea, do not require to be raised, watched or 

fed,ðthey need only be caught. Fish, therefore, must help the 

population to live through the period of "disorganization and 

growth" and thereby help to establish the foundation of 

Socialism. Thus fishing had become no longer simply an 

economic problem; it was now a political problem. So it was 

that the total amount of fish which had to be caught was 

figured out by the "Centre" and then allocated to the various 

districts, the share of the North State Fishing Trust coming to 

1,500,000 tons. Each trawler must catch 3,000 tons per year 

and, therefore, the number of trawlers must be increased to 

500. The money necessary for this expansion was assigned, or 

rather was promised.  

From his two hour speech it was impossible to 

understand the Vice-President's own attitude towards the new 

demand. He announced the figures with exaltation: "One and a 

half million tons! Almost one hundred million pouds!  That's 

no joke! These scientists here (nodding at me) say that 

England has been developing its fishing industry for many 

centuries, has many ports and harbors and 2,000 trawlersðand 

her catch is only half a million tons a year, but we, in three 
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years, will catch in our Trust alone one and a half million tons! 

One trustðthree times more than all of England!"  

At this point he evidently remembered that we actually 

had nothing, that seventeen of our twenty-two trawlers were 

obsolete, that the new ones built in Germany were unreliable, 

and that we had no harbor to accommodate the large number 

of proposed ships. Energetically scratching his head and other 

parts of his body, he then continued: "Well, it is necessary, in a 

word, to make a great effort. . . . It is necessary, in a word, 

comrades, to try and . . . and . . . brace up, and in the 

meantime, in a word, it is necessary to talk it over because the 

problem is very serious, very serious. Well, who wishes to 

speak, to talk it over, in a word?"  

For us "to talk it over" was no easy task. The Vice-

President and the other party men understood as well as we did 

that the assignment was impossible to fulfill and that it would 

unavoidably result in the ruin of the enterpriseðand probably 

of the whole Russian trawling business. But what did they care 

about the enterprise and the Russian fishing industry! 

Yesterday this very vice-president had been in the lumber 

industry, had ruined it and given his experts away to the GPU; 

now he was about to take part in the wrecking of the fishing 

industry and would doubtless give us away; and so he would 

pass on to some other business. A "party" ticket, together with 

submission to the "general line," guaranteed him full immunity 

from responsibility. The "party" men knew perfectly well that 

we were the ones who would be held responsible. They were 

now waiting for us to speak, no doubt inwardly jeering, "What 

are you going to say now? Are you in a hole? Experts, 

scientists, how are you going to get out of it?"  

They knew very well, that if one of us dared to express 

the thought each of us had in his mindðthat the assignment 

could not be fulfilledðhe would immediately be accused of 

sabotage, of "wrecking" the work of the North State Fishing 

Trust. Such views on our part would be called a "bold attack 

on the part of the class enemy" and then would come the 

GPUðprisonðSolovkiðor death. On the other hand, if we 

now remained silent, then in a year, or at the utmost in two, 

when the plan fell through, we would be blamed for not 

having objected to it, and the plan itself would be attributed to 

us as a "wrecking plan," and thenðthe GPUðprisonð

Solovkiðor death.  

To keep silent would at least defer the day of 

reckoning, but in spite of this we all spoke up and, without 

using the dangerous words "impossible" and "unfulfillable," 

conscientiously pointed out all the obstacles: that the Five 

Year Plan adopted in 1928, under which work had been 

already carried on for a year, together with the projects of new 

constructions actually under way would be cancelled by the 

new plan. All construction work would have to be stopped and 

a new plan and new projects in conformity with the new 

assignments would have to be drawn up. It would be fruitless 

to continue building a barrel factory and a refrigeration plant 

for a 175,000 ton catch when the assignment had now been 

changed to 1,500,000 tons. New construction plans, with all 

their preliminary drawings and specifications, would have to 

be drawn up. The new projects would necessarily be so 

complicated, varied and enormous that we would have to 

enlarge our offices to take care of it all. Moreover, such a huge 

construction would necessitate an extensive prospecting o the 

shore zone of the gulf and the adjacent region, and the cost of 

this new work would amount to approximately a thousand 

million roubles.  

Under the most favorable conditions it would be 

possible to begin working on the preliminary projects in 

January 1930. One year would be needed to complete them; it 

would, therefore, be not until January 1931 that they, together 

with the new plan, would be presented for approval. They then 

would have to pass, according to the established routine, 

through a number of administrative organizations: The Fishing 

Directorate, the Construction Directorate, the Scientific 

Technical Committee, and receive their final approval by the 
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People's Commissariat. Many of the projects would have to 

pass through additional stages: the Refrigeration Committee, 

the Port Committee, Public Health Commissariat, War and 

Navy Commissariat, and many others. If everything went 

smoothly and no project was turned down, this routine 

procedure would take a half a year, so that the preliminary 

projects would be finally approved in July 1932 and only then 

work on final plans, working drawings and specifications 

could be started. They would be completed in 1933. But the 

Five Year Plan, as every one of us was only too well aware, 

had to be fulfilled by January 1, 1933. So by January1, 1932 

we were required to have in use 300 trawlers and increase our 

catch up to 1,000,000 tons per year, at which time even the 

preliminary projects would not yet be ready. How could such 

difficulties be overcome?  

Attention was drawn to the fact that the Murmansk 

single-track railway, even as things were, found it difficult to 

handle the available freight, and the projected expansion 

would require the daily movement of two hundred cars of fish 

alone, not to mention the other freight. A second track would 

have to be built,ðno easy jobð1,500 kilometers over hills 

and through swamps.  

And the labor problem! Murmansk had a population of 

only 12,000 to 15,000 and already living quarters were greatly 

over-crowded. With the projected expansion the number of 

workmen would have to be increased at least to 50,000 men 

who, with their families, would bring the total population up to 

200,000 people. For such an increase it would be necessary to 

build not only houses, but also bath-houses, schools, stores, 

canalization, an electric power station, and so on, and this 

building development, in its turn, would lead to a further 

increase of the population. The building of a new town and a 

railroad could not be undertaken by a fishing enterprise, yet 

without this construction the fishing plan could not be 

fulfil led.  

The training of ships' crews would also present 

considerable difficulties; 25,000 men would be needed for the 

servicing of the 500 trawlers, including 2,000 pilots and as 

many mechanics, and 300 skippers and 300 mechanics would 

be required yearly for filling vacancies. Futhermore, the 

skippers would have to be specially trained to know not only 

navigation, but also how to hunt for fish banks, how to catch 

the fish and how to handle it. Already, with only twenty-two 

ships we were having difficulties in keeping a full staff of 

captains and mechanics. Now, in the remaining three years of 

the Five Year Plan we would have to build up a whole fleet. 

How could it be done? A skipper's diploma, or that of a 

mechanic, required graduation from a high school, and a 

special four years' course at the marine school of technology. 

Only the Archangel Technology prepared skippers for 

navigation in northern seas and it graduated every year only 

twenty-five skippers and twenty-five mechanics. To have a 

sufficient supply of captains we would need eighty such 

technologies, with buildings, instructors, school supplies and 

so on, not to mention the four thousand healthy young men 

with a high school education, who would be willing to give 

their lives to navigation on the rugged Arctic Ocean in small, 

dirty fishing vessels. Furthermore, we would have to have 

radio operators, specialists in trawling, salting, and many other 

secondary specialists and technicians.  

All this, we pointed out, should be brought 

immediately to the attention of the Government, for we had no 

right to conceal the true situation. We knew very well that in 

spite of convincing arguments, in spite of all the evident 

absurdity of the Plan, nobody would listen to us, but we were 

doing our duty.  

One of the representatives of the "workers-ownership" 

replied to us. He was just a boy, a real Communist and a 

"confirmed Marxist." He sat with his cap on, his face dull and 

cruel. What he said was well known to everyone and could 

serve for every occasion, chiefly quotations from editorials of 
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provincial "Pravdas"  published in every town from 

Vladivostok to Murmansk. [Pravda  is the Russian word for 

"truth." This newspaper is the official organ of the Communist 

Party. ]  

"Comrades! Our party and government positively 

under the leadership of our leader, Comrade Stalin, are 

certainly making unheard-of strides in the development of our 

industry as such. They certainly are realizing the motto 

'overtake and outstrip' the capitalistic countries struggling in 

the clutches of a world crisis which, due to the joined efforts 

of the proletariat, is becoming a real fact.  

"It is necessary, comrades, to strain every effort and as 

correctly pointed out by Comrade Presidentðin a wordðto 

brace up. Unquestionably the assignment of the party and 

government must be fulfilled and exceeded, accomplishing the 

Piatiletka  as such in a minimum of four years." (Words like 

minimum and maximum were always being wrongly used by 

such orators.)  

"Here we have listened to various references and 

various facts. Of what use are they? Bourgeois parasites insert 

themselves into the ranks of the proletariat by means of sallies 

of the class enemy; this is of no use either.  

"Comrades, we must unite into a steel wall and fight 

with all our proletarian determination and healthy self-

criticism. We must strike a hard blow against those who 

deserve it. We must engage in a pitiless fight against Leftist 

deviations as well as against Rightist leanings which represent 

the chief danger in the given stage of development whatever 

side they come from. Certainly we all, as one man, will defend 

the plan and the 'general line' of workers' enthusiasm as such. 

'Shock work' and 'Socialistic competition' should, certainly, be 

carried out without forgetting for a minute leadership and 

workers' initiative and inventiveness. We unquestionably 

must, comrades, not only fulfill . . ."  

"Shut up, Kolka, stop agitating," interrupted his 

neighbor, also of the same species of the "self-conscious." 

"We have been sitting here for four hours and I have two more 

meetings to attend to-day. Keep closer to business, present the 

workers' resolution."  

"All right, comrades. As it is getting late, 

unquestionably, I offer concretely not only to fulfill but, of 

course, even to exceed by 120 per cent the government's 

assignment; also to decisively disregard the objections raised 

by the opponents and to accomplish the Piatiletka  as such in a 

minimum of two and a half years." So saying, he sat down.  

The workers' resolution was not discussed. The Board, 

however, decided to send a report to the Moscow Fishing 

Directorate pointing out all the difficulties which lay in the 

way of fulfillment of the assignment and asking for 

instructions.  

The meeting adjourned. The Vice-President, with a 

worried expression on his face, went up to the "representative" 

who had spoken at the meeting; one could hear that he was 

scolding him.  

"What's all this nonsense you were talking? We don't 

know what to do. This isn't the time to antagonize these 

expertsðit's exactly the time we need them."  

The representative gave the following as his defense: 

"In the true Bolshevik spirit of not dodging an issue, Comrade 

President, I must recognize my mistake, but all this is 

unquestionably the result of my having a headache. I was 

drunk yesterday."  

And so the meeting ended.  
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CHAPTER V 

FORCED LABOR 

We came away from the meeting thoroughly 

discouraged, and we spoke freely to each other. "It is senseless 

to work any longer for the Trust."ð"Yes, within a year their 

plan will fail and they'll begin to look around for the 'guilty'; 

try to prove your innocence then"ð"But they can't send us to 

any place worse than Murmansk."  

Another cautioned us, "Never forget the Soviet saying: 

'Whoever is not in prisonðwill be there; whoever was in 

prisonðwill return there.'" And, finally, still another added: "I 

handed in my resignation to the president after that first 

telegram about the 150 new trawlers, but he wrote 'refused' on 

it and added that he did not 'advise' my making such an 

'attempt.'"  

Nevertheless, when later I made a trip to Moscow, I 

asked to be transferred to some other place or to be 

discharged. The Chief Director of the Fisheries, a Communist, 

answered literally as follows: "We consider your work at the 

North State Fishing Trust so valuable that we cannot allow 

you to leave and, if necessary, we will find, with the help of the 

GPU, a way to make you work."   

Possibly it may seem, to persons tainted with a "rotten 

liberalism," that since we could neither resign nor obtain 

transfer to another post, all of us at the Trust were actually 

working under compulsion and were not free men. I will not 

discuss that question here, but it leads me to speak of that 

unmistakable slaveryðforced laborðwhich I first met at 

Murmansk in 1928 and observed in the years that followed, 

until my own turn came.  

That autumn (1928), under the pressing requirements 

of the Five Year Plan, the North State Fishing Trust had been 

faced with the problem of finding highly qualified specialists, 

such as engineers and ship-builders, willing to go to 

Murmansk with its vile climate and wretched living 

conditions, when they could easily find occupation in 

Leningrad, Moscow or some southern town.  

All the efforts of the Trust were in vain. The situation 

seemed hopeless. The labor exchange offered to enlist, under a 

contract, first-year students from various special technical 

schools, giving them scholarships for four to five years until 

they graduated. But the Piatiletka  had to be completed by the 

time these young men could finish their education. 

Construction work had to be started at once. The Trust needed 

engineers who were already experienced; it had no time to 

train new men.  

Finally, one of the Communist workers had the 

brilliant idea of applying to the GPU. We had heard a rumor 

that the GPU traded in experts, with a large number of 

engineers of every specialty at its disposal, but we somehow 

could not believe it. The Communist Bagdanoff, the manager 

of our Trust, was asked to make inquiries. The rumor was 

confirmed and he set out for Kem, the administration center 

for the famous Solovetzki concentration camp, with 

instructions to purchase a whole squad.  

Within a few days he had returned, his mission 

successfully accomplished, but the Kem impressions were too 

strong for even a Communist to keep to himself and he could 

not refrain from talking about them even to us nonparty men.  

"Can you imagine that there (the administration of the 

Solovetzki camp) the following expressions are freely used: 

'We sell!'ð'We discount for quantity!'ð'First class 

merchandise!'ð'The city of Archangel offers 800 roubles a 

month for X. and you offer only 600!' . . . What merchandise! 

He gave a course in a university, is the author of a number of 

scientific works, was director of a large factory, in pre-war 

time was considered an outstanding engineer; now he's serving 

a ten-year sentence at hard labor for "wrecking"; that means 
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that he'll do any kind of work required of him, and yet you 

quibble over 200 roubles!' Nevertheless, I bargained and they 

finally agreed to reduce the price, because we purchased at 

wholesale fifteen engineers. I picked out wonderful men! Look 

at the list: K., shipbuilding engineer, one of the best in the 

U.S.S.R.ðhe used to get rations of the 3rd category as a 

scientist; P., electrical engineer, has been director of the 

electrical industry in Moscow; K. and E. are architects with 

wide experience. And all of them are sentenced for 

'wrecking'ðthat means they will do conscientious work." 

"What are the terms of this purchase?" I asked, unconsciously 

lowering my voice, so monstrous did the question sound.  

"The men we buy are entirely at our disposal," replied 

the manager; "we may detail them to any kind of work and to 

any responsible position. The GPU guarantees them and they 

are under the surveillance of the local GPU. We aren't held 

liable in case they escape. The GPU, however, is sure they 

won't escape, because they all have wives and children, living 

in other towns, who are actually hostages.  

"We pay the GPU monthly 90% of the agreed rental 

and the remaining 10% we give to the prisoner according to 

his work. As we pay a much higher price for them than the 

established tariff, they are ranked as experts in respect to work 

and no time limit applies to them. If we wish we can make 

them work twenty-four hours a day. The GPU attorney 

laughed when he said that we wouldn't be transgressing the 

labor laws if we disregarded the provisions about working 

hours, because the prisoners are sold as specialist-experts and 

have to work as such.  

"What scoundrels!" he added, after a moment of 

silence, remembering the scene of the purchase.  

"Did you actually sign a written agreement?"  

"Of course! Is it possible to trust the GPU without a 

contract?"  

"And all this is stated in the contract?"  

"Certainly. The lawyer approved the deal and the Chief 

of the camp, as well as the head of the department, signed. 

Everything was according to form."  

"And did you see 'them?'" we asked.  

"No, I didn't look them over; it was a little 

embarassing. They offered to show them to me, but I bought 

them according to their papers."  

"Will they come to Murmansk soon?"  

"As soon as we send in our first payment. It's done 

very simply; they say that if they get our message even one 

hour before the train leaves they will immediately send out the 

whole group. Talk is short with prisoners there."  

"And if they refuse to work or do not fit the job?"  

"That's also taken care of. In case of a complaint on our 

part the purchased man is immediately removed from the job 

and sent back to the concentration camp, where he is 

disciplined. In his place another man of the same specialty and 

qualifications is sent out."  

"And if they do not have any? These are really 

exceptional men."  

"Not have any? What are you talking about? They can 

get anyone they want. Besides, they have a good supply of 

'ready ones.' Some of the best engineers and professors are 

now working in lumber camps as woodcutters under 

conditions that are horrifying even to hear about. It's good luck 

for them to be sold, for they will be working at their own 

professions and, althoug at miserly pay, will at least be paid 

something."  

"But how are they going to live? We are getting five 

hundred to six hundred roubles and can barely make both ends 

meet, and they will be receiving 10%ðonly fifty to sixty 

roubles a month."  
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"Certainly it isn't much. But the Trust is required to 

furnish living accomodations and the money will suffice to 

buy the food rations. Do you think they live in better 

conditions at the camp? They manage to live there and will 

find a way of exisitng here."  

Meantime the bookkeeper was figuring out how much 

the GPU was making on such sales. "Fifteen men at an 

average hire of 400 roubles a monthð72,000 roubles a year, 

less 10% paid to the prisoners = 64,800 roubles net per year."  

"Fifteen men, that's only for us," corrected the 

manager; "you must remember that the GPU sells at least 

1,000 men a year."  

The bookkeeper continued his calculations. "At 4,800 

roubles a yearðthat would be a total of 4,800,00 roubles. Let 

us deduct 800,000 roubles to cover the 10% and 

administration expensesðand we get four millions. Four 

millions! And our Trust makes a profit of one million at the 

most. And think of the capital outlay we need and the risks 

involved in cases of a bad catch! They certainly have a good 

business there! No worries, never a poor catch, no taxes to 

payðjust take in the money. That's a real business!"  

This "purchase" made a deep impression on the 

employees of the Trust. We were afraid to talk about it openly, 

but in secret it was much discussed.  

The new engineers, arriving as they did at a time when 

the number of employees was being greatly increased, passed 

almost unnoticed among the many new faces. Two of them 

were appointed to executive positions as chiefs of the technical 

and rationalization departments respectively. The new head of 

the technical department was the engineer K., a man already 

advanced in years but still exceptionally energetic. He had the 

responsible post of directing all repairs of the fleet, the work 

of the machine shops, foundries and the power station. He was 

also in charge of the drawing up of projects for the enormous 

construction. Not only our Trust but practically all the other 

institutions and concerns in Murmansk were continually 

calling for his services as consultant. His expert advice was 

often sought by captains of foreign ships in need of repair, 

when they came to Murmansk to load lumber delivered from 

the forced-labor lumber camps of Solovki. Surely the 

foreigners who dealt with this man of authority did not realize 

that he was a convict, serving a ten-year sentence!  

The Planning Bureau of the Trust was also composed 

of purchased engineers. These "purchased men" lived in the 

new houses built by the Trustðtwo or three men in each small 

room. A few boards laid on a trestle served as beds, a few 

stools and a board table as furnishings. They worked from 

early morning until late at night and they never talked of 

themselves or their former life in the concentration camps. No 

one questioned them. It was known, however, that they had 

families in dire need, whom they could not help, and that some 

had suffered confiscation of all their property at home.  

How many more years were they destined to live like 

this? It was a frightful thought. Nevertheless, theirs was the 

lightest form of forced labor. The other, which I also came in 

contact with while working in the North State Fishing Trust, 

that at Cape Zeleny, was much more horrible. As a part of the 

Five Year Plan, construction on a large scale was to be 

undertaken in Murmansk. A special wharf was to be built 

where the trawlers could take on coal, at some distance from 

the trawler base, to avoid the penetration of coal dust into the 

warehouses used for fishing products designed for export to 

England. The site selected was several kilometers north of the 

town, on the eastern side of the bay, near Cape Zeleny, where 

the land was high above the water and had to be dynamited 

and leveled. The Trust decided to employ a contractor for the 

excavation and dirt removal but, there being no private 

contractors in the U.S.S.R., did not resort to open bids, but 

sent specifications to several State construction concerns, 

requesting them to name their prices.  
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Quite unexpectedly, among the few competitors, the 

GPU intervened with a statement that it could do the work at a 

figure 10% below the lowest bid and in a shorter period than 

the specifications required. The Trust had  to accept this offer 

of the GPU. One of the functions of the GPU was to watch 

over the economic activities of all enterprises. Had its bid not 

been accepted, it would certainly have prosecuted the Trust for 

"wasting the people's money." The Trust, therefore signed a 

contract with the GPU tor the job at Cape Zeleny, involving 

the expenditure of several hundred thousand roubles.  

The reason for the low cost of the GPU work and 

production was no mysteryðthey used convict labor alone: 

peasants as well as men of higher education, many of whom 

had university degrees. The engineering and technical 

personnel was also composed of prisoners.  

Labor and the supervisory personnel were brought to 

Murmansk from the Solovetzki camp, where they were serving 

sentences of from three to ten years for "counterrevolution" 

and "wrecking." They were not paid for their work; there were 

no fixed working hours; those who did not fulfill their quotas, 

figured on a sixteen hour basis, had to stay at their jobs until 

their assignments were completed and, in addition, they were 

deprived of bread rations and dinner and were not allowed to 

return to their camps for the night. It goes without saying that 

the GPU did not pay any premiums into the social insurance 

fund, which premiums, for other organizations, amount to as 

much as 22% of the total payroll. Neither did the GPU issue 

any clothing, as other concerns were required to do; the 

laborers were dressed in the clothes they had on when 

arrestedðmany of them were barefooted and half-naked. For 

those working on the Cape Zeleny construction temporary 

wooden barracks were erected. The uniformed "guard"ð

composed of prisoners (criminals, bandits, Chekists and party-

men who were under sentence for theft or other crimes)ðhad 

better living quarters and larger food rations. Only a few of 

them were free employees on salary.  

The work was done in a most primitive manner, by 

hand, with spades, picks and crowbars. When an unlimited 

free supply of labor is available mechanization is superfluous. 

The only item of expense was food for the prisoners and even 

that was not large one kilogram of black bread (baked by the 

prisoners themselves from flour furnished at a minimum price 

by State organizations) and a "dinner" of two courses, "soup," 

i.e., water with a small amount of grits, and "cereal," i.e., grits 

with a large amount of water. Under such a system as this, it 

can readily be seen that nearly all the money received by the 

GPU on their contracts was clear profit.  

The townspeople of Murmansk knew very little about 

the life of these prisoners. It was forbidden to talk to them or 

approach their barracks. At first their starved appearance, 

swollen or emaciated faces, their ragged clothing and bare feet 

excited horror, but later the people became accustomed to the 

sightðthe sensitiveness of Soviet citizens has become dulled. 

The workmen and the peasants of Murmansk established a 

clandestine business intercourse with the wretched prisoners, 

some of whom contrived to do small repair jobs on household 

utensils which, due to a complete lack of such articles on the 

market, could not be replaced or repaired elsewhere. The 

method of procedure was this: when the prisoners were being 

led to work, the article in need of repair would be shown to 

them from a distance and then dropped into an old barrel that 

was nearby. Next morning the repaired utensil would be 

returned with a slip of paper stating the price of the work, 

which was always amazingly small. On the following day 

money in payment would be deposited in the barrel. How the 

prisoners ever succeeded in accomplishing this work, 

sometimes quite complicated, at night and with great secrecy, 

is a mystery. It could be done only by men of long prison 

experience and driven by dire need.  

[My description of this secret cannot hurt anyone in 

Murmansk now. Since the protests which appeared in the 

European press against forced labor, the GPU has discontinued 
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its activities in the districts visited by foreign  ships and has 

transferred its prisoners from Murmansk to enterprises in other 

sections of the country.]  

Isolated though they were, the most striking incidents 

in the life of these GPU prisoners were known in the town. 

The first was an epidemic of typhus at Cape Zeleny which, in 

the filth and crowded condition of the barracks, spread with 

amazing rapidity. A few cases appeared in the town itself and 

there was a panic. To localize the epidemic the GPU isolated 

the sick in special barracks, where they were left to die 

without any help or medical attention. The second incident 

was an attempt to escapeðin fact, two attempts. Only despair 

could have forced anyone to such an act. The country round 

Murmansk is most unfavorable: there are hills and great rocks 

piled up in such disorder that it is almost impossible to find 

one's bearings; the lowlands are covered with impassable 

swamps. Nevertheless, two bands of four men each obtained 

row-boats, crossed to the western side of the Kola Bay and set 

out towards the Finnish frontier. One band was rounded up by 

natives who were promised a bag of flour for their capture; the 

other four men perished from hunger and exposure. The 

captured men were shot.  

A third incident was the execution of the engineer 

Trester, who had supervised the building of GPU houses and 

had enjoyed considerable freedom of action. It was rumored 

that when the construction was completed Trester was taken 

under heavy guard back to Kem. There, according to the 

rumor, he was accused of "wrecking" and was shot because 

the construction had been finished two weeks behind schedule. 

Later I found out that this story was not quite exact; for the 

delay in construction Trester was sentenced to one year's 

solitary confinement at the Solovetzki camp and the GPU 

official who was taking him to his cell shot him on the way. I 

don't remember the name of this official but he was widely 

known for his exceptional cruelty and for frequently 

murdering prisoners without cause. Such cases were usually 

reported as "shot in an attempt to escape."  

These were the only things the population of 

Murmansk knew about the life of the GPU slaves by whose 

hands the Five Year Plan was being carried out.  
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CHAPTER VI  

FACE TO FACE WITH THE GPU 

To resume my narrative: we, the "non-party" men, 

were discouraged and apprehensive as the winter months of 

1930 wore on. The working force of the Trust was enormously 

increased. Two new members of the Board of Directors 

appearedðCommunists, of course. They had no 

comprehension of our work, acknowledging freely that before 

their appointment to the Fishing Trust they knew fish only as 

an appetizer to go with vodka. Now one of them was the head 

of the rationalization and mechanization of the whole 

enterprise, while the other was to direct the construction of the 

trawling base which, according to the Piatiletka, was to be the 

largest and most up-to-date fish trading harbor in the world. 

Both brought with them from Leningrad their own staffs 

complete, from engineers to typists, and went strutting about 

the base giving orders and loudly criticizing everything.  

Our station, which had been successfully 

accomplishing its practical work, was now to feel the effect of 

purely fantastic plans. The aim of the new administrators was 

not the development of the fishing enterprise; their interest 

was only in construction. How could they now use our refinery 

for medicinal oil, if its output was only 1,000 tons a year, 

when the new plan called for a factory with a 15,000 ton 

output? The newspapers reported every day similar ambitious 

increases in the plans of other industries. The program of the 

rubber trust was being increased tenfold; the output of the 

tractor center eightfold, and so on. News writers and the 

"directors" of the industries cited these as tremendous 

achievements, but we knew that it meant only the wrecking of 

what had already been accomplished. The Piatiletka  was 

becoming the destroyer of all industry.  

It was sad to see our refrigeration plant, which we had 

begun to build after dreaming of it for so many years, 

demolished because its capacity planned a year and a half 

before was now considered too small. The foundations of the 

barrel factory were abandoned, because the plans were being 

changed. The wharves under construction, badly needed to 

serve the increasing number of trawlers, stood unfinished, 

awaiting new and more grandiose plans. It was heartbreaking 

to see the chaos. I tried to avoid, so far as I could, the scenes 

of destructive construction. My days, from eight in the 

morning to eleven at night, I spent entirely in my laboratory 

and, as I said at the beginning, my late evenings alone in my 

room.  

After the March night when the search of my little 

apartment occurred, as I have already related, the rumors that 

were being whispered everywhere made all of us "nonparty" 

men feel that our position was fast becoming dangerous. The 

speed of the work inaugurated under the new Plan was being 

scrutinized; clearly something sinister was in the wind. The 

more impossible our task the more clearly we would be 

marked as the victims of those who set the task. Communists, 

too, were being questioned; this was their opportunity to even 

up old scores, to get rid of any possible rivals and by 

destroying us to improve their own chances of promotion. It 

was no secret, and soon everyone knew that they were 

"helping the GPU discover the wreckers."  

The system of questioning was quite obvious:  

"Do you think that 'wrecking activities' are possible in 

our Trust?"  

Generally the Communist witness thought them quite 

possible.  

"Is it possible that the specialists have an anti-

proletarian or anti-Soviet psychology and could, therefore, be 

'wreckers'?"  
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"Undoubtedly, Comrade, the psychology of the 

specialists is anti-proletarian, and they could certainly be 

'wreckers.'"  

These general ideas having been entered in the 

statement, the examining official would adopt a threatening 

tone.  

"You know the punishment for false testimony? 

Belonging to the Communist party cannot save you. Your 

words are down in the deposition. Perhaps you can 

substantiate your accusations with facts?"  

The poor witness would willingly accuse the specialists 

of anything, but he was afraid of being held responsible. The 

examiner, seeing then that he was ready to sign anything, 

would help him with leading questions which he was expected 

to answer in the affirmative.  

"Were not the wrecking activities of Krotoff 

responsible for the poor catch at the fisheries last year?"  

"Quite right, Comrade," the witness would answer with 

relief.  

"Did he not hold the trawlers in the harbor 

intentionally?"  

"Yes, Comrade, he undoubtedly did."  

And thus the witness and the examiner arrived at a 

complete accord.  

The GPU could and did procure any amount of such 

"testimony," not only from Communists, but also from some 

of the non-party men frightened by threats of immediate arrest. 

I heard, for instance, that one of the old captains, S., gave his 

testimony in just such a way. This was of great value to the 

GPU, because the evidence supplied by Communists was rated 

rather cheaply even by the GPU itself, while S. was an old 

non-party worker, a specialist of many years' standing. Poor 

man! He was mentally unbalanced. Twice he had suffered 

attacks of insanity at sea and both times the ship was brought 

into harbor by his mate. He could not be placed in a hospital 

for they were overcrowded; in consideration of his past 

services he was given a job on shore. He did not believe that 

he was sick; he still wanted to go to sea and considered he had 

a grievance. He was terribly afraid of the GPU. I was told that 

one of his comrades, also an old captain, asked him if he were 

not ashamed of his testimony.  

"But what could I do, if the GPU gave me orders? I 

didn't want to be shot. Besides, it serves them right for pushing 

an old man out of his job!"  

The situation was made still more hopeless by the fact 

that "witnesses" were not required to give concrete facts, but 

rather a psychological explanation whereby any simple act 

might be interpreted as intended to harm industry. 

Furthermore, if a "witness" did not categorically deny the 

possibility of wrecking intentions, the GPU assumed that the 

intentions had existed.  

My turn came at last. One morning I received a notice 

requiring me to be at the GPU office at six o'clock that 

evening. I notified the president of the Trust and as many of 

my co-workers as I could, hoping that, in case of my 

disappearance, the news would reach my wife. How many 

people in the U.S.S.R. left home after such a summons and 

never returned! I found an opportunity also to send a short 

note to Leningrad, telling my wife about the search and the 

numerous arrests, so that she would be prepared for any 

emergency.  

Slowly I approached the long building of the GPU. 

Like most houses in Murmansk it was not fenced in. The dirt 

around it was as bad as everywhere else; in front of it pigs 

wallowed in filthy garbage holes.  

The anteroom, or room for the orderlies, was divided 

by a low partition, behind which were two men in Red Army 
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uniforms. One was turning the handle of an ancient telephone. 

The other one was yawning as he looked me over.  

"Who do you want?"  

I handed him the summons without a word.  

"You will have to wait."  

I sat on the bench, gloomily watching the hands of the 

clock that moved so slowly. The men were talking of what 

could be had in the cooperative store. At last a Red soldier 

came up to me.  

"Come!"  

He walked behind me down a corridor. Was I under 

arrest already, I wondered.  

The corridor was wide, dirty and dark. On the right a 

row of padlocked doorsðthe cells where Scherbakoff and 

Krotoff, perhaps the most respected men in the Trust, must be. 

At the end of the corridor the guard told me to wait. Then he 

knocked lightly at one of the doors and led me into an office, 

with dirty wooden partitions, an unpainted floor, two tables, 

three chairs. At one of the tables sat a womanða 

stenographer, I thought. When she spoke I was astonished, for 

I could not imagine that the GPU official would be a woman.  

"Sit down, Comrade Tchernavinðwe have quite a lot 

to talk about."  

She pointed to the chair in front of her table. The 

lamplight was shining on my face, the woman sat in shadow. 

She was small, thin, and pale, about thirty years old, with a 

dark complexion, harsh features and a big, unpleasant mouth. 

In front of her were two opened packages of cheap "Poushka"  

cigarettes, which she smoked incessantly, throwing the stubs 

on the floor. Her hands were shaking.  

It was my first real encounter with the GPU. The 

conduct of my examiner seemed to me ridiculous, although 

apparently she was taking great pains when questioning me. 

At times she spoke in a friendly and sincere way, then 

suddenly she would search my face with a piercing look. In 

turn she was threatening and indignant, then kind and almost 

tender. Afterwards I learned that this is the accepted method of 

questioning used by the GPU agents. At the time, however, her 

behavior reminded me of a second-rate tragedienne on the 

provincial stage. It would have been very amusing if I had not 

known that I was completely at the mercy of this unbalanced 

woman and her confederate, a tall Lett in a military uniform, 

who seemed dull and slow.  

The examination continued for six hours and the two 

examiners twice relieved each other. Four of the six hours of 

questioning were spent over one sentence: "So much the worse 

for them; it's all an absurdity, and let them take the 

consequences."  

Who said it? When? In what circumstances? I did not 

remember ever hearing this sentence and even now I do not 

know where they got it.  

"How do you explain this sentence?" asked the woman. 

"Don't you see 'wrecking' in it?"  

"Wrecking?" I replied, puzzled.  

"Of course, wrecking; how can you explain it 

otherwise? I am very curious to hear your explanation." This 

was said threateningly.  

"I don't understand this sentence," I answered. "It has 

no meaning to me: I don't know what it is about, or who said 

it, in what circumstances or on what occasion."  

"It's no use, Comrade Tchernavin, trying to evade 

answering the question."  

I can't answer questions I do not understand."  

You understand perfectly that the personðI won't 

name him yetðwho said it, referred to the Piatiletka  as the 

'absurdity' imagined by the Soviet Government."  
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"How could I know it?" said I, trying painfully to 

remember whether I had ever uttered those words. No, I could 

not have said them; but then, who could? It might have been 

Mourasheff, the Communist president of the Trust; at one time 

he had not minced his words about the Five Year Plan.  

"Now you can admit that it is  wrecking," insisted the 

woman.  

"Excuse me, why is this wrecking?"  

"So you think it is all right?"  

"I did not say so."  

"Then it is wrong? Answer me! Is it right or wrong?" 

she insisted, getting angry. "Wellð?"  

"To say that the Piatiletka  is an absurdity is wrong."  

"Only wrong? I think it is criminal."  

I remained silent.  

"So you don't see wrecking in this sentence," she 

persisted.  

"I don't understand how one can see wrecking in a 

sentence. I understand by wrecking an action that harms a 

business and not a sentence taken at random from a 

conversation of an unknown person in unknown 

circumstances."  

"How well you know what wrecking is!" she 

exclaimed. "But we shall come to 'actions' later. So you see no 

elements of wrecking in this sentence?"  

"No."  

"Comrade Tchernavin," said the woman, suddenly 

changing her threatening attitude to a friendly one, "we value 

you very highly as a specialist, and we sincerely wish you 

well. I advise you not to be stubborn. You see"ðshe pointed 

to a fat envelope on the tableðthis is the 'case' of your wife. If 

you tell the truth now and help us sincerely, we shall destroy 

it, but if you continue as you began to-day, we shall act on it 

and then you will have only yourself to blame."  

"What nonsense," thought I; "there can be no 'case' in 

Murmansk against my wife. She has been here only once for 

ten days about a year ago, she knows nobody here and she 

couldn't be accused of anything, yet that envelope contains at 

least a hundred sheets."  

In answer to this threat, I shrugged my shoulders.  

"I am hiding nothing and I have nothing to hide. I am 

telling the truth."  

Now the man took up the inquisition. He began to 

enumerate methodically all the mistakes, real or fancied, made 

by the North State Fishing Trust during the ten years of 

operations. Most of them occurred before the foundation of the 

Trust: in 1920 a whaling schooner had been caught in ice 

fields; in 1921 someone had bought a harpoon schooner in 

Norway and, in the opinion of the GPU, had paid too much for 

it. In 1925 the catch of herring had been smaller, he said, than 

it was supposed to be; in 1927 one of the electric cranes had 

been out of order for some time. In January, 1929, the trawlers 

had fished for cod in the Gulf Stream region, when, according 

to the GPU, they ought to have gone to the region of the Bear 

Islands. And so on.  

He spoke slowly, going into many details, often 

consulting notes in front of himðevidently accusations or 

testimony of various people. He seemed to expect to annihilate 

me with each of these accusations.  

"You see what a lot of evidence we have? Of course, 

we understand that some mistakes could naturally take place in 

production, but here they seem to be systematic. It is clearly a 

case of wrecking."  

The woman agent came back and they continued the 

inquiry together.  
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"But consider," I could not help exclaiming, "the 

general results of the work of the fisheries! Don't they prove 

conclusively that there couldn't have been any wrecking 

activities? The work of the Trust is expanding all the time, the 

size of catches is increasing, the length of time the trawlers 

stand idle in the harbor is diminishing. The Trust yields a 

profit which is turned in to the State. And this enormous 

enterprise has grown where once there was nothing. How can 

there be any question of wrecking? For instance, you say that 

in 1929 fishing was intentionally carried on in the wrong 

place. To do that the captains and the crews of the trawlers 

must have been in league with the 'wreckers' in the 

administration of the Trust; otherwise the crews would never 

have risked the loss of the premiums awarded them for good 

catches. Who would believe it?"  

"Comrade Tchernavin, we are speaking only about 

strictly proven facts and in this case we have the testimony of 

a very competent comrade," said the GPU woman, 

reprovingly.  

"I know of no person more competent than our captains 

in knowing where to find the fish!" I answered, beginning to 

get irritated.  

"I can name them to you. They are the experts of the 

Oceanographic Institute working under Professor Mesiatzeff. I 

have here their testimony proving that the ships were willfully 

directed to the wrong fishing regions."  

"That's absurd! I remember perfectly that in January 

the results of the trawling were very good. We knew from 

British trade papers that there were fish near the Bear Islands, 

even without the help of the Institute, and our captains had 

been notified. They did not go there because there was plenty 

of fish much nearer."  

I knew of Prolessor Mesiatzeff. His relations with the 

GPU were not a secret. His professional success was based on 

his party affiliations and not on scientific ability.  

"Perhaps you could find time to give us a written 

statement of your considerations regarding the work of the 

Oceanographic Institute?" politely suggested the examiner. 

"What do you think, for instance, of their estimate of the fish 

reserves in the Sea of Barents?"  

"I am not acquainted with the work of the Institute in 

this direction," I parried, having no intention of falling into the 

trap and being caught as a "denouncer."  

"And you, personallyðwhat do you think about the 

possibility of finding in the Barents Sea the quantity of fish 

required by the Plan?"  

This was the main point of the inquiry, I realized at 

once, and it had been left to the last. Evidently they meant to 

accuse me of not believing in the Piatiletka. The basis for this 

accusation might well be an opinion I had given to the Board 

of Directors that it would be wise to estimate the probable 

supply of fish in the Barents Sea before beginning to build 

three hundred or five hundred new trawlers for operations 

there. . . . Finally, after requiring a written answer to this last 

question, they solemnly admonished me: "We are astonished 

at your obstinacy, your obvious wish to shield somebody 

instead of helping us to expose the shortcomings of the Trust. 

We are not accusing you of anything, but you must prove to us 

by your acts your sincerity and loyalty to the Soviet 

Government. We must be convinced that you are not in 

sympathy with the wreckers. We expect you to give us 

important information and to give it of your own free will. We 

are giving you time to think. You can call us by telephone and 

we will hear you any day at any time. We don't want to 

interfere with your work."  

They made me sign a promise not to talk about this 

interview, and then they let me go out into the frosty night. 

Only then did I realize how tired I wasðand how helpless.  
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CHAPTER VII  

ON TO MOSCOW 

Next morning, when I entered the office of the 

president of the Trust, Communist Mourasheff, he was 

savagely ringing the telephone bell and shouting:  

"Hello! I can't speak! Every time you tap the line to 

listen in you disconnect it! . . . Do you hear, Comrade? . . . 

Why don't you answer? . . . I know you are there! . . . If the 

GPU has no electrician capable of fixing your line so you can 

listen in, I'll send you one from the Trust! . . . Noðit's 

hopeless!" He threw down the receiver and turned to me.  

"Hell! Since the last arrests I can't use the telephone. 

When they tap my line I can't hear a thing. . . . Good morning. 

You have been to confession; tell me all about it; nobody will 

hear us."  

"I signed a pledge not to speak of it."  

"What nonsense! With me it will go no farther! What 

did they ask? Did they mention my name?"  

"They wanted to know details about the ship-building 

and about your journey abroad." I knew that was his weak 

spot.  

"The cads! I'd like to see these scoundrels do any real 

constructive work. I'll have to go to Leningrad. No one here 

can think of anything but arrests and grillings. Nobody is 

doing any work. Damnation! And you will have to go to 

Moscow. You're wanted by the United Fisheries to confer with 

them about the Plan."  

"The GPU will not let me go."  

"We can arrange with the GPU."  

In spite of this assurance I was still afraid that the GPU 

would prevent me from leaving Murmansk. Two more cross-

examinations followed in which they threatened me because of 

my "insincerity," as they termed it, meaning my refusal to 

make false accusations against my friends and co-workers. 

Nevertheless, a few days later they did let me go, although I 

did not feel sure, even aboard the train, that I would not be 

arrested before it left the stationðfor that was a common 

practice of the GPU. But at last I heard the whistle and the 

train began to move. Through the window I could see the 

miserable buildings of the town. Approaching the GPU 

barracks the train slowed down to allow one of their agents to 

jump off the mail car where he had been sorting out letters for 

the censor. That was my last impression of Murmansk. The 

train took on speed and I could settle down in peace.  

The first stage of the journey would carry me to 

Leningrad; this would take two days and during that time at 

any rate I would surely be free from arrest. Nor did I think I 

would be arrested upon my arrival. I could see my wife and 

boy again. The Soviet citizen is not exacting! For the moment 

I was almost happy.  

I still cherished the vague hope, shared by all my 

fellow workers, that in Moscow we would find protection 

from the stupid tyranny of the Murmansk GPU, that the 

Communists at the head of the United Fisheriesðthe central 

department of the whole country's fishing industryðhaving 

known the accused men and their work for so many years, 

could not suspect us of wrecking activities. Besides, I was sure 

they would understand how these arrests were upsetting the 

entire industry.  

Fortunately for me our train was fifteen hours late, so 

that I missed connection with the train for Moscow that 

evening and was able to spend a whole night and day at home. 

But the news I heard there was not cheerful. From my wife I 

learned of the senseless and cruel mass arrests of the 

intelligentsia both in Leningrad and Moscow. Young and old 
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alike were being swept into prison; those who were well-

known before the Revolution and those just out of Soviet 

universities. No distinction seemed to be made between those 

who had refrained from politics and those who had been active 

in the Bolshevik campaigns, nor between the men engaged in 

pure science and those working as scientists in industries. 

Among the arrested were historians of world-wide reputations, 

many museum workers, engineers of every specialty, doctors 

and, as always, many former army officers and members of 

the clergy. These victims had one thing in commonðthey 

were all intellectuals. Without the slightest doubt it was a 

campaign against the educated. Two years before, the world 

had heard of the "liquidations of the kulaks  as a class"; now it 

was the turn of the intelligentsia. Our position was in a way 

even worse than that of the kulak. The prosperous peasant 

could leave his house and land, go to a town or another 

district, become a proletarian and lose himself in the mass. We 

could not. Our capital and property was our knowledge, our 

training, our educationðand it was just this that made us 

envied and hated by the Bolsheviks no matter where we were 

or what we did. Only death could deprive us of this property, 

and so we were made to suffer more cruelly than the kulaks.  

My home in Leningrad had not been searched. The 

GPU are never logical; in Murmansk they had investigated my 

supply of sugar and flour and had raked out the ashes of my 

stove; in Leningrad they paid no attention to my real home. I 

knew, however, that sooner or later they would come, so I 

carefully looked over everything I hadðold letters, 

photographs, manuscripts. I saw nothing that could possibly be 

incriminating, but I burned everything, even the photographs 

of my boy, to prevent their falling into the hands of the GPU.  

I went on to Moscow without difficulty. Three trains 

left every evening and arrived in Moscow the next morning, 

equipped with many upholstered cars and a few international 

sleeping cars. On the train one could get bed linen, and tea 

with rusks, articles which had long disappeared from the 

general market. Most of the passengers were government 

officials but there was a scattering of foreigners. It was chiefly 

for their benefit that the station was kept in orderðsometimes, 

when some important foreigner was passing through, the 

station was temporarily decorated with palms and laurel trees 

to give an effect of prosperity.  

Two or three years before, on your arrival in Moscow 

you would have been met at the station by a double line of 

hotel agents vying for your patronage; and outside the station 

there had stood a long line of taxis. But in 1930 all these had 

disappeared. It was nearly impossible to find a hotel room and 

nobody dreamed of looking for a taxi. Everyone struggled for 

a foothold on the street cars, and the only way to spend a night 

was with friends, if only in a chair or on a chest.  

Moscow always affected me by its special, quite 

individual, atmosphere; this the Bolsheviks could not destroy, 

however hard they tried. The Red Gates were standing at this 

time, though marked for removal. The Miasnitskaya was still 

the same, although nearer the center of the city the crowd was 

so big that the sidewalks could not hold it and pedestrians 

overflowed into the middle of the street. The street cars were 

filled to the utmost and many were always left waiting at every 

stop. There was little other traffic; occasionally an old, 

decrepit horse-drawn carriage or an official automobile 

speeding by with loud blasts from its horn. In spite of all the 

Bolshevik boasts about the motorization of Russia, there were 

very few busses even in Moscow. Taxis could never be found 

at their stands, for they were always being used by government 

organizations.  

The old and the new buildings of the GPU stood as 

monuments of Socialistic construction in the large space 

between the Lubianka and the Miasnitskaya. Never before had 

such a prominent site been chosen, or so much money spent, to 

house the secret police. The old Butyrki prison, 

accommodating 15,000 had proved quite insufficient for the 

purposes of the GPU and so they built the immense "Inside 
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Prison" within the square formed by their other buildings. 

Here, close to headquarters, prisoners could be examined with 

the most up-to-date technique. No foreigner would ever guess 

that this place of terror flourished there, right in the heart of 

the old city.  

From the windows of the street cars the inhabitants of 

Moscow watched with interest the long lines in front of some 

shops.  

"What are they giving out today?" one would ask.  

"Vodka. See the people standing with bottlesðone 

must bring one's own."  

"It would be better if they sold some food," said 

another gloomily.  

The Iverskaya chapel was demolished, but the 

inscription on the former town hall opposite it still remained: 

"Religion is opium for the people." A bright French 

correspondent at one time glibly rendered this: "Religion is the 

opinion of the people," and quoted it as proof of the Bolshevist 

broad-minded view in religious matters.  

The gates of the Kremlin were closed and guarded by 

strong detachments of soldiers, and when they were opened 

for the passage of a government automobile one got a glimpse 

of the empty and lifeless Kremlin Square. Behind the strong 

walls and bayonets hid the "People's Government" by whose 

will and behest many of the worthiest people of the country 

were put behind other strong walls where they too were 

guarded by sentinels and bayonets.  

The University and the Rumiantseff Museum were 

untouched and in good repair, especially outside, to show the 

respect in which culture is held. The Church of the Saviour 

was still standing at the time of my visit, but was already 

doomed. Behind it, on the other bank of the Moskva River, an 

immense building was being erectedðthe "House of the 

Government." While still under construction its purpose had 

been changed several times. The architect and several firemen 

had been shot because of a fire which started once in the 

scaffolding. In front of the "House of the Government" a new 

stone bridge was being built. The embankment was piled with 

marble slabs procured in Moscow cemeteries, on some of 

which one could still see parts of inscriptions such as "Here 

rests," "buried," "loving memory." It was said that these slabs 

were to be used to beautify the square.  

On the Prechistenka in the house of F. B. Chelnakoff 

was the famous Tolstoy Museum, and in Morosoff's house the 

museum of new French paintings to which had been added the 

Schukin Collection. Some of the pictures had been sold, and 

the people of Moscow were sure that these collections would 

soon share the fate of the many others which had been 

liquidated. Already gone were the museum of rare china, the 

museum of furniture in Nescoutchnoe, the museum of the 

"forties" on the Sabatchi Place and many others. The era of 

Soviet liberalism and regard for the Fine Arts had ended.  

When I went to Moscow I always stayed with V. K. 

Tolstoy, a great friend of mine who lived on Zuhoff Square. 

We had grown up together from childhood and had been 

brought still more closely together by our interest and work in 

the same field of science.  

Tolstoy came from a poor family not belonging to the 

nobility. His father was a physician and had no other income 

than that which he earned by his modest practice. He had had 

five children and it was all he could do to provide for their 

education. They had lived very plainly and even the 

furnishings of their house consisted of nothing but beds and 

just the indispensable number of chairs and tables.  

While still a student at the University, Tolstoy became 

interested in ichthyology and after graduation made it his 

specialty. He became well known for his serious and scientific 

research work. After the Revolution he gave himself with the 

same enthusiasm to practical work on a large scale and for 

eight years was director of the State fishing industry of both 
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the Azof-Black Sea and Northern regions. During this time he 

published numerous articles on questions of fishing activity 

which showed that he had not entirely given up research; he 

also lectured from time to time on fishing at the Petrovsky 

Agricultural Academy. In 1929, when the direction of the 

fishing industry was transferred from the Fishing Union to the 

Political Bureau, a change which was decidedly leading the 

industry to its ruin, Tolstoy succeeded, after great difficulty, in 

being transferred from the Fishing Union to the Scientific 

Institute of Fishing Economy, where he engaged in purely 

theoretical work.  

Tolstoy was not capable of simulating or of adapting 

himself to the requirements of the moment. With great 

persistence, intelligence and knowledge he approached the 

problem of planning for the fishing industry, patiently and 

insistently striving to introduce reason and sensible restrictions 

into the wild experiments of the Bolsheviks. He was in despair 

every time Party directives tended to destroy that which had 

been built up with such effort, threatening by their 

unfulfillable requirements to ruin the whole work. He would 

then go to the chiefs and insist on proving to them the folly of 

their orders and the injury they might cause the business, 

without ever stopping to consider the effect his persistence 

might have on his own position.  

When the Bolsheviks preplanned the 1,500,000-ton 

catch for our North State Fishing Trust, Tolstoy undertook, by 

assignment from the Scientific Institute, an enormous and 

highly interesting research study on the basis of which he 

proved the inefficiency of using more than 125 trawlers in the 

restricted region of the Sea of Barents. When Tolstoy read the 

report on the results of his research at the Scientific Institute 

and later before the Technical Council of the Fishing Union 

none of the Communists present raised any objections. How 

much courage was needed to present such a report can be seen 

from the fact that many of the Communists were afraid even to 

go to the meeting, and those who could not avoid going 

remained silent, although they clearly understood that the 

Government assignments were unfulfillable and perhaps they 

even hoped that Tolstoy's report would cause these to be 

modified. Not one criticized the report, but neither did anyone 

uphold its author.  

Tolstoy lived alone and very poorly. Even during the 

period of the NEP he never had money enough to be properly 

dressed even by Soviet standards, and would joke good-

naturedly about the holes in his boots.  

Upon my arrival in Moscow, I was very glad to find 

him at home. I immediately asked him what steps were being 

taken in Moscow to obtain the release of Scherbakoff and 

Krotoff, my associates in Murmansk, and what were the 

general conditions.  

"My dear friend," said Tolstoy, "we have done 

everything we could, but we understand nothing. We have had 

a vague sort of promise that the GPU would set Scherbakoff 

and Krotoff free, but arrests are going on everywhere and no 

one feels safe. Here in Moscow Patrikeeff of the Fishing 

Union has been arrested, probably because he once served in 

the army. Frumkin has just returned from the Far East where 

he found everything in good order; but, in spite of this, arrests 

are taking place there; yet he, the chief, does not interfere with 

them. Something incomprehensible is going on. And it's 

fearful to think what will happen at the end of the year, for in 

all the regions, the same as in yours, impossible assignments 

have been given. In the Far East, for instance, they've included 

in the program the construction of two hundred trawlers, 

where now they have only one boat, and that from Germany. 

They don't know even where to look for the fish or what kinds 

to catch. They don't know whether they should fish in the 

Japan Sea, the Bering Sea or the Sea of Okhotsk. They seem to 

be in a worse position than your Trust. Neither the Japanese 

nor the Americans have ever used trawlers in that region, and 

now we are going to build two hundred. There are no men, no 

wharves, no baseðbut the order is to build at any cost."  
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Tolstoy shook his head in despair and then continued: 

"The general assignment for this year for the whole industry is 

1,900,000 tons of fish; we shall be lucky if sixty per cent of 

this is filled. That means more arrests! Next year the order is 

to catch 2,200,000 tons. Pure madness! I'm so glad I gave up 

work in the industry and have nothing more to do with 

planning. It's enough to drive anyone crazy! Scientific work is 

much more peaceful."  

As soon as he had finished talking I told him in detail 

about how things stood in Murmansk, how our Vice-President, 

Gasheff, had decided that we could increase production by 

25% and so attempt to fulfill the plan by salting the cod with 

their heads on, and what arrests had been made. I also 

informed him about the perquisitions and cross-examinations. 

We seemed able to talk only of unpleasant and terrible things, 

in spite of the fact that we had rejoiced at meeting one another 

again.  

The following day I accompanied Tolstoy to the 

Fishing Union where Kryshoff, the senior director of the 

Fishing Industry, offered me the position of President of the 

Commission developing the plan for the Northern Fishing 

Region. Knowing, as I did, that the plan could not possibly be 

finished in the time allowed I refused this offer, but as I had no 

desire to return to Murmansk, I agreed to remain in Moscow 

as a consultant.  
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CHAPTER VIII  

THE BLACK CROWS MOVE 

The summer of 1930 was full of disquiet. The effects 

of the unsuccessful Piatiletka  experiment were felt 

everywhere. Food was becoming scarce. One by one the 

necessities of life were disappearing from the marketð

galoshes, soap, cigarettes and even paper. In Moscow, where I 

was staying, expensive, decorated cakes were on display in the 

show windows of State confectionery stores, but bakeries had 

no bread. It was quite impossible to buy underwear or shoes, 

but one could get a silk tie and a hat. Food stores carried only 

caviar, champagne and expensive wines.  

Hungry citizens spoke openly and sarcastically about 

the results of the "Plan." Who was at fault? Some explanation 

of this state of affairs had to be given immediately.  

The official answer was naive: the shortage of 

foodstuffs and items of general necessity was caused by the 

growth in purchasing power of the masses and the rise in the 

cultural level of the workman and peasant! This was repeated 

over and over again in the official press. The slogan was 

"Difficulties of Growth."  

According to the Soviet reports the fulfillment of the 

Piatiletka  was proceeding much faster even than anticipated, 

production in all branches of industry was increasing with 

marvelous rapidity and it was this very success which 

furnished more "difficulties of growth." Such explanations 

might have seemed quite convincing to visiting foreigners or 

to foreign readers of Soviet newspapersðbut to no one else.  

Government reports announced that the 1930 

production of cotton and sugar-beets was twice that of pre-war 

days yet there was no cotton cloth for sale and sugar was a 

great luxury. A notable increase in the production of all earthly 

blessings was being promised for 1930-31.  

The same newspapers, however, with their boastful 

articles, published the gloomiest reports of "breaches" on all 

fronts: the coal front, the metallurgical, the lumber, rubber, 

chemical, footwear, and others. These failures were attributed 

to the "wrecking activity" of individual experts, to campaigns 

carried on by foreign elements and to the bureaucracy of old-

regime state functionaries.  

Lines which stretched along whole blocks formed 

wherever anything was being sold. They were becoming a sore 

spot. In the attempt to find scapegoats the GPU spread the 

rumor, immediately taken up by the press, that there was fraud 

on a large scale in the distribution of food cards. The acute 

shortage of meat was explained by failure to follow the 

"directives of the XVI Party Congress," and by the "wrecking 

activity" of veterinaries who, it was said, gave poisoned 

injections to pigs. Daily articles appeared with ostentatious 

captions: "Vegetables perish by fault of producers" "Who 

interferes with the supply of vegetables?" "Call to answer for 

the unsanitary storage and handling of vegetables and 

foodstuffs."  There was a shortage of vegetables in August 

when all truck gardens should have been full. The papers, 

however, failed to mention that in the spring of that year all 

the larger vegetable gardens had been taken away from private 

owners, and the cooperative work groups and other new fiat 

organizations could not cope with the job.  

The situation in the fishing industry was disastrous. 

Men, fishing tools, ships and materials were lacking. But in 

spite of such conditions the authorities continued to increase 

the plans for the industry, thereby rendering utterly impossible 

any satisfactory fulfillment of the assignment.  

The methods offered for correction of the hopeless 

situation were of truly Bolshevik character. On August 7, 1930 

there was published the resolution of the Council of People's 
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Commissars regarding the steps to be taken to increase the fish 

supply.  

"Point one: All work to be carried out in 'shock tempo' 

and in the autumn to cover the deficiency of the spring catch."  

Then followed seventeen points of the same nature, of 

which the seventeenth was the most extraordinary. "Within 

two months work out instructions for deep sea fishing and the 

improvement of processing fish; take measures for the 

amelioration and the breeding of fish. SignedðRikoff."   

The editorials of all papers recommended applying the 

following most important measures under all circumstances: 

"Fight for the extreme development of counterplans," 

"stimulate social competition and shock work," "form shock 

brigades, planning groups, rationalization brigades," "organize 

light cavalry attacks" and so on, without end.  

Under all these measures, offered by the government 

and by alert reporters, actually lay the same idea of "shock 

work"ðovertime work of hungry and exhausted people.  

"Counter-plan" meant an irresponsible increase of 

already impossible assignments. "Brigades," "cavalry" and so 

forth were similar evidence of interference in the business by 

completely ignorant but extremely self-assured 

"Komsomoltsi,"  who did no work themselves, but engaged in 

"self-criticism," which was directed to those who really 

worked under insuperable difficulties.  

Then came the arrests of specialists of all ranks and 

classes, in all branches of industry, in the provinces and at the 

"Centre"ðarrests carried out at such a pace that the GPU 

appeared to be accomplishing its own Piatiletka  at "shock" 

speed and to the full capacity of the prisons. The papers 

seldom wrote about the arrests, but everyone knew that under 

the headings "Who interferes with the supply of vegetables?" 

"Why is prosecution inactive?"  were concealed arrests of 

scores and hundreds of people. Electrical engineers, chemists, 

experts of any prominence in rubber, agronomy and geology, 

all were being arrested. In August almost all the staff of the 

Gosplan  (State Planning Commission) were arrested, and at 

the head of the list was the first vice-president, Professor 

Ossadchim, who at the "mine trial" had been the public 

prosecutor.  

In this way, by the fall of 1930, the end of the second 

year of the Piatiletka, the country had been reduced to such a 

shortage in consumers' goods, man power and the necessities 

of life, that not only the development of construction activity 

was unthinkable, but it was becoming impossible to live or 

work normally. Everyone felt that the impossible pace adopted 

would bring ruin. The Government, however, instead of 

realizing this and calling a halt to try to find some reasonable 

way out of the situation, strove with hysterical outbursts and 

relentless obstinacy to increase the pace still more, hiding 

behind knowingly false figures of fictitious "attainments" and 

"victories." Its wrath, fanned by the consciousness of its own 

helplessness and defeat, was directed against the peasantry and 

those experts who were working most actively. The shortages 

and all other failures were laid at their door by the authorities 

in an effort to incite the workmen against them. But the 

workmen remained indifferent to this campaign. The country, 

to the victorious cries of "fulfillment" and "over-fulfillment," 

was plunging into complete poverty and disastrous famine.  

Everywhere the approach of something ominous was 

being felt. Communists and experts close to Communists who 

held positions of importance in the fishing industry were 

hurriedly leaving Moscow. They sensed something, or rather 

knew something, about the impending destruction of their 

comrades, and somebody's benevolent hand led them away 

from the place which was destined to be shelled.  

Kryshoff, a Communist and senior director of the 

fishing industry since the beginning of the Revolution, found 

time before his departure to publish an interview in the 

"Izvestia"  of August 2, 1930, obviously meant for the 

enlightenment of the GPU. In this interview, without 
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mentioning him by name, he clearly pointed to Michael 

Alexandrovitch Kazakoff, accusing him of favoring the idea of 

privately owned fisheries and, by the measures he put through 

for fish preservation, of intentionally interfering with the 

development of the State fishing industry. It had been 

Kazakoff, one of the leaders in the fishing industry, whose 

offer that I take charge of the planning division had resulted in 

my being engaged in the work at Murmansk. Kryshoff knew 

well that under Soviet conditions it was impossible for 

Kazakoff to refute such a libel as his. It is quite possible that 

this denunciation of Kazakoft was in its way a bribe which 

Kryshoff gave the GPU, in order to be allowed to leave the 

business which he himself had headed for so many years and 

for which he should have been the first to be held responsible.  

Kazakoff was an outstanding man. Long before the 

Revolution he had worked for the preservation of the natural 

fish resources of the country. He was the chief factor in all the 

fishing conventions drawn up with other countries. To his 

brains and energy alone was due the arrangement that the 

Bolsheviks succeeded in making with Japan in regard to 

fishing rightsðand this in spite of the impossible behavior of 

the Bolshevik diplomats. He was an expert on fishing law and 

had lectured on the subject in the Petrovsky Agricultural 

Institute in Moscow. It was my good fortune to be his closest 

assistant and to work with him in those conferences on the 

fishing industry to which he was called.  

The Communist rulers needed someone on whom to 

blame the growing shortage of food and so they accused 

Kazakoff of being the leader of "wreckers" in the fishing 

industry. They could, of course, give no proofs of these 

alleged wrecking activities and, therefore, had to resort to the 

favorite GPU method of "voluntary confession of the 

accused." No one with the slightest knowledge of the facts 

believed this confession, but the desired result was obtainedð

an honest and incorruptible man, devoted to his work and his 

country, was removed from the path of those in whose way he 

stood.  

On September 11th I met him. He asked me: "Aren't 

you afraid for yourself? Almost all the prominent experts of 

the fishing industry are being arrested and, you know, you are 

very much disliked by the Communists." Just a few hours 

before his own arrest, it did not enter his mind that he also 

might be in danger.  

In the same issue of "Izvestia"  August 2, 1930, the 

Red professor, Communist T. Mesiatseff, tried to prove on the 

ground of scientific investigation that the Piatiletka  drawn up 

for the northern fishing industry was entirely possible and that 

up to that time the trawlers had been bringing in only 5% of 

the potential catch. Moreover, he telegraphed the Fishing 

Union that fifteen million tons of fish were available in the 

fishing region of the Barents Sea alone. These "discoveries" 

gave the GPU ample material to consider as "wreckers" all 

those who spoke of the impossibility of fulfilling the 

Piatiletka  in the north. This blow was directed chiefly against 

my friend, V. K. Tolstoy.  

Then began a series of arrests of members of the 

Fishing Union and the Scientific Institute of Fishing Economy. 

The first one in the latter organization was that of seventy-year 

old T. G. Farmanoff, a scientist and expert of the Institute and 

professor of the Agricultural Academy.  

His arrest happened as this kind of thing always 

happens in the U.S.S.R.ðOne day the expert does not turn up 

at his office, and the more apprehensive of his co-workers 

immediately begin to worry. The optimists are reassuring: 

"What of it? Perhaps he's only sick." His home is called on the 

telephone, and the answer comes in ambiguous terms: "He 

can't come." Then it is clearðhe has been arrested. After that 

everyone refers to him with a certain wariness and avoids his 

unoccupied desk, which alone serves as a reminder that the 

man is still living and as yet not even dropped from the list of 

employees. His wife or mother waits in vain at the closed door 
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of some influential Communist in the naive hope of finding in 

him a protector for the husband or son arrested by the GPU.ð

"He knew my husband so well; he visited us. It's impossible 

that he will do nothing. . . ."  

Then followed, one after the other, the arrests of many 

more. Rumors were circulating of the complete havoc caused 

in all regional fishing trusts.  

In the Scientific Institute one of the first to be arrested 

was the scientist P. M. Fishson, a prominent expert in fishing 

economy. Calm, controlled and loyal to his work, he had kept 

entirely away from politics, avoiding even the most ordinary 

conversations on political subjects. A few days later his 

brother, G. M. Fishson, one of the foremost workers in the 

Fishing Union, was also arrested. In contrast to his brother, G. 

M. Fishson was full of life and energy; he worked with 

flaming enthusiasm and never spared himself, in spite of being 

ill with tuberculosis. I met him on the eve of his arrest. He was 

depressed by his brother's arrest, was thinking only of him and 

had given no thought to the danger with which he himself 

might be threatened.  

And still the arrests continued. As soon as night fell the 

"black crows" (large closed GPU automobiles) would rush 

roaring through the streets in all parts of Moscow. But later, in 

order to be less conspicuous to the terrorized population, the 

GPU devised a new system of procedure whereby at nightfall 

the "black crows" would be sent to the various district police 

stations and there hidden in back yards. The GPU agents 

would then go out in groups, pick up their victims and bring 

them one by one to the station. When a party of about thirty 

prisoners was thus collected, they would be packed into the 

automobile and the "black crow" would rush them to the 

Lubianka or Butyrki prison, unload the spoil and hurry back 

for its next load of victims.  

Strangely enough, those who had not been arrested 

were allowed unbelievable freedom of movement in the 

U.S.S.R. Thus, in August 1930, my good friend Tolstoy left on 

a business trip for Baku, whence, if he had so wished, he 

might easily have escaped to Persia. During his absence the 

GPU visited his apartment, not knowing that he was away. 

Evidently they had not been watching the movements of this 

"state criminal connected with the international bourgeoisie," 

were not worried about his possible escape, and were in no 

hurry to detain him after his return to Moscow, where he 

continued to work in the Scientific Institute up to the very day 

of his arrest, September 12th. And even during his last days of 

freedom, Frumkin, the chief of the Fishing Union, was 

constantly calling on him for advice. At that very time the 

GPU had already prepared "testimonies" dated September 9th 

which "exposed" Tolstoy as the initiator and leader of 

"wrecking activities" in the Northern and Azof-Black Sea 

regions.  

S. D. Shaposhnikoff, engineer and expert of the 

Scientific Institute, the foremost authority in the U.S.S.R. on 

refrigeration for the fishing industry, was about to leave for 

America to study the refridgeration business there. The GPU 

gave him a permit to leave and then arrested him at the railway 

station.  

Arrested during these same days was Professor M. T. 

Nazarevski, and a little later A. A. Klykoff, a well-known 

expert in the field of marketing.  

So many arrests were being made in the fishing 

industry that by the middle of September there was nobody 

left to do any work. In the Fishing Union the experts were 

replaced by workmen; in the Scientific Institute the desks were 

left unoccupied and there were some offices left without a 

single occupant. Those who remained wandered around 

aimlessly, expecting to be arrested at any minute.  



Original Copyright 1934 by Vladimir Tchernavin.   Distributed by Heritage History 2011 41 

CHAPTER IX  

48ðTO BE SHOT  

I have no power to describe what I felt after the arrests 

of my fellow-workers. I knew that I was standing over an 

abyss and that there was nothing I could do. The fact that I 

was still free was pure chance and could only be explained by 

inefficiency on the part of the GPU, which did not have my 

name on its lists merely because I had just recently arrived in 

Moscow from the provinces.  

Not knowing which way to turn in the midst of this 

confusion, I demanded a leave of absence. Evidently the 

Communist chiefs must have been affected by the general 

confusion arid have let their natural suspicions lapse, for I was 

granted this leave and went at once to Leningrad to rejoin my 

family.  

I had no hope for a favorable outcome of the cases of 

my associates and co-workers in the fishing industry, for I 

knew that the GPU, in depriving the country of indispensable 

specialists, was acting according to instructions received from 

the Political Bureau. Nevertheless, it was a shock to me when I 

saw in the morning paper on the 22nd of September the 

following headlines printed in huge letters:  

"THE DISCLOSURE OF A COUNTER-REVOLUTIONARY 

ORGANIZATION OF WRECKERS OF THE WORKMEN'S FOOD 

SUPPLY SYSTEM." 

And below in smaller, but sufficiently prominent type:  

"The GPU has disclosed a counter-revolutionary, 

wrecking and spying organization within the system supplying 

the population with the most essential food products (meat, 

fish, canned foods, vegetables), which had for its aim the 

producing of famine in the country and the causing of 

dissatisfaction among the workersðthereby attempting to 

precipitate the downfall of the dictatorship of the proletariat. 

The following institutions were contaminated by this wrecking 

activity: the Meat Union, Fishing Union, Canning Union, 

Vegetable Union and the corresponding branches of the 

Commissariat of Trade.  

"The counter-revolutionary organization was headed 

by Professor Riazantseff, former land-owner and Major-

General, and Professor Karatigin, before the Revolution chief 

editor of the 'Trade and Industrial Paper' and the 'Financial 

News.' The members of the counter-revolutionary 

organizations in their majority belong to the nobility, are 

former Tsarist officers and supply corps men, former fishing 

industrialists, manufacturers and Socialists-Mensheviki.  

"This counter-revolutionary wrecking organization 

was in close contact with the White emigration and 

representatives of foreign capital, receiving from them 

financial aid and directions. This organization is now 

completely exposed.  

"The case has been handed over to the GPU."  

Below this announcement followed the "confessions" 

and "testimony" of the accused men, in which the most 

prominent professors, scientists and specialists of the country 

told in an incoherent and contradictory manner of the 

"wrecking" activity, of their attempt to produce famine in the 

country, of receiving for their "wrecking work" money from 

abroad in mysterious and incomprehensible ways. These 

statements were simply incredible. From the point of view of 

evidence they were absurd.  

In that part of the "incriminating" material, presented 

by the GPU, which dealt with the leaders of the "organization" 

there was not a single document proving the stated "facts"; 

everything was based on "voluntary confessions," but these 

not only did not confirm the "facts," but on the contrary 

contradicted them as well as each other. At the same time one 

could not find in any of the "confessions" an indication of the 

slightest desire on the part of the "guilty" to reduce the extent 

of their "crime" or to shift it to others; on the contrary, every 
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one of them sought to emphasize that he had played an 

important, leading and active role in this "wrecking" 

organization. Each one, apparently, endeavored to do 

everything possible to further his own conviction and 

execution and made no attempt to shield othersðthey all 

named many persons and gave many "facts."  

It is difficult to say by what means such "confessions" 

and "testimony" were obtained. Although the true picture of 

this terrible case will probably never be revealed, one thing is 

clearðthat all the information published by the GPU bore the 

unmistakable sign of careless and cynical falsification. The 

"testimony" of the rank and file members of the "organization" 

is of such chaotic nature, that not only is it hard to analyze, but 

in many instances it is incomprehensible. Evidently, its main 

purpose was to show concretely what "wrecking" was and to 

explain the reason why the country suffered famine when the 

Piatiletka  was supposed to be progressing so successfully.  

Deprived even of a chance of defending themselves in 

a Soviet court these scientists had been blamed and arrested 

because of the very apparent failure of the Five Year Plan in 

the food industries. After the publishing of the incoherent and 

contradictory materials everybody expected a summing up by 

the prosecution and a report from the GPU which might throw 

more light on the whole case. But events moved too swiftly. 

The very same day that the "materials" appeared in the papers, 

workmen and employees of all enterprises and institutions of 

the U.S.S.R. were ordered to attend meetings at which they 

were forced to vote for resolutions calling for the execution of 

"all the wreckers."  

At such meetings not only the voicing of a protest 

against possible injustice in the accusation or the expressing of 

a doubt as to the fairness of GPU procedure, but the merest 

question which might seem suspicious or the failure to vote for 

the resolution submitted invariably led to loss of work and 

often to imprisonment and deportation. Therefore, the 

resolutions concerning the "wrecking organization" were 

unanimously approved, although it must be said, to the honor 

of Leningrad workmen, that all the meetings did not proceed 

smoothly. I later met one of these workmen who was serving a 

prison term because his behavior at such a meeting had been 

judged unreliable by the authorities.  

On September 23rd and 24th the newspapers were 

filled with the resolutions so heartily approved at the meetings, 

as well as with disgusting articles, rhymes and cartoons all 

demanding the death penalty. Obviously the GPU was 

preparing for an execution.  

On September 25th appeared the announcement from 

the GPU:  

"The Council of the GPU having by order of the 

U.S.S.R. Government investigated the case of the counter-

revolutionary wrecking organization in the field of public 

supply of food products, the materials on which case have 

been published in the 'Pravda' on September 22, 1930, 

condemns . . . . .(then followed a list of the names of forty-

eight professors, scientists and experts) . . . . TO BE SHOT. 

"The sentence has been carried out.  

"President of the OGPUðMenzhinsky."  

Such a monstrous slaughter was beyond beliefðforty-

eight of Russia's foremost scientists had been shot without 

trial. The most pessimistically inclined could not have 

imagined anything so horrible.  

All those who had been executed were without 

exception "non-party" experts of the food industries, holding 

positions of responsibility in the central institutions in 

Moscow and those who had been directing the activity of 

Trusts and other big enterprises in the provinces. It was a list 

of administrative posts rather than of private individuals. 

Those in high positions who were spared were Communists. If 

a certain important position was being held by a Communist, 

the "non-party" expert who had held it previously was 
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executed. If the post had been occupied by a Communist for a 

long time, he had been replaced just before this case came up 

by a "non-party" man who became one of the "48."  

A large number of those executed I knew personally, 

others I knew by reputation. Among my friends and coworkers 

prominently associated with the fishing industry and shot as 

members of the "48" were the following:  

V. K. TolstoyðThe former director of the Northern and 

the Azof-Black Seas regions, whose story I have already 

given. (The Communist who held this position at the time of 

the arrests was spared.)  

M. A. KazakoffðAn outstanding leader in the fishing 

industry whose record and achievements I have already stated. 

He was accused of being the "leader of the wreckers in the 

fishing industry."  

P. M. FishsonðInspector of the State Fishing Industry. 

(The senior director in the production department of the 

Fishing Union, the Communist G. A. Kryshoff, whose work 

Fishson had often done, was spared. )  

G. M. FishsonðOne of the foremost workers in the 

Fishing Union.  

N. A . ErgomysheffðA prominent expert and director 

of the Far-Eastern Region.  

M. P. ArtsiboosheffðAn expert who was made 

director of the Volga-Caspian Region just before his arrest.  

P. I. KarpoffðThe foremost Russian expert in the 

manufacture of fishing equipment, who for many years had 

directed the manufacture of fishing nets for the whole of the 

U.S.S.R. and was the technical director of the Setesnast  

(Fishing Equipment Trust) . Although his name was not 

mentioned in the "materials" published on September 22nd, he 

was executed as one of the "48" seemingly because of his past.  

S. D. ShaposhnikoffðThe most prominent refrigeration 

specialist in the Russian fishing industry. His name was not 

inserted in the "arraignment," and in the official list of those 

executed, instead of a statement of his crime, the following 

short announcement was made: "Engineer, former owner of a 

refrigeration enterprise." In sentencing such prominent experts 

to death the GPU did not even deem it necessary to mention a 

reason for their execution.  

S. V. ScherbakoffðThe creator of the northern trawling 

enterprise and leader of the men working in the North State 

Fishing Trust. He had been arrested in March at the time when 

my quarters in Murmansk were searched.  

Krotoff, who had been arrested with Scherbakoff in 

Murmansk in the spring of 1930, could never have been guilty 

of any crime. A more honest and conscientious man was not to 

be found and he never concerned himself with questions of 

general policy. However, as he was the second in command in 

the North State Fishing Trust, he had to be removed to 

strengthen the accusation of 'wrecking activity.' After the 

execution of the '48,' he was held for another half year in 

prison and subjected to the most cruel tortures in an attempt to 

force him to denounce those of his fellow-workers who were 

still alive. He became very sick with scurvy, suffered from 

hallucinations and was almost insane. I was told that under the 

strain of terrible suffering, completely exhausted and yearning 

for death he finally wrote the fatal words. "I admit myself 

guilty." The cross-examiners could not force him to denounce 

others. He was shot in April.  

I cannot think of Scherbakoff without emotion. No one 

who worked with him can ever forget him. Here is his story:  

Of peasant origin from the Astrakhan district, Simeon 

Vassilievitch Scherbakoff learned to read and write in a village 

school and at the age of ten got a job as "boy" in one of the 

fisheries owned by the big firm of Bezzubikoff. There he rose 

to the position of manager of the northern section of the firm. 

Calmly and confidently he conducted this large fishing 
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business, no part of which belonged to him and from which he 

received only a very modest salary. He accepted the 

Revolution as calmly as he met everything else in life. He had 

begun life too early and had seen too much of it to be moved 

by anything that could happen. After the Revolution he 

accepted new work without loss of time, because work in the 

fisheries was his only interest.  

Industrious and endowed with exceptional ability, he 

was a man of the highest character in every way. He had no 

personal ambitions or interests; at home and in his office he 

lived exclusively for his work. Although he had received no 

education, he was able to solve in his head the most 

complicated problems; he understood perfectly the intricacies 

of bookkeeping; he kept up-to-date in his reading of 

specialized literature, sensed by extraordinary intuition what 

of it was valuable and then boldly introduced it into his own 

enterprise. While directing the whole business and rebuilding 

it, he never lost touch with the production end and knew the 

current life of the entire enterprise down to the last detail.  

He was the only one who was able to go on working 

with two Communists continually on his neckðthe president 

of the Trust and his assistantðwith incessant interference into 

his business matters by the GPU, and with every disgruntled 

workman using libel and false accusation against him as 

weapons of revenge. All this he was able to regard coolly as 

unavoidable difficulties of the trade, like the bad weather and 

storms which forced the trawlers to remain in the harbor. It 

must be said that the Bolsheviks forgave those of us for our 

education received in a formal way much more easily than 

they did him. It was unpleasant for many of them to come into 

contact with his sound mind and clean conscience; therefore, 

he was one of the first to perish at their hands, although he 

could in no way be ranked as a "class enemy."  

In every section of the industry one non-party expert, 

the most prominent, had been shot and, in the published list of 

the executed, after each name, stood the notation: "Leader of 

wrecking activity in such and such a Trust. . . ." This left the 

way open for a further "uncovering" of their "followers." But 

there were twelve experts who, in the testimony, had figured 

as participants in the wrecking organization, whose names did 

not appear in the fatal list of the "48." Concerning these the 

GPU made no comment; they did not feel obliged to explain in 

any way why these men, previously accused of being 

"wreckers," had been replaced by others at the time of 

execution.  

By the execution of the "48" the Soviet Government 

demonstrated to the whole world that there is no justice in the 

U.S.S.R., that whenever it finds it suited to its wishes it can 

send anyone to death and that the citizens of the U.S.S.R. not 

only will not dare to raise their voices in protest, but at a word 

of command will give their votes of approval of such slaughter 

and of their gratitude to the GPU.  

The day after the executions I met one of the technical 

experts of the fishing business. He was very depressed. As 

nobody could overhear us we spoke openly of what lay on our 

minds.  

"Whose turn is it now? I feel it will be mine. Well, let 

them go aheadðI'm only sorry for the children," he said, as he 

looked at his watch. "I must be going now."  

"Where to?" I asked.  

"General meetingðto express contempt for the 

executed, to voice disapproval of wrecking activities and to 

vote that the GPU be awarded the 'Order of Lenin' for its good 

work! You'd better come, too."  

I expressed my thoughts with a glance and shrugged 

my shoulders.  

"I advise you to go," he said seriously. "Why be 

quixotic? Believe me, your absence will be noticed."  

We parted. I never saw him again.  
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CHAPTER X 

REAL WRECKERS OF RUSSIA 

Despair and panic ensued. No one thought of work; 

everyone feared for his own life, expecting at any moment to 

be seized and to see his friends and relatives arrested. The 

Communist chiefs recommended calmness, assuring us all that 

those left free were safe, but their efforts were in vain. Nobody 

believed them. It was too well known that the termination of a 

trial, the announcement of a sentence and even the fearful 

words "carried out" do not mean, in the U.S.S.R., the end of 

arrests, but are only preludes to more repressions and 

executions.  

The sentence itself contained clear indications that it 

was only the beginning. In the announcement of the execution 

of many of the "48" the GPU had stated: "leader of a group of 

wreckers in such and such a trust," "initiator of wrecking 

activity in such and such a region." It was clear that now they 

would go after the participants of these "groups" and 

"organizations" which they had "discovered." Realizing, as we 

did, that no such groups or organizations had ever existed, we 

did not feel secure from arrest simply in the knowledge of our 

own innocence.  

Subsequent events quickly proved that the case was 

being carried on further, that the Political Bureau and the GPU 

were not satisfied with the number of victims they had already 

sent to their deaths. A second "weeding out" process in all 

those institutions mentioned in connection with the case of the 

"48" was announced, in spite of the fact that, in the summer of 

1930, before  the arrest of the "48," a drastic "weeding out," 

with the active participation of the GPU, had already been 

effected. At that time they had found the very ones who were 

later shot in connection with the case of the "48" to be loyal 

workers. The new "weeding out" was to serve the special 

purpose of exposing the "concealed accomplices of the 

wreckers." At meetings held for this purpose the GPU not only 

gained new victims but also collected more evidence against 

those already detained in prisons. It was a great temptation to 

those still at liberty, for by actively coming forward at these 

meetings to denounce their fellow-workers they could thus 

gain a reputation for reliability in the eyes of the GPU. There 

were some who basely succumbed to this temptation, while 

others, fearing for their skins, went even further. Thus 

Professor F. I. Baranoff came out with a base and libelous 

article in the magazine "Bulletin of Fishing Economy," under 

the title of "Lessons of Wrecking" wherein he attempted to 

prove that "as he now understands" it the work of those 

executed had been of a "wrecking nature" and that those who 

had opposed his scientific work had done so with only one 

purposeð"wrecking."  

It was not long before new arrests were made in all the 

institutions and enterprises of the food industry in Moscow as 

well as in the provinces. In the Institute of Fishing Economy 

Professor N. N. Alexandroff, A. F. Nevraeff and a number of 

other employees were arrested; in the Directorate of Fisheries, 

the well-known experts, S. A. Tikhenko and S. I. Parakhin; 

while in the Fishing Union there remained not one of the old 

employees. And similar arrests, all of more or less prominent 

specialists and employees, were taking place in the provinces.  

By the autumn of 1930 the disruption of the fishing 

industry in all its branchesðscientific, administrative, 

production and distributionðwas complete. Of the old staff of 

experts there were left only units and these made up mostly of 

men who had carefully avoided taking part in practical work, 

of a few good practical workers spared by chance because they 

held secondary positions and, finally, of individuals connected 

with the GPU.  

Such Communists as had succeeded since the 

Revolution in acquiring some education and some knowledge 

of the fishing business, due to their work in contact with 
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specialists, were also being removed and transferred to other 

positions. Such were the cases of Frumkin, Kryshoff , Babkin 

and many others. The entire industry was handed over into 

"proletarian" hands, that is, into the hands of men who knew 

nothing about the business. The results were what might have 

been expected and were felt almost immediately.  

I cannot here give a complete statement of the havoc 

wrought in the fishing industryðsome future historian will, no 

doubt, be able to do it much better than I could. I can only say 

that during the short period of 1930-31, out of the scientists 

and highly qualified specialists in the fishing industry whom I 

knew personally or of whose fate I have been definitely 

informed, twenty-six were shot and thirty-four deported to 

concentration camps. Many more whom I did not know were 

either killed or deported at this same time. In the Far East 

alone five were shot and sixty sentenced to hard labor.  

Without any doubt the systematic destruction of the 

remaining specialists and men of culture is even now being 

continued in the U.S.S.R. No disaster, no epidemic, no war 

could destroy with such selection the cream of experienced 

and active workers in the industries which the GPU attacked. 

This wholesale destruction of specialists could not fail to have 

fatal results for the fishing business. In spite of the large sums 

of money spent by the Bolsheviks and the enormous efforts 

exerted to develop the industry, it was broken down at the root 

by this mass destruction of specialists in 1930-31, and all 

endeavors later to revive it were defeated because of the 

absence of men with a knowledge of the business.  

The same conditions prevailed, in general, in all the 

industries of the U.S.S.R. I specifically mention the fishing 

industry of the north only because I know it so well, but it 

presents no exception and was only in line with the other 

industries in all parts of the country.  

The Bolsheviks for the second time were leading a rich 

and prosperous country into terrible poverty and dreadful 

famine. "Wrecking" did, indeed, exist, but it was wrecking of 

unbelievable proportions, preplanned by the organization 

headed by Stalin, the Political Bureau and the GPU, together 

with their thousands of branches, called nuclei, of the 

Communist Party.  

A time will come when these real wreckers will have 

judgment passed upon them by a true court of justice.  
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PART II:   

WE ARE PRISONERS IN LENINGRAD  

 

 
 

TATIANA  TCHERNAVIN, THE AUTHOR'S WIFE  

"WE DETERMINED TO ESCAPE TOGETHER."  

 

CHAPTER XI  

ARREST 

After the execution of the "48" I knew that sooner or 

later I too would be arrested. In the order for their execution 

V. K. Tolstoy, my best friend, was designated as the "leader of 

wrecking activities in the North Region," while S. V. 

Scherbakoff, the man closest to me among the workers of the 

Trust, was described as "the head of the counter-revolutionary 

organization in the North State Fishing Trust." And now that 

these accused "leaders" had been done away with, the 

"organization" itself must somewhere be found. Since it did 

not exist, the most likely people in the opinion of the GPU 

would be accused. Besides Scherbakoff, the only arrest yet 

made in the North State Fishing Trust had been that of K. I. 

Krotoff who had been in prison now for more than half a 

yearðbut this was evidently not enough for an "organization." 

There remained four specialists holding executive positions: 

Scriabin, the engineers K. and P., and myself. Scriabin might 

possibly be spared since his father, a peasant, had once been 

exiled by the Tsarist Government. The engineers K. and P. did 

not quite fit the role of members of the "organization" as they 

were already serving a sentence of hard labor, having been 

sold to the Trust by the GPU. And since the GPU was 

receiving income for their work, it would have been foolish to 

lose it by accusing them for a second time.  

It was therefore clear that I would be the next victim. I 

would either be sent to Solovki or executedðthere could be 

no other alternative. Life was finished for me. What would 

happen to my wife and my boyðeleven years oldðfor whom 

there had been tragedy enough already?  

Bewildered and not knowing what I should do, I 

decided definitely not to go back to Murmansk. What had I to 
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lose? I might look for work in the provinces, take my family 

with me and try to escape across the border. In applying for 

such work I must, if possible, make it appear that I did not 

want to be assigned to a frontier region; otherwise the GPU 

would never permit me to work in such a place. I discussed 

this with my wife. It seemed the only way out. But the 

accomplishing of such a scheme took time and dismal days of 

waiting followed.  

I shunned mankind. Any contact with a man in my 

position might prove dangerous. If by chance I met 

acquaintances, they passed me by in a panic. The few who did 

stop to assure me of their sympathy stressed the fact that in 

spite of everything they were not avoiding me.  

Each evening, when the boy was in bed, my wife and I 

would sit together for a long timeðwaiting. We never spoke 

of it, but we both knew for what we were waiting and that 

these might be our last hours together. Nearly a month had 

elapsed since the executions. Many people had been 

imprisoned. Why was I being spared? Sometimes I even felt 

ashamed that I had not yet been arrested. How had I earned the 

mercy of the executioners, I who had not taken part in a single 

meeting at which the so-called "wreckers" had been 

denounced?  

It happened at last, and very simply.  

I was at home alone. My son had gone to the 

"movies"ðhe, too, was restless and nervous. My wife had not 

yet come home from work.  

The bell rang. I opened the door and saw the house 

superintendent with a stranger in civilian dress. I understood.  

The stranger handed me a paperðthe order for search 

and arrest.  

I let him in.  

He entered the room which served as both bedroom 

and study and began the search. It was a very superficial one, 

only a formality. From the mass of papers and manuscripts in 

my desk he took only one notebook lying on top.  

When my wife came home the search was finished and 

I was preparing for my "journey": two changes of underwear, 

a pillow, a blanket, a few pieces of sugar and several apples 

there was no other food in the house. I changed my clothes.  

"I am ready," I said to the GPU agent, thinking to 

myself, "ready for death."  

It was a long time before they took me away. The 

prison vans were so busy.  

I will not attempt to describe those last minutesðI 

cannot, even now.  

In the prison van I was alone, though ten or twelve 

people could easily have been placed in it. I must be an 

important criminal. Through the small barred window in front 

I could see the backs of the chauffeur and the guard and catch 

glimpses of familiar houses and streets which I was seeing for 

the last time.  

Here is the Palace Bridge. Now comes the decisive 

momentðwhere am I being takenðto the prison on the 

Gorokhovaya or to the Shpalernaya? We stop. The van doors 

are opened. Now I will be dragged out! The street is empty. At 

the gateway stand two men in leather jackets; their loud voices 

echo down the street. The air is warm and dampða light 

breeze coming from the sea. We halt for some time. We must 

have stopped for another passenger. He is hustled in and we 

start again. The new one sits opposite me all hunched up, 

holding his belongings in his lap. His face is drawn and 

frightened.  

We are taken along the Millionnaya, the quay. We turn 

to the Shpalernaya and stop in front of the "House of 

Preliminary Detention." The gates are open; the guards 

interrupt their rough talk to order us out.  

"Get along!"  
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We climbed out and up some stairs. The office of the 

prison was dirty and reeked of tobacco. I waited while my 

companion filled out his questionnaire. The GPU clerk put the 

questions lazily and indifferently; my companion answered in 

the manner of a diligent pupilðloudly and with great 

readiness, looking his inquisitor straight in the eyes. From his 

tone it was clear to me that he was sure of his innocence and 

convinced that his arrest was a misunderstanding.  

"How many times have you been arrested?" growled 

the clerk.  

"This is the first time."  

"Have you been in court before?"  

"No, no, of course not!"  

He sounded excited, nearly joyous, as though he 

thought he could never be held after such good answers.  

He was led away. No attention was paid to me and I 

waited a long time. At last they gave me a questionnaire to fill 

in by myself. This is better than answering oral questionsð

one has time to think. I was especially glad of this because I 

had on my mind one sin against the Soviet authorityðI had 

concealed the fact of having seen military service. I must not 

give myself away.  

"Did you serve in the Old Army?" "No."  

"Have you served in the Red Army?" "No."  

In answering the first question I lied, as I had  served 

during the War. I signed under the statement that I knew the 

penalties for false testimony. What did it matter? Things could 

not be worse and I must fight to the end.  

I was taken upstairs to the fourth floor and on the 

landing they searched me and took away my necktie, braces, 

garters and shoe-stringsðto prevent suicide. It was 

disagreeable to be left in such an untidy state. After all, one 

can hang himself with trousers more easily than with a necktie.  

One of the men who searched me was good-natured 

and treated me with some sympathy. He saw the apples I had 

brought.  

"These aren't allowed, but, well, keep them. How about 

your bag? Well, take it, and get into your cell quickly!"  

The other warden returned.  

"Take him to No. 22."  

The clock in the corridor showed 3 A.M. It would soon 

be morning.  
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CHAPTER XII  

CELL 22 

It was almost dark in the cell. At the noise of the 

opening door a man in underclothes got up from a nearby cot 

and, without paying any attention to me, spoke reproachfully 

to the warden.  

"Comrade, you promised not to give us anymore; I 

have nowhere to put them. There are less than a hundred men 

in No. 20, and here we have a hundred and eight."  

"We are also adding to No. 20," replied the warden 

indifferently, turning the key in the enormous lock.  

The man in the underclothes turned to me. "Take off 

your things, Comrade, and hang your coat over there." he said, 

pointing to a nail near the door, already overloaded with coats 

and jackets.  

I took off my overcoat and threw it in a corner near the 

grill.  

As soon as my eyes became accustomed to the 

darkness I looked about the cell. It was a large, almost square 

room with a floor area of some seventy square meters. The 

ceiling, slightly arched, was supported in the middle by two 

thin, metal columns. Opposite the entrance were two grilled 

windows.  

A platform raised about forty centimeters from the 

floor covered the entire cell. On this platform lay sleeping 

figures: along the side walls two rows with heads to walls and 

feet inward, in the middle two rows with heads to the center. 

Between every two rows was a narrow passage, but in places 

where tall men lay there was no way of getting by. At right 

angles to these a fifth row lined the wall adjoining the 

corridor. No passageway whatever was left here.  

Some of the men raised themselves and stared at me 

with curiosity.  

"In this passage, to the left, under the boarding, the 

third place is unoccupied. Lie down there," said the man in the 

underclothes. "If they won't let you in, insist. There's room 

enough."  

"What do you mean, under  the boarding?" I asked 

him.  

"Why yes, on the floor under the boarding," he 

repeated.  

I took a few steps forward to the spot pointed out to me 

and was amazed to find that on the floor there was a lower 

layer of sleeping bodies. To squeeze myself into it seemed 

impossible; I decided to return to the door.  

"What's the matter, Comrade?"  

"If you permit I will stay here till morning. It's too 

crowded there and I don't want to disturb the sleeping men."  

"Well, we must think up some arrangement for you. 

Have you just come from freedom? It shows. I've been here 

nine months already. Engineer Lð," he introduced himself.  

I also gave my name.  

"By the way, I'll enter you in the book," he said, "I had 

thought I'd wait till morning. I'm the foreman of this cell and 

I've kept this book for four months. See how many names! 

Thousands have passed through the cell."  

"A curious document," I remarked, "a good memorial 

for posterity."  

"Remember your number, you are 109th, and now 

come, I will show you a place, but it's near the toilet. And 

please be quiet. Not even whispering's allowed at night. Rules 

are posted on the column, read them to-morrow or you may be 

fined."  
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We squeezed our way along the rows of men to the 

very wall. In the corner, next to the toilet were two cots, close 

together, occupied by two sleeping men.  

"Lie down here," said the foreman, "it's a good place; 

the toilet is near, but the windows are open all night."  

With difficulty I crawled underneath the cots, arranged 

my pillow on the floor between them and stretched myself on 

my back. The two cots above almost touched each other; it 

was possible to pass one's head between them but not the 

shoulders. To sit up was impossible. A heavy, disgusting smell 

was spreading along the floor from the toilet seat which was 

not more than a yard from my head; a pile of stinking sawdust 

almost touched my pillow. Several men stood in line in front 

of the toilet.  

I felt very badly, a degrading helplessness was 

overcoming me. It was impossible to sleep, impossible either 

to get up or sit up, and there was nowhere to move as the 

whole floor was taken up by sleeping bodies. To save my 

pillow I pulled it down onto my knees, stuck my head out 

between the cots and leaned my shoulders against the wall. 

Dark, crawling dots were moving over the pillow in all 

directions.  

So began my prison education. For a novice it was 

quite enough.  

Morning came at last. The cell began to wake up. 

Those who occupied the twenty-two cots were getting up 

cautiously and approaching the lavatory in a line. All the 

others remained in their places, although apparently the 

majority of them were awake. Evidently everything was being 

done according to a strict routine.  

A command resounded from some distance along the 

corridor.  

"Get up! Get up! Time to get up!" And as it was 

repeated, it came nearer.  

The foreman got up and in a dry voice commanded: 

"Get up! Smoke!"  

The cell became alive with motion and noise: talk, 

laughter, quarrelling. Smoke from hand-rolled cigarettesðno 

others were permittedðrose on every side. Long lines were 

formed in front of the toilet and lavatory. Now I could see how 

such a quantity of people had found room there during the 

night. It certainly was a clever arrangement.  

The whole cell, except where the twenty-two folding 

cots were disposed at opposite walls, was covered by wooden 

boarding, the ends of which rested on low supports. On the top 

boarding slept the upper layer, under it, on the floor, a similar 

layer. All had straw mattressesða luxury in prison. It was 

impossible for those lying underneath to turn over, much less 

to sit up. Only after the top row had risen and the boarding had 

been removed could those beneath begin to move about and 

stretch their cramped bodies.  

When morning came the boards and mattresses were 

taken up and stacked. Then the general confusion became such 

that it seemed utterly impossible that order could ever be 

restored. The boards and mattresses were taken out for the day 

into an empty passage-way adjoining the cells. This was done 

by the prisoners themselves with extraordinary efficiency and 

speed. Once these were removed the chaos subsided 

somewhat; there remained, however, 109 men in a cell seventy 

meters square, part of which was taken up by the toilet, 

lavatory, cupboard for metal mugs and soup bowls and the 

personal belongings of the prisoners.  

I attempted to approach the washstand, but was told 

that I must wash last in accordance with the order of entry into 

the cell. Evidently everything here required special training 

and exact determination of rights and duties, but before I had 

time to learn and understand the rules of the cell I was 

summoned to my first examination.  
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CHAPTER XIII  

"Y OU WILL BE THE 49TH "  

"Tchernavin!"  

My name was called loudly from the other side of the 

grill. A passage-way was made for me and as I walked through 

the cell the eyes of my companions followed me with 

curiosityða newcomer. At the door stood a prison guard, a 

Red Army soldier. He repeated my name.  

"Tchernavin?"  

"Yes."  

"First name and father's name?"  

"Vladimir Vyacheslavovich," I replied.  

"Get going!ðto the examining officer!"  

One of the prisoners stopped me and whispered 

hurriedly, "You are being taken to examination. Take some 

food with you, and remember one thingðnever believe the 

examining officer."  

I went back and put an apple in my pocket.  

"Well, get going!" hurried the guard.  

Out into the corridor I went.  

Againðalong stairways, through grilled partitions in 

each story, with clanging bolts and grinding doors which 

guards shut noisily behind me. The second floorðthe lunch-

room for examining officers and on the counter imported 

cigarettes, cakes, sandwiches and fruit. Such a lunchroom 

could be found nowhere in the U.S.S.R. except in the GPU and 

Kremlin offices. Through another grilled corridor which led 

from the lunch -room we marched, the guard following at my 

heels until he stopped me before a door and knocked. An 

indistinct answer came from within.  

"Get going," the guard commanded.  

I opened the door and entered the office. It was a small 

room, the size of a solitary cellðplain painted walls, a small 

office desk in the middle with a chair on either side. On the 

desk was an electric lamp with a strong light directed toward 

the chair to be occupied by the prisoner. It was morning, but 

inside the room the dawn could not yet be felt.  

"Good morning," the examining officer greeted me, 

calling me by name. "Sit down." He was a young man of about 

thirty, fair, pink-cheeked, well-groomed and well-fed.  

"Well, let's talk," he began. "Why do you think you 

were arrested?"  

"I don't know."  

"How is it you don't know? Don't you even have an 

idea?"  

"I have no idea."  

"Think well. Is it possible that you never even thought 

you would be arrested? No? Try to remember."  

"No."  

I was looking straight and firmly into his eyes. I was 

thinkingðno, my friend, you will not catch me on this, it's too 

simple.  

"No," I repeated again. "I haven't the slightest idea. I 

had hoped that you would give me some explanation."  

"In good time. Meanwhile, remember that we are in no 

hurry; we have no reason for hurrying. An investigation rarely 

lasts less than six months, usually nine months, very often a 

year. You'll have plenty of time to think things over.ðAnd so, 

you will not tell me that you were expecting your arrest?"  

"No, I didn't expect it."  
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In this fashion we argued for a long time, still with the 

same result.  

"Well, maybe later you will become more compliant. 

Let's get on to the questionnaire."  

He went over all the questions that I had answered the 

night before and I replied firmly without contradicting what I 

had writtenðhe would not trap me here.  

"Well! well! a hereditary noblemanðand I, the man 

questioning you, am a hereditary proletarian," he drawled, 

accentuating these words with a ridiculous emphasis as he 

lolled in his chair.  

I was looking at him and thinking: "probably the son of 

a merchant; the faceðsmooth, handsðwell kept, not those of 

a working man; you have never seen work in your life, and I 

have had to work with both my head and hands since I was 

sixteen."  

"Your attitude towards the Soviet Government?"  

"Sympathetic."  

He laughed.  

"Why not tell the truth? You might better say 'loyal'ð

this is false."  

"I sayðsympathetic."  

"No, I won't enter it on the questionnaire, it's too 

absurd. Listen, this is a little thing, has no importance. I am 

asking this question only in order to verify your sincerity. Tell 

me the truth and I will deal with you in the future with full 

frankness. Believe me, I sympathize with you sincerely. We 

value and take care of specialists, but you do harm to yourself 

from the very beginning . . ." he was speaking in the light tone 

of a man of society.  

I have heard all this already at the cross-examinations 

in MurmanskðI thoughtðand repeated with insistence; 

"Sympathetic. On what grounds don't you believe me?"  

"I could refuse to answer your question, but to prove 

my sincere good will towards you, I will answer. You are a 

nobleman, the Soviet Government has deprived you of all 

privileges; this alone is sufficient to make you a class enemy, 

even disregarding your convictions which are well known to 

us in every detail."  

"You are wrong. I have never had a chance to make 

use of any privileges of the nobility. I lived on what I earned 

myself; my scientific career was not interrupted by the 

Revolution. I want to remind you that this same nobility, his 

rank of a General and a high position, did not prevent my own 

uncle from becoming a loyal servant of the Revolution and a 

member of the Revolutionary War Council. You must have 

heard of him."  

The examining officer kept silent, not knowing how to 

parry this unexpected move. He waited a few minutes, then 

filled in the questionnaire, "Is in sympathy."  

Here at least was one small victory for me.  

I understood why he was insisting. If it could be 

established that I belonged to the nobility and was not in 

sympathy with the Soviet Government, "wrecking activity" 

would be a logical deduction.  

He made another attempt.  

"But you have  criticized the actions of the Soviet 

Government!"  

"No."  

"Again you don't want to be frank, even in a small 

matter like this. I will not conceal from you that your situation 

is very serious, the evidence against you is very strong, you 

are in danger of being shot, but I am sorry for you. Be frank 

and I will endeavor to come to terms with you. Is it possible 

that you can assert that you never criticized the actions of the 

Soviet Government?"  
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"Yes, I can."  

"What are you doing this for? We Communists, we the 

GPU workers, don't we criticize the actions of the Soviet 

Government?"  

"I don't know. But I never did."  

"Let's take an example: didn't the bread lines ever 

arouse your indignation?"  

"I believed the bread lines were not 'actions of the 

Soviet Government.'"  

"All right. Let it be as you please." He picked up his 

pen. "No, we will not put this down."  

"As you see fit."  

And here again his way of procedure was quite clear to 

me. If I had admitted that I had "criticized" he would have 

forced me to say that it had happened more than once, would 

have questioned me regarding when and with whom I had 

carried on such conversations, and this would give material for 

a "frank confession" which would have been classed according 

to Article 58, Paragraph 10 as "counterrevolutionary agitation" 

punishable by three to ten years in a concentration camp. The 

persons I might have mentioned would become the "counter-

revolutionary organization," to which would be added the 

names of those at whose homes we could have been meeting, 

and this in its turn would be interpreted, according to Article 

58, Paragraph 11as "counter-revolutionary propaganda"; the 

two points combined would call for the death penalty.  

He thought for a while and decided to make one last 

attack in the same direction.  

"Is it also possible that you never told any anti-Soviet 

jokes?"  

"No, I don't like jokes."  

"And you never heard any?"  

"No, I never listened to them,"  

The face of the examining officer was becoming cruel 

and cold. He was looking straight into my eyes, watching 

every movement I made.  

"And do you know that one should not lie at a cross-

examination?"  

"I know. I didn't tell and didn't listen to anti-Soviet 

jokes."  

We looked at each other suspiciously.  

This time my lie was quite apparent: there is not a 

single man in Sovietland, high or low, who does not tell such 

jokes. It is the only bit of freedom of speech left in the 

U.S.S.R., something that cannot be throttled by any censorship 

or any terror, in spite of the fact that the spreading of such 

anecdotes is punishable as counter-revolutionary agitation by 

sentences of ten years in a concentration camp.  

"Very well. Your character and your 'sincerity' are 

clear to me. We will take it into account during the further 

conduct of the investigation. Butð" he suddenly again 

changed his threatening tone to an expression of friendly and 

frank adviceð"I advise you to give good thought to the way 

you behaved at this cross-examination. You are bringing about 

your own destruction. You belong to the nobility. We are not 

persecuting for social origin, but it is clear to us that you are 

our class enemy if only on account of your parentage. We 

need proofs of your sincere desire to go with us and not 

against us," recited the examining officer repeating words he 

had probably said hundreds of times before.  

I replied coldly and with reserve that I was guilty of no 

crime, that I was quite certain that it was all a 

misunderstanding which would soon be cleared up and that I 

would be released.  

"The GPU," he said, "never makes an arrest without 

sufficient grounds, especially in the case of an important 
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specialist working on production. It was only after the 

evidence had been thoroughly checked and all the facts against 

you well appraised that I received authority from the Council 

for the search and your arrest."  

It was true. My arrest was at least a month late.  

"I am not going to submit these facts to you now, 

because I want to give you the opportunity to sincerely repent 

and yourself give us all the information in detail. Only under 

this condition will your life be spared, but in any case you get 

ten years in a concentration camp this has already been 

decided. You see, I conceal nothing from you, I give you time 

to think it over. It's hard to act more humanely."  

I kept silent.  

He also stopped talking; then, looking me straight in 

the eye, he said harshly:  

"You will be the 49th."  

Evidently the first part of the program was completed. 

The examining officer looked at his watch. I had completely 

lost track of time: the gloomy autumn day was well advanced. 

I did not feel hungry, only tired, although I had had nothing to 

eat or drink for twenty-four hours.  

"Unfortunately I have to leave now. Sign your 

deposition."  

I carefully read over the scant information entered on 

the official questionnaire, drew lines through all the empty 

spaces and signed my name directly after the last word of my 

testimony. I knew that empty spaces in lines could easily be 

filled in.  

He folded the sheet I had signed and put it in his 

briefcase.  

"I will be back soon. In the meantime prepare a report 

on the privileges and duties you had at the institution where 

you worked. Then state the most important works you have 

recently completed in your laboratories."  

He put on his coat and went out, and his place was 

taken by his assistant, who had directed the search in my 

apartment and conducted me to the prison. He read a paper, 

while I picked up a pen and enumerated my former privileges 

and duties. This was only a pretext to keep me longer and 

subdue me by exhaustion. Obviously the initial stage of the 

examination was over. They had not bothered to obtain exact 

information about me. That was clear. For some reason they 

needed my "testimony" and "confessions"; they would 

endeavor to force these from me, but would not forge them. 

This also was of importance.  

The short autumn day was over long ago. Lights were 

turned on again, but I was still sitting in the same chair I had 

taken in the early morning.  

At last my first inquisitor reappeared.  

"Well, have you finished?"  

"I have written down the privileges and duties; I have 

not made out, however, the list of my works, because I 

published an article in a technical magazine a month ago 

where such a list was given. I have nothing to add; it's difficult 

to reproduce it exactly from memory I might make a mistake. 

You may get my article and add it to the case, if that is 

necessary."  

For some reason this did not please him.  

"Remember once and for all," he said in a voice of 

sharp reprimand, "we don't believe in any printed material. 

You might have written anything there."  

"The article is signed by me and I am responsible for it. 

I can't write anything different."  

"Then you must write it down again."  
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I was obliged to pick up the pen and write, although I 

was beginning to feel very tired.  

He kept me for about two hours more and then told me 

I could go back to my cell.  

"I advise you to remember what I have told you and to 

think it over carefully. Behavior like yours today will lead to 

nothing good."  

My mind was incapable of realizing anything but the 

fact that at last I was permitted to go.  

Again the lighted GPU lunch-room, where examining 

officers in military uniforms were eating at small tables, and 

with them girl employees in short skirts and with painted lips. 

Beyondðthe now familiar staircase with grills, and the cell. I 

already knew where to go; the guard marched indifferently 

behind. In the cells lights were dimmed. Everything was ready 

for the night, so it must have been after nineðI had been 

summoned shortly after seven in the morning.  

My first examination had lasted fourteen hours.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER XIV  

BANDITS HAVE RIGHTS  

Although the cell was supposedly settled for the night, 

no one was sleeping. The foreman was standing by his cot in 

heated argument with two prisoners at the opposite end of the 

cell near the window. By the door stood a man in a fur coat 

holding his thingsðevidently a newcomer. He seemed 

completely bewildered; here he was in prison and there was no 

room for him. He was the 110th occupant of a cell meant for 

twenty-two prisoners.  

I stood and waited, listening to a fellow-prisoner who 

explained what was going on.  

"Those two are criminalsðbandits. Their places on the 

floor next to the window and lavatory are a little wider than 

those under the boarding, but cold because the window is open 

all night long. The foreman told them to take in this 

newcomer, but they refused, claiming that he has no right to 

put anyone in a place already occupied. He's a little at fault; he 

ordered instead of requesting them and this made them angry. 

They're not bad fellows, although real bandits, store robbers. 

The shorter one is Pavel Sokol, Sokoff, or Smirnoffðhe's the 

active leader. The second one, Vania Efimoff, is from his 

gang. There are nine of them in prison: two here, six in 

adjoining cells and one works in the kitchen and sleeps in the 

workmen's cell. The examining officer deprived them of the 

privilege of exercise in the yard so that they couldn't talk to 

each other, but just the same they talk through the grill. 

They're quite reckless. You'll see, even the cripple will come. 

He's in the opposite cell, No. 21. His two legs are cut off 

above the knees. He was their scout and receiver of lootðtheir 

spiritual leader. In the cell they behave excellently although 

they were put in here with us purposely. Attempts are made to 

incite them against us by telling them that we report their 
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conversations. But they can't be taken in by such nonsense: 

they understand men better than the examining officers."  

"Examining officers have no need of understanding," 

commented someone. "They sentence you to be shotðand 

that's all."  

"Yes, it's certain they will be shot; it's a pity though, 

they're good fellows, not like petty thieves."  

While we were talking the quarrel was still going on. 

Sokol's voice carried loudly and clearly across the cell.  

"Comrades, you are wasting time. We have as much 

right to our two places as you have to yours. It's true that we 

are bandits, plain people, uneducated and you are professors 

and engineers; but we also are able to stand up for our rights. 

We won't give in. The foreman has no right to order us. I'm 

going to call a general meeting of the cell to discuss his action. 

I'm going to insist on his removal. In the meantime you'd 

better find another place for this newcomer."  

I decided to intervene, feeling that I could come to 

some understanding with these bandits. I asked the foreman in 

a low voice whether he had any objections.  

"You can try, but I doubt if you succeedðyou can see 

for yourself how stubborn they are."  

I made my way to the window and in the same low 

tone said to Sokol, "Let me in with you. My place is next to 

the toilet; I can't sleep there. I've spent all day at a cross-

examination and had no sleep last night. We'll give my place 

to the 'novice.'"  

"Wellðall right. Vania, shall we let him in?"  

Vania growled sulkily: "Oh, let him in."  

Then in a somewhat milder tone, he said to me, "It's 

cold here, you'll catch cold. The window is open all night. 

We're hardened to it."  

"I'm also hardened," I replied and, gathering up my 

belongings, moved over to my new place.  

"Lie down in the middle," invited Pavel. "It will be 

warmer and in the morning, when they come to wash, it won't 

be so wet."  

I thanked them and lay down. This was the beginning 

of a real friendship with the bandits whose attitude towards me 

was deeply touching.  

One of the prisoners brought me some cold soup and 

some cereal hardened into a gluey mass. I could not eat it. I 

drew out of my pocket the forgotten appleðto the surprise of 

my neighbors.  

"An apple? Raw? How did you manage to get it 

through? It is strictly forbidden."  

"I don't know; they let it pass. I have some more, do 

you want one?"  

"Why of course we do," Pavel replied, with excited 

eagerness in his voice. "We're terribly in need of something 

green. Here we are given nothing raw. That's to produce 

scurvy. Vania is getting it already." Pavel nodded at his 

companion. "We get no fats either and that's why we have 

ulcers; sometimes they're simply terrible, especially on the 

stomach and back. Vaniaðshow your back! See!"  

Vania turned up his shirt. All his back was covered 

with dark purple circles the size of a pre-war five kopek piece.  

"Have you been long in prison?" I asked.  

"Oh, some time."  

The wind was blowing straight on us from the window 

and was drawn along the floor to the barred wall opposite. 

There was no smell from the toilet here. I rolled myself in my 

blanket and fell asleep.  

I was awakened by my neighbor raising himself up and 

calling:  
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"Pavel Constantinovitch."  

At the bars stood a guard. It was still night.  

"Come on, to cross-examination!"  

Pavel began to dress leisurely.  

"Vania, you'll be called out too. Remember what we 

agreedðnot a word. Let them talk themselves." And he added 

something in thieves' argot unintelligible to me.  

The guard spoke to him impatiently.  

"All right, there's plenty of time, it's not a fire alarm," 

Pavel replied and continued to dress carefully.  

He was about thirty-five, of medium height, well-built, 

broad-chested. His features were regular, his face very pale, 

with a black, curly beard and small mustache which did not 

hide the outline of his upper lip. His black, soft, curly hair was 

carefully combed and trimmedða thing very rare in prison. 

With his dark eyes and shapely eyebrows he would have been 

quite handsome except for his apparent shortsightedness and 

his lips which were too soft and full. His whole appearance 

was that of a stage villain. And to my surprise he even dressed 

to fit the role: black, well-pressed pants, good shoes and a dark 

red satin shirt.  

He combed his hair, pulled down his shirt, tightened 

his belt and made his way lightly to the door.  

Vania was of a more ordinary type: very tall, extremely 

broad in the shoulders, a youngster who had become 

emaciated and pale from prison life. He also was smoothly 

shaven and dressed with some elegance.  

I had scarcely time to fall asleep againðnot more than 

ten minutes having elapsedðwhen Pavel returned, undressed 

quickly and lay down beside me.  

"Well, how did it go?"  

"All right."  

"Why did they let you go so soon? I was questioned for 

fourteen hours!"  

"Yes, it surprised us. Apparently they're taking your 

case seriously. But why question us? I refused to answer 

questions. Let them tell what they knowðthen I will speak."  

"And how was the examining officer?"  

"He?ðwell, he asked: 'Who are you?' 'I am so and so: 

Sokol and Sokoff and Smirnoff.' 'What have you to say for 

yourself,' he says. 'Not a damn thingðnothing.' Then of course 

he says, 'Don't be a fool, tell what you know about such and 

such a case.' 'Nothing, not a damn thing!' He gets mad and 

says, 'I need to make an entry on the record and I can't put 

down that kind of answer.' 'What you have to do is no worry of 

mine. I also need a lot, but I'm not asking you for it.' 

'Formulate your answer so that it can be entered into the 

record.' 'Well,' I said, 'you're paid money for it, formulate it 

yourself.'"  

"What did he say to that?"  

"Nothing. He laughed, picked up the sheet of paper and 

wrote: 'Refuses to testify,' and handed it to me to sign. 'You 

see,' says I, 'you've formulated it; if you'd done it long ago, 

there'd been no need of talking.' I signed. 'Go back to the cell,' 

he says. That's all. They seldom try to frighten us; they know it 

won't go over."  

"And whom do they try to frighten?"  

"Those who've had no prison experience: workmen and 

peasants are always treated that way. They also try it out on 

intellectuals, if they see the man is scared and that he can be 

impressed by shouting and swearing. Some are badly beaten, 

too. But our kind will never let them get away with this, we're 

ready to do some swearing ourselves and we won't allow them 

to beat us upðso they don't try. If the person's scared, 

however, they certainly abuse him, especially if it's a woman. 

With some they can do whatever they please at cross-
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examinations, however learned and educated they may be, but 

with us"ðhe laughedð"they know we understand all their 

dirty tricks."  

"In spite of all this I'm surely going to be shot," he 

added dreamily, "and he will be shot too," nodding towards 

Efimoff.  

"What for?"  

"We're being accused as bandits, that's why we were 

transferred to the Shpalerka, to the GPU. At first we were in 

the criminal prison. We robbed Cooperatives; broke into the 

buildings and carried away goods. That's only theft, 

punishable according to the Code by not more than five years 

at a concentration camp, but they want us sent to the 'left' (to 

death) , and so they transferred us here to be dealt with directly 

by the GPU, without trial: Article 59, Paragraph 3 and it's 

doneðbanditry, armed robbery. We're not bandits; we never 

went armed, it's not our specialty. You know, everyone has his 

job. We worked in stores. I have been working at this for a 

long time; I got used to it and can't stop it. How many times I 

have wanted to stop, but I can't! There's a gamble in it: a 

chance comes alongðit's hard to pass it up, especially if one 

has had a drink."  

"Did they catch you at work?"  

"No, they aren't bright enough. They were looking for 

me for a long time and never would have caught me but for 

my wife. They arrested her and tried to scare her, but it didn't 

work. Our women aren't easily scared, you know. Then they 

showed her pictures of different women and my letters to them 

and said, 'Here you are suffering for him and he's unfaithful to 

you.' This worked: from jealousy she gave away my hideouts 

and our storage place. She was released. How she cried later, 

but it was too late, nothing could be done. Many were arrested, 

and finally I was taken. If they don't shoot me, I will yet enjoy 

life. I'll escape, I won't be a prisoner, no matter what the 

sentence may beðfive or ten years in concentration camp,"  

"But if they keep you in prison or send you to 

Solovki?"  

"All the same I will escape. A man can't be kept in 

prison if he's determined to get away. Perhaps if in a fortress 

or chained to a wall, but from an ordinary prison you can 

always escape. If it's deportation, there's a way to do it during 

transportation. From the concentration camp it isn't difficult. 

We've had some experience."  

"Why don't you escape from here, once you are 

threatened with execution?"  

"It's difficult to do it from the Shpalerka, almost 

impossible, unless some opportunity turns up. From Kresti it is 

possible. Vania led three condemned criminals out of it. His 

specialty is locks, but he also understands plumbing. Did you 

ever notice the grilled sewer pipes which come out into the 

Neva? Well, such a pipe leads from Kresti. A man can easily 

crawl through it and the sewage flow is small; one would not 

drown. It's only difficult to reach it because it's necessary to 

open and close several locks in order to destroy all traces. 

Vania did everything perfectly: he led them out and stayed 

behind. The locks weren't brokenðthe escape wasn't 

discovered for some time; later, he himself escaped."  

"It was a fine job," he added. "If my life is spared I'm 

not going to stay and rot in prison."  

Over and over again I repeated to myself, "If my life is 

spared I'm not going to stay and rot in prison,"ðand so fell 

asleep.  
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CHAPTER XV 

SECOND INQUISITION  

It was my second day in prisonðmy second cross-

examination. I was called before the tea ration was given out 

and had only time to eat an apple.  

"How do you do?" the examining officer asked, 

scanning me attentively to see if I showed signs of a sleepless 

night.  

"All right."  

"It isn't so good in your cell. You are in 22?"  

"A cell like any other."  

"Well, did you do any thinking? Are you going to tell 

the truth today?"   

"Yesterday I told only the truth."  

He laughed. "What will it be todayðnot the truth?"  

Then he returned to the subject of the cell.  

"I tried to chose a better cell for you, but we are so 

crowded. I hope we will come to an understanding and that I 

will not be forced to change the regime I have ordered for you. 

The third category is the mildest: exercise in the yard, 

permission to receive food parcels from outside, a newspaper 

and books. The first two categories are much stricter. 

Remember, however, that it depends entirely on me; any 

minute you may be deprived of everything and transferred to 

solitary confinement. Or rather, this depends not on me but on 

your own behavior, your sincerity. The more frank your 

testimony, the better will be the conditions of your 

imprisonment."  

He lighted an imported cigarette and passed the box to 

me.  

"Do you care for a smoke?"  

"No, I just had one."  

"I placed you in a common cell so that you can get 

familiar with our regulations. This is possible only in a 

common cell; it initiates you right away into the whole 

organization. You acquaint yourself, so to say, at first hand 

with our methods, and I believe . . . that you will become more 

compliant. We have discarded mediaeval methods; we don't 

hang up by the legs or cut off strips of skin from the back, but 

we have other means, no less effective, and we know how to 

force out the truth. Remember this now, and you will hear in 

the cell that this is no mere threat."  

He spoke slowly, looking me straight in the eye, 

emphasizing his words with evident pleasure and relish, 

watching for their effect.  

"Did you know Scherbakoff? He was a strong man, but 

I broke him and forced him to confess."  

With great difficulty I controlled myself before 

replying.  

"I don't doubt for a minute that you use torture, and if 

you believe that this assists in discovering the truth and 

speeding up the investigation, and since Soviet laws permit its 

use, I would suggest that you don't give up mediaeval 

methods: a little fire is a wonderful measure. Try it! I am not 

afraid of you. Even with that you can't get anything out of 

me."  

"Well, we will see about that later. Now let's get down 

to business. Let's talk about your acquaintances. Did you know 

V. K. Tolstoy, the wrecker, executed in connection with the 

case of the '48'?"  
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"Yes, I knew him. How could I not know him when he 

was the director of the fishing industry in the north?" I replied 

in frank astonishment. "We both worked in it for more than 

twenty years."  

"And did you know him well?"  

"Very well."  

"How long did you know him?"  

"From childhood."  

His manner changed completely; he hurriedly picked 

up a statement sheet and placed it in front of me.  

"Write down your confession."  

"What confession?"  

"That you knew Tolstoy, that you were in friendly 

relation with him from such and such a time. I see that we will 

come to an understanding with you, your frankness will be 

appreciated. Write."  

He evidently was in a hurry, did not quite know what 

he was saying, afraid that I might reverse my statements.  

I took the sheet and wrote down what I had said.  

"Excellent. Let's continue."  

Then followed a barrage of questions about Tolstoy, 

about Scherbakoff and other people that I had known. He did 

not find me quite so tractable and we launched into a battle of 

wits that kept up hour after hour. He questioned me with 

insistence and in great detail, trying without success to make 

me give dates.  

"You'll not succeed in outwitting me," he snapped 

sharply. "I advise you not to try. I am going home to dinner 

now and you will stay here till evening. This examination will 

continueðnot for a day or two, but for months and, if 

necessary, for years. Your strength is not equal to mine. I will 

force you to tell us what we need."  

After threatening me still further he handed me some 

sheets of paper.  

"You are going to state in writing your opinion 

regarding the building of a utilization factory in Murmansk, its 

equipment and work in the future. I'll soon be back; when I 

return, your comments on these questions must be completed."  

He put on his overcoat and left. His assistant took his 

place, and I busied myself with my writing. It was three or 

four hours before he returned, already evening.  

Although I had eaten almost nothing for three days, I 

was still in good fighting form. He questioned me about the 

buying of a ship from abroad, trying to make me say that here 

was "wrecking," because the price had been exorbitant and the 

ship itself had proved unsatisfactory. It was most confusing 

and his questions far-fetched. We talked and we argued, but I 

would not give the answers he wanted.  

He began on another tack.  

"Well, and the wrecking in the filter factory? Didn't 

you notice that?"  

"No. I had nothing to do with its work, but as far as I 

know, the factory functioned normally."  

I certainly did not understand what he was driving at 

until he finally exclaimed:  

"Well, and do you also think that the floor at the 

factory was normally laid? Did nothing happen to it? Wasn't it 

necessary to rebuild it in half a year?"  

At last he had disclosed his secret. The circumstances 

were as follows: the floor in the cold room of the factory, 

where the filter-press stood, was covered with "linolite"ða 

special composition material used in the U.S.S.R. because they 

could get nothing better. One night, owing to the negligence of 

the manager of the factory, a Communist, the tank with cod 

liver oil was overfilled and many gallons ran out onto the 
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floor. The "linolite" warped and had to be replaced. The new 

flooring had cost 20 roublesðthe spilt oil more than one 

thousand.  

I tried to explain to the examining officer what actually 

happened.  

"Well, and in this case, you maintain, there was no 

'wrecking'?"  

"On whose part?" I asked. "On the part of the man who 

spilt the oil?"  

"Certainly not. On the part of the engineer who 

intentionally covered the floor with a material which 

deteriorates from oil?"  

My patience was getting exhausted. "May I ask you," I 

said, "what I have got to do with all this? What connection 

have I with the vessel you questioned me about, or with this 

floor, oil and factory? Is it because my laboratory was located 

there?"  

"I need your opinion about these facts and your 

willingness to help us. And so you don't see any 'wrecking' in 

it?"  

"No. I don't."  

"All right," he said. "And what is your attitude 

regarding the subject of the fish supply in the Sea of Barents in 

connection with the construction of trawlers as provided for by 

the Five Year Plan?"  

Now he had broached a subject with which I could 

have a direct connection. The evening was already changing 

into night, but I was still sitting in the same chair. I was 

becoming unconscious of time; was it my second day in prison 

or my tenth? In spite of the depressing weariness, mental and 

physical, which was taking hold of me, I told him that I 

thought the fresh fish supply should be minutely and 

thoroughly investigated. I tried to make him see the hazards of 

the fishing industry in Murmansk and the enormous equipment 

that would be necessary to meet the proposals of the Five Year 

Plan.  

"And thus you confess that you doubted the 

practicability of the Five Year Plan?" he said with a smile of 

smug satisfaction.  

What could one say? I believed, as did everybody, that 

the plan was absurd, that it could not be fulfilled. For exactly 

such statementsðno, for only a suspicion of having such 

thoughtsðforty-eight men had been shot.  

"No!" I quickly replied, "I only point out the necessity 

of investigating the fish supply of the Barents Sea. I fail to 

understand why you  think that such an investigation would 

lead to a curtailment of the Plan and not to the contrary?"  

"Make a written statement of your conclusions 

regarding this subject. I have to go now." he said with 

importance.  

He left me with his assistant and again I wrote.  

When he reappeared, I had finished. He picked up the 

sheets.  

"Think over carefully everything we talked about 

today. Tomorrow I'll send for you early in the morning. Go 

back to your cell."  

It was late at night. Everybody in the cell was asleep. 

Sokol awoke and insistently advised me to eat something, but I 

dropped on my straw mattress, asleep as soon as my head 

touched the pillow.  
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CHAPTER XVI  

DAILY L IFE IN PRISON 

I was not sent for the next morning, and day after day 

passed without my being summoned to another cross-

examination. So it was that my acquaintance with prison life 

really began on the third day of my imprisonment. The first 

two had been passed in the examiner's office. I knew only that 

in a cell meant for twenty-two prisoners were herded one 

hundred and nine men, and this number soon increased to one 

hundred and fourteen.  

There was insufficient air; a dense cloud of tobacco 

smoke hung over the room so that windows had to be kept 

open, and a strong draft blew continually between the 

windows and the grilled door which opened into the corridor. 

Many suffered from colds, and quarrels about the opening and 

closing of windows never ceased.  

When people are compelled to live together for a long 

time they usually irritate each other and hatred follows. In 

common cells strangers were forced to live together for 

months, sometimes even for years, in conditions so crowded 

that for each person there was only about one-half square 

meter of floor space. Only the high general level of culture of 

the prisoners in our cell and the strict regulations devised and 

enforced by them made life at all possible. They had regulated 

everything: the order of getting up, washing, using the toilet, 

walking in the cell, opening of windows, cleaning of the cell, 

keeping of clothing, bedding and food, order during dinner and 

tea and the use of newspapers and books from the library.  

In command of the cell were a foreman and his 

assistant, elected by the prisoners. These men maintained 

general order and enforced the established rules; offenders 

were punished by being detailed out of turn to clean the cell or 

wash the floor. The foreman kept a list of prisoners and had to 

know at all times the number of inmates present in the cell, 

taken out to cross-examination, punitive cells, hospital and so 

on. He chose men for the various details: kitchen work, 

cleaning potatoes, stuffing mattresses and the carrying out of 

other prison chores. He was the intermediary between the 

prisoners and the administration and the arbitrator in disputes 

among the inmates. The foreman and his assistant were 

privileged to sleep on cots, sit at the table, wash and use the 

toilet out of turn. Their duties were varied and most 

unpleasant, their privileges insignificant.  

Seniority is of great importance; the novice gets the 

worst place, he eats standing and is the last to wash. In every 

cell one is supposed to begin one's "career" from the bottom 

and, therefore, those who had already spent several months in 

one cell, when transferred to another, have to crawl for the 

night under the boarding and suffer the disadvantages of a 

newcomer. The examining officers know this rule and, when 

wishing to make conditions worse for the prisoner, transfer 

him without any reason from one cell to another. In our cell 

the question had been brought up several times of changing 

this regulation so as to have the length of the entire stay in 

prison and not that in the given cell taken into account. Every 

time, however, the suggestion was voted down because of the 

advantage such a change would give to those transferred to 

other cells for disorderly conduct and to the "spies" who are 

continually being moved from one cell to another.  

Two or three of these spies are always placed in each 

common cellðsometimes they are prisoners themselves. They 

listen to conversations and pass them on to examining officers, 

but usually they do not stop there. Simulating sympathy they 

strive to find out various details relative to the case, family and 

personal circumstances and other useful information; and they 

urge the inmates to "confess." But a spy is very soon 

discovered and then he goes to another cell where he finds 

himself again in the least privileged position.  
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The day in the cell began at seven o'clock when the 

monotonous command of the guards "Time to get up! Get up! 

Get up!" resounded in the corridors. Before seven o'clock, but 

not earlier than six, the twenty-two senior prisoners were 

allowed to get up. Each had thus three minutes for washingða 

great privilege. The remaining ninety prisoners must wash 

during the one hour, from seven to eight, before "tea time."  

As soon as the order to get up was given, noise, talk, 

coughing, loud yawns and the creaking of lifted boardings 

filled the cell. Cigarette smoke rose from every side. The air 

became thick with dust from the dirty straw mattresses which 

were being folded. Long lines at once formed to the toilet and 

lavatory.  

After the mattresses and boarding had been taken out 

and the cots folded up, preparations for "tea" were begun. The 

foreman detailed four men for bread and two for hot water. 

The bread, of poor quality similar to that found everywhere in 

the U.S.S.R., was brought to the cell cut into rations of four 

hundred grams each. Those who were receiving food 

remittances from outside did not always eat their ration; for 

the others it was insufficient, especially for the workmen and 

peasants who were used to eating much bread.  

"Tea," or rather hot water, was brought in two large 

copper kettlesðremnants of the luxury of Tsarist days. Tea 

and sugar were not supplied to the prisoners, only to those 

who were ranked by the Bolsheviks as "political prisoners," 

that is those who belonged to the Communist Party and were 

detained for "deviations" and "leanings."  

Everybody would then rush to the cupboard where, in 

twenty-two slots, utensils for more than a hundred men were 

stowed away. Each of us had a tin bowl, a mug and a wooden 

spoon, but one was fortunate if at meal time he could find his 

own. Finally everybody would get settled at the tables in strict 

order of seniority and from ten to twenty would be left 

standing. Those who received food parcels would drop into 

their mugs a small pinch of tea, a luxury even outside the 

prison. "Tea" drinking lasted until nine.  

Then came the call for general cleaning and the 

resulting confusion. Tables, benches, personal belongings, 

everything would be moved to one side; and with them, all but 

three men. The cleared side of the cell was cleaned by the man 

appointed to this duty and his two assistants. The floor was 

sprinkled with sawdust and swept, and twice a week it was 

washed. When one side was done everything would be moved 

over there and the other side cleaned.  

The general cleaning lasted until eleven. During the 

period from eleven to one the prisoners from the common cells 

were led out into the yard for exercise scheduled to last half an 

hour for each group. Subtracting the time spent for roll-calls 

and passing through corridors it actually lasted only fifteen or 

twenty minutes, and took place in the inner yard surrounded 

on all four sides by the walls of the prison building. On 

account of the overcrowded condition of the prison the 

inmates of three common cellsðabout three hundred menð

were simultaneously led out together, producing a great 

congestion in the limited space. But exercise meant a great 

deal to us; even fifteen minutes in the fresh air was refreshing 

after the terrible stuffiness of cells; moreover, we were 

permitted to talk at this time with prisoners from other cells. 

Examining officers realized how much prisoners valued even 

this short period and, therefore, as a means of coercion, 

exercised their power of permitting and forbidding exercise.  

About twelve o'clock newspapers and magazines were 

brought to the common cells; those in solitary confinement 

usually being deprived of them. One of the prison 

superintendents acted as distributor of papers and he made a 

fair profit on the job. Formerly newspapers could be bought in 

any quantity, but now, with the acute paper shortage, they 

were scarce even "outside" and for the prison the number of 

copies was extremely limited. Speculation arose among the 

prison guards who began buying up old, discarded magazines 



Original Copyright 1934 by Vladimir Tchernavin.   Distributed by Heritage History 2011 65 

and papers and reselling them to prisoners at the regular price. 

We bought these back numbers because we were willing to 

read anything to make life less monotonous, and we were 

badly in need of paper of any kind. Newspapers were, of 

course, always a cause of great excitement and were read 

through from top to bottom, including all the advertisements.  

About one o'clock preparations for dinner began. This 

meal consisted of soup and cereal. There were two kinds of 

soup: sauerkraut or barley with potatoes. It was supposed to 

contain beef, but the meat itself never reached the prisoners; it 

was thoroughly scraped from the bones and used in preparing 

various delicacies for the GPU lunchroom. (I know this 

because at one time I worked in the prison kitchen.) Only the 

"political" prisoners received a small piece of meat for dinner.  

The second course was a cereal, kasha  : poorly shelled 

barley (nicknamed "shrapnel"), millet or sometimes 

buckwheat. Both the soup and cereal were cooked by steam in 

special boilers under high pressure, transforming the former 

into a malodorous, muddy liquid and the latter into a sticky 

substance void of all nutriment.  

Dinner time for so large a number lasted for more than 

an hour, although ten minutes would have sufficed for each 

man to consume his portion. Then the table boards were again 

removed and those who had cots lay down, the rest of us 

trying to find some more comfortable place on benches near 

the wall where one could lean back. It was the "dead hour" and 

we were not allowed to move about or talk. This was no easy 

timeðtwo hours on a narrow bench; many preferred to crawl 

under the cots and lie on the floor. At about four o'clock the 

command came to "get up" and the preparations for the 

evening meal of cereal and "tea" began.  

So passed the whole day in petty bustle, endless 

moving about and waiting in line. The quietest time was 

between six and nine when it was possible to squeeze into a 

seat at a table and read by the dim light of one of the two 25-

watt lamps in the ceiling or else get into a corner for a talk 

with someone.  

This was also the hour fixed for lectures or discussions 

to divert the thoughts from prison actualities. Among the 

prisoners were many men of diverse specialties. I remember 

listening to lectures on "The Manufacture of Glass," "Iron," 

"Contemporary Views of the Structure of Matter," and many 

other topics. I was asked to speak on geographical and 

biological subjects, and I tried to tell in the most interesting 

manner about the different countries I had visited during my 

numerous expeditions, recalling incidents, types of people and 

anything that would at least for a time cause prison life to be 

forgotten. Sometimes I succeeded. The whole cell, including 

the workmen, peasants and criminals who could not 

understand many of the other talks, listened attentively.  

The common people were always friendly to me. I 

never felt that animosity between the intellectual and the man 

from the crowd which Dostoevski describes in his "Memoirs 

from the House of the Dead" and which is also described by 

others who had formerly been in exile. I often met with a 

thoughtfulness and kindness on their part which touched me 

deeply.  

During my first lecture, the subject of which was my 

expedition into Western Mongolia to the sources of the Irtish, I 

noticed with surprise that the criminals listened to me with 

excited attention. My young bandit friend, Vania Efimoff, who 

was unable to say anything without swearing, looked straight 

at my mouth, afraid to lose a word. Once in a while he would 

let out a cry of enthusiasm which he could not restrain.  

"Ah, son of a bitch, how he speaks! You could not read 

the like even in a book!"  

This lecture of mine appealed to his adventurous heart 

and he became touchingly devoted to me. He liked to sit down 

on the floor near my bench, to put his head on my knees and 

dream and plan that, in case we both were freed, I would go on 
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an expedition again and take him along. Alas! He knew too 

well that these were only dreams.  

One day, sitting near me thus, he told me the story of 

his short lifeðhe was only eighteen years old. His father, a 

peasant and a poor one, was left a widower with five children, 

the oldest of whom, Vania, was then seven. Later, the father 

took a second wife, a rich widow, but in doing so deceived 

another woman about whom Vania knew. So at the age of nine 

he left his father, whom he now despised, and went away with 

his two brothers aged seven and five. He left the girls with his 

father, but the boys he decided to take care of by stealing in 

the market. Thus began his thief's careerðprison colonies for 

young criminals, escapes, new imprisonments, gradual 

specialization in theft and, finally, the accusation of banditry. 

None the less he cherished a firm belief that there should be in 

man justice, truth, principles and honesty which he demanded 

even in prison life.  

For example: once it so happened that the task of 

washing the cell fell to a tradesman imprisoned with us. 

Washing the cell is dirty, disagreeable work; only the old and 

the sick are freed from it. This tradesman made an 

arrangement with a workman, imprisoned for stealing soup 

from a cooperative store, who agreed to do his task for one 

rouble. Efimoff found out about this agreement, and as soon as 

the workman began washing the floor he dashed at him and in 

a voice vibrating with rage declared that he would not let him 

do it, that it was cowardice for prisoners to employ each other. 

Seeing that the affair was going to end in a fightðVania was 

strong and agileðthe workman backed out and returned the 

rouble to its owner.  

"If you have no money, ask for it and we will gladly 

share, but do not sell yourself in prison," grumbled Vania.  

Vania rendered me many a service, but one was 

especially touching. In one of her early packages to me my 

wife sent a little tobacco in a pouch made from a piece of an 

old silk dress of hers. I lost it one day when we were taking 

our mattresses out of the cell. Vania noticed that I was grieved 

and insisted on finding out what the matter was. He crawled 

all over the cell, looked under every plank, quarrelled with 

half of the people, but found the pouch and brought it to me 

with a victorious and joyful air, as if it were a happiness for 

him, too.  

"I understand," he said, "it comes from home."  

I carried this pouch with me through all my prison life.  

Undoubtedly Efimoff could have been developed into a 

steady, strong man. But the Soviet system, which likes to boast 

of its ability to reeducate people, preferred to "liquidate" him, 

in spite of his eighteen years.  

One evening, as we all were going to sleep, Efimoff 

and Pavel Sokol were called out "with their belongings." Near 

the door of the cell stood several guards and the assistant 

commissar of the prison. There could be no doubtðexecution.  

Vania had hidden a knife which the criminals used for 

shaving.  

"Hey! Shall we?" he asked Pavel. "It's easier to die in a 

fight."  

"Leave it!" answered Pavel with artificial calmness. 

"The devil take them!"  

He spoke slowly and evenly, but the cigarette between 

his lips, his last one, trembled and would not light. Pavel 

walked out slowly, bent over, as if with great effort; Vania 

with quick steps, his eyes shining. As he reached the door he 

shouted loudly:  

"Do not remember me unkindly, comrades! Good-

bye!"  




























































































































































































































