


LIVING THROUGH SOVIET TIMES

Viktor, standing second from left, with Soviet partisans in late autumn
1943. Although the partisans appear to be well outfitted for winter, their
clothing had been borrowed for this photograph.

In autumn of 1943, during one of our night raids, we surprised
and destroyed some enemy transports, but there was a fierce battle.
Although we succeeded in capturing two German officers, the
raid wasn’t without cost, since one of our scouts, eighteen-year-
old Vladimir Mashistov, received a fatal chest wound in the fight.
Knowing that he would not survive, he asked me tearfully, if I were
successful in crossing the front, to call on his mother in Moscow and
tell her his story. Shortly after I gave him my promise, he became
febrile and delirious. We buried him in a shallow forest grave dug
with our knives and our hands.

For some weeks I had wanted to return to my own unit, and
Mashistov’s death increased this desire. Mashin also wanted to try
crossing the front to return to our unit. We discussed this with
Sizov, suggesting that, with the help of some of the partisans, we
two could take the German prisoners, and try to cross over to our
own lines. This would get the Germans out of the camp, and allow
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Mashin and me to return to our bomber squadron, where we could
be of greater use in the war. The danger, of course, was in getting
safely across the front. In addition, those of our captured soldiers
who did return from enemy territory were often considered to be
traitors or spies and were imprisoned.” We hoped that having Ger-
man officers with us as prisoners would demonstrate our loyalty.
With the enemy retreating westward, we knew the front was now at
the Desna River. Though winter was close at hand, the broad river
was not yet frozen over, and getting across would not be easy.

Sizov agreed for us to make the attempt, and offered us the as-
sistance of partisans who knew the terrain. Fortunately, the local
men knew the locations of rapids and sandbars where we could
cross the Desna River and the water would be only chest deep.
So it was decided. Mashin and I, with the help of three partisans,
Derjugin, Krotov, and Karpeshin, took the two prisoners and left
the camp. We reached the Desna unobserved by the enemy. There
was snow on the ground, but the river was not frozen over. We
say: “If you don’t know the ford, don’t jump in.” Now, it was really
true. As promised, the partisans had brought us to a very broad
but shallow section of the river. We each took off our clothes and
folded them into a bundle. Holding these bundles and our pistols
above our heads, and with our knives clenched between our teeth,
we waded naked and silent into the freezing water. Numb with cold,
but fortunately still undetected, we climbed out on the eastern bank
and quietly slipped on our clothes.

We were now in no man’s land in a boggy meadow between the
two armies, with few trees to hide us. As we were moving eastward,
German soldiers spotted our group of seven and opened fire with
mortars, each shell raising a geyser of mud and water. Running as
fast as we could through this swamp, sometimes from one shell hole
to the next, we successfully approached our lines. Not knowing who
we were, our own soldiers began to fire on us. We shouted out,

29 In Gulag Archipelago. Solzhenitsyn writes compellingly of how badly the
Soviet Union treated its soldiers who had escaped from German captivity.
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“Don’t shoot, we are partisans!” Then we heard cursing in Russian,
and a loud cry of, “Okay, you bastards! Who in the hell are you?”
Never had cursing sounded so much like music. We advanced
slowly and were recognized. A soldier took charge of our prisoners
and escorted us to the commanding officer for debriefing. The com-
manding officer thanked us for delivering the prisoners, made sure
we were fed, and then put Mashin and me on the train to Moscow.

When we arrived at our airdrome, we found that we had long
since been listed as “killed in action.” Once more we enjoyed a
riotous greeting from our comrades. It was a wonder they could
recognize us, considering the beards we had grown. Since falling
from the airplane, my eyes had remained as red as a rabbit’s, so I
spent some days in the hospital under treatment. Subsequently,
Mashin and I were assigned to the First Air Squadron of the
362™ Air Regiment where, for a few weeks, I flew on a transport
aircraft.

Early in 1944, we were retrained to fly on a twin-engine bomb-
er, the North American B-25], which was part of the military aid
supplied from the United States to the Soviet Union.* It carried a
crew of six and was the best fighting machine I ever flew on. Other
airmen who had no such airplane were extremely envious of us.
We began combat missions again. Throughout 1944 and until the
war ended in 1945, our targets were seaports in the Baltic region,
including Kaliningrad, Pillau, Riga, Grossgaidekrug, Gdansk,
Gdinya, Lipaja, Tilzit, and Klaipeda. We also flew missions to
Budapest and Berlin. During one of the many fierce battles, my
tellow crewmembers, Boldirev and Lukichjov, were killed before
my very eyes.

30 In the years 1944-45, the United States Lend-Lease Program supplied the
Soviet Union with thousands of planes, many being B-25 bombers.
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Viktor, far left, with some of the crew of a Soviet Lisunov type 2
(Li-2) aircraft, which was the Russian version of the DC-3, built
under a 1938 American license (aircraft identification by AFHRA,
courtesy of Lt. S. Lopez). Igor Fomin (see Note3 Chapter 13) is
pictured far right.

The B-25 had two 50-caliber “Colt-Browning” machine guns,
which I used to good effect against German fighter planes. On one
mission in 1945, when I was flying as a gunner and a radio operator,
we had not been able to find our target in the bad weather. On the
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way back to our base, we saw below us a German military train
en route to the front. We demolished it by dropping bombs on
the front and rear of the train, but, as it was daylight, two German
Focke-Wulf fighter planes spotted us and began to attack. As the
first member of the crew to see them, I asked the captain to perform
a complicated maneuver which would put them in my line of fire.
Using the machine guns from the tail position, I shot down the first
fighter. The other fighter plane flew away. In recognition of this, I
was awarded the “Order of the Red Star.” Between the 16™ and 26™
of April we flew four more missions over Berlin. My last combat
mission was to bomb the submarine base in Swinemunde on the 30
™ of April 1945, only days before our victory.

It was such a terrible war and no one wanted to die. I was
lucky—I survived.

War be damned!

Berlin fell on the 1% of May 1945, and on the morning of the 2™,
the victory was announced. When we heard the news that Germany
had surrendered unconditionally, we jumped out of our barracks
in Baranovichi, embraced and kissed one another, wept for joy,
and yelled at the top of our voices. In our own salute of victory, we
ran to the airfield, climbed into our planes, and fired our 50-caliber
machine guns into the air.

On the 8" of May, by order of the Supreme Commander-in-
Chief, we were transferred to the base in Moscow. The next morning,
when the surrender was officially announced to the Soviet people,
I was in Red Square, where the mood of the people was jubilant.
We combat soldiers were all embraced, kissed, and twirled around
by the celebrating population of Moscow. As first-class warriors,
we were granted the great honor of participating in the “Salute to
Victory” that afternoon. Flying at only 2,000 feet above Moscow,
we shot multicolored rockets and tracers into the air. It was an
extraordinary display!

Later, dressed in our best regimental uniforms and wearing
all our battle ribbons, three of us, Nick Chernolih, our navigator,
Gregory Yaglov, our captain, and myself, went to the center of the
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city, where we were again greeted as heroes by all the people. We
were treated to a torrent of adulation; we were tossed into the air
and caught again, while the crowd cheered wildly. Everyone laughed
and cried together and toasted each other with ale. By the evening,
tired and needing to rest, we passed by the Bolshoi Theatre where
Swan Lake was to be performed. We wanted more than anything to
see the ballet, but there was a huge crowd at the box office, with ma-
jors and colonels and others who out-ranked us waiting their turn.
Our hopes sank. But Chernolih, a junior lieutenant, was undaunted.
Squeezing his way to the box office through the crowd, he called
out, “Three tickets for Heroes of the Soviet Union!” Immediately
the tickets were given to him. So it was that we happened to be at
the Bolshoi Theatre on the evening of May 9™, 1945, along with
Moscow’s elite and the cream of international society, including
Lady Churchill. The performance was wonderful!

For the next three days, we were given passes to Moscow.
Although this was a time of fantastic celebration, I had made a
solemn promise to Vladimir Mashistov and had a somber duty to
discharge. On the 10™, I visited his mother at 2 Meschanska Street.
At first, I told her only that I brought greetings from Vladimir. In a
flash the news of my arrival spread, and soon all the women in the
building came running to her apartment. There were no young men
in Moscow at that time—only old men, women, and children. The
women brought what they could for me to eat and drink and asked
me about life at the front. I spoke truthfully about the war and, at
length, told Vladimir’s mother of her son’s death. She began to sob
uncontrollably, and then she fainted. We brought her around with
water and smelling salts, but we could not console her. Those days
of great victory were also days of great loss. I left those women with
tears in my eyes.

Viktor P. Kramchaninov
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The War: A Young Woman’s View

Maria Rudenko-Kramchaninova

Now this cursed war is on us.
“Tis a wicked thing, God knows:
Where there should have been a wedding
To the war the bridegroom goes!

From The Pedlars by Nikolai Nekrasov (1821-1878)!
NY

n 1939, the USSR and Nazi Germany signed an agreement that

divided Poland between Germany and the Soviet Union. The
southern part of what had been eastern Poland, including the city
of L’viv, became western Ukraine. I had no appreciation of the
coming disaster, but my parents and many others were worried.
For years, our government had said repeatedly that the Nazis were
fascists, and were enemies of Communism. So when the report of
the August Non-Aggression Treaty between the Soviet govern-
ment and Nazi Germany was made known, people could not un-
derstand it.”* It was lightning from a clear sky. When Poland was

31 Published in English translation by Soskice (1977, p91).

32 Thewar between Germany and the Soviet Union was delayed by the infamous
‘Non-Aggression Pact’ (with its “Secret Additional Protocol”, Appendix A) of
August 1939 between Stalin and Hitler. The Pact assured that Hitler’s armies
could invade Poland without interference from the Soviet Union, which, in
return, would receive a large slice of Polish territory, including the city of L'viv.
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divided between Germany and the Soviet Union in September,
this was also hard to understand. At that time, our people were
told by the government that “our brothers in Western Ukraine”
would be “released from bourgeois oppression.” Only a few knew
the truth. It was very dangerous to discuss one’s doubts. From
the peasants and upward, to our highest local officials, one heard
only, “We are simple people; our chiefs know better. If we are not
informed about something, then it is not necessary to inform us.”
We believed what was published in Pravda, and many things were
hidden from us.

In September 1939, the Soviet government assigned my father,
Pavel, to L’viv, where he was to be head of construction. For a
person who was not a member of the Communist Party to be
given such an important job was unusual. Father had completed
only four years at primary school, and had received only half a
year of formal training in construction, but he was self-taught,
bright, and enterprising. I think the Soviet government had liked
Father’s work in Zhitomyr, and had an urgent need to assume
control of the newly-acquired territory. In L’viv, he was assigned
the supervision of eleven Polish engineers, all of whom had been
well educated in Western Europe. He liked them and they worked
well together, but Father’s new assignment meant he must leave
immediately for L'viv. Mother, Galina, and I stayed behind in
Zhitomyr until I finished high school.

In May 1940, Father drove a truck from L’viv to attend my
high-school graduation. The graduation party was a great suc-
cess, and as Father played fiddle for the dancing, he enjoyed it
immensely. But after the graduation and party were over, he had
us pack our belongings into the truck for the journey to L'viv. It
was to be only the beginning of my sorrows. Even after more than
sixty years, I remember how hard it was for me to part with Viktor
and our friends. Viktor and I thought we would soon visit each
other, but fate ruled differently.
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Pavel and Christine Rudenko in a portrait taken in Lviv on

6 June 1941, just sixteen days before the German invasion of
Ukraine.

In the autumn, I began to study at the Medical Institute in
L'viv. It was hard, because the medical subjects were taught in
Polish, which was the nationality of the faculty. Only the Lenin-
Marxist philosophy was taught in Russian. Many of the students,
however, were now from Ukrainian families, and mass meetings
were organized in the central courtyard, where students standing
on boxes, barrels, or even trash cans demanded that all courses be
taught in Ukrainian. As things gradually settled down, I became
more interested in medicine, and I began to study hard. Viktor and
I corresponded regularly.

While I studied medicine and thought of Viktor, my parents
worried about the German army being just across the border, so
close to L'viv. It was their greatest anxiety. The older people knew
the costs of war with Germany, for they had not forgotten what it
had been like in 1914. My parents could only discuss this in the low-
est tones, and only between themselves or with their closest friends.
Whenever there was a public meeting, someone would ask: “Tell us,
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will there be war with Germany?” The local Party leaders invariably
answered: “Our government has ensured peace with Germany.”
Applause always followed. While I did not think about these things,
my parents did. As if to provide a record in case of separation by
war, they sat for a portrait in June 1941, only sixteen days before the
German invasion. It was their only formal photograph. Their fears
were well founded; our tranquility was not to last.

Soon after dawn on 22 June 1941, we heard the roar of airplanes,
and saw them wheeling and circling at different altitudes like au-
tumn leaves. At first, we thought it was a training exercise, until
anti-aircraft guns began to fire and bombs began to fall, some ex-
ploding close to our house. Suddenly realizing that this was war, the
people of L'viv rushed in panic to their basements. The city erupted
into military activity. Cars filled with soldiers sped along the streets,
and detachments of civilians with rifles, machine guns, and gas
masks appeared. We saw tanks positioned on the outskirts of the
city. Although we were told by the radio that the Soviet Army was in
retreat, we were reassured that this was a temporary situation, and
that the enemy would soon be expelled from our Motherland. Many
people believed these reports, and only evacuated their families to
nearby villages. Father had been ordered to continue his work, and
so we also moved to a village nearby, where it was quieter and he
could still commute to L'viv. But soon the order came to evacuate all
equipment from the factories in the city, together with all foodstufts
and livestock. Within a few days, the war had come to L'viv. When
fighting began in the streets, Father escaped by foot back to our
village. There were no cars. He put us all in a cart and we headed for
the railway station. We left nearly everything behind, although we
did bring the family photo album. I also brought my medical school
records, and for some reason, the gramophone. Maybe I was hoping
Viktor and I could dance to its music again someday. I marvel now
at how easy it was to leave so much behind, and at how one decides
what to keep. At the railroad station, each family was given a docu-
ment with a destination for the evacuation. We were to go to Lubni
in the Poltava region, where Father had once been employed. But

90



THE WAR: A YOUNG WOMAN’S VIEW

there were no trains. We had to travel by road in our cart. For the
whole journey, I clutched my gramophone.

Fear has big eyes. Tractors, tanks, and carts choked the road.
Most terrifying were the falling bombs from German planes flying
overhead, while we in our cart were barely able to move. Bombs
make no distinction between animals or people, civilians or soldiers,
able-bodied or wounded, men or women, children or adults. Carts
and tractors were bombed as readily as tanks or military cars. In
this congested mass were terrified cows, horses, and sheep, and they
too were hit by the bombs. I remember particularly the suffering of
the wounded men as they bumped along on the two-wheeled carts.
Only when we got far enough away to find a train and were able to
go farther east did we become more calm. These horrors of war have
stuck in my memory ever since.

In the city of Lubni, we managed to rent an apartment, which
the owners had vacated when they left for Russia. Father found a
job in construction, my sister found work as a bookkeeper at a cloth
factory, and I became a laboratory assistant at a bakery. Father,
now forty-six, was summoned to appear at the enlistment office for
military service but, within a few days, he had returned to continue
his construction work.

One morning, at the beginning of September 1941, I was on my
way to work as usual. But something was terribly wrong. Trucks
filled with wounded men were hurriedly leaving the hospitals, and
other wounded were being carried to the railway station on carts and
tractors. Horse-drawn sledges carrying the wounded were dragged
over the cobblestones. Soon the sound of gunfire was heard from
the nearby Sula River. Looking out from the window of the bakery,
I saw a tank with a swastika on its side roll into the Market Square
and fire its cannon down the road our soldiers had just taken. Some
of our men fell and others dived into the ditches beside the road.
We all ran home as the bombing began, and everyone hurried to
their basements.

In the morning, when we looked out of our windows, the streets
were full of German soldiers. Already, the Germans had posted up
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notices ordering all males to register at the commandant’s office.
People were afraid to leave their homes but their food supplies
soon ran out. Some went to nearby villages to exchange clothes for
food. After a few weeks, the German authorities ordered all Jews
to assemble at the Market Square, along with their valuables and
enough food to last them for three days. What a terrible and tragic
sight. Despite the threat of death, some Gentiles hid Jews in their
own homes. Some Jews hid themselves in cellars, but the Nazis
found and shot them. Those who had assembled in the square were
taken to a ravine outside the town where they were shot—old men,
children, babies, and women—every one of them. All night long the
firing was heard. None of us will ever forget.

The next disaster came a few days later. The Nazis began to round
up the young people for forced labor in Germany. Young men and
women were loaded like cattle onto the trains and shipped out.
When I and my sister Galina, a year younger than myself, received
our subpoenas to appear before the medical commission prior to
transport, we decided on a medical ruse. I would become tubercular.
Taking sputum from a patient who really did have tuberculosis, I
smeared it onto a microscope slide and then applied the appropri-
ate stain to demonstrate the tuberculosis germ. After writing my
own name on the slide, I presented myself and my evidence to the
commission. It was a risky thing to do, for had I been found out I
would have been shot. But I could not think of another way out.
After looking at the slide, the German physician even disdained to
examine me, and he let me go.

We prevailed upon a local physician, who was an eye specialist,
to help Galina feign eye disease. He admitted her to the hospital
and each day, for several weeks, he dripped atropine into her eyes
and kept them covered with bandages. She, too, was excused by
the commission on medical grounds. In this way, we escaped being
slave laborers for the Nazis, a fate suffered by literally millions of
other Ukrainians.

Near the end of 1943, when the Soviet Army retook Lubni, we
were released from German occupation. My parents had always
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dreamed that Galina and I would receive higher education and they
did everything in their power to make this happen. Now that Lubni
had been liberated, Father immediately began to search for work
that would pay enough for Galina and me to attend a university.
We would have to go to another city, because there was no institute
of higher learning in Lubni. Since I had studied at the L’viv Medical
Institute and had fled L'viv with my student card and record book,
I could show the courses I had taken and my grades. In 1944, I
presented these documents to the Kiev Medical Institute, and was
accepted as a student in the pediatric faculty. I had to begin all over
again and retake everything I had studied before the war.

The war had destroyed many houses and apartments in Kiev,
so the Institute administration could not provide student accom-
modation for those with no family in the city. We had to rent a
place where we could sleep, prepare food, and study—even if it was
just a corner of an apartment. Luckily, soon after I arrived in Kiev,
I met a very fine and modest classmate called Ludmila who was in
the same situation as myself. We immediately liked each other and
decided to share rent for a single room we had found. We saved
money and could study better there than in a corner of someone
else’s apartment. We got along well and learned to eat economically,
but our studies at the Institute were demanding. Just to keep up, we
spent virtually all our time doing homework, writing summaries
of the lectures and assignments, drawing the diagrams, observing
and performing dissections at the anatomy laboratory, going to the
library, and attending the scientific conferences organized by the
students’ society. Whenever there was a little free time, we hurried
to the theatre. Running rather than walking, we arrived early enough
to buy the cheapest tickets for standing room in the gallery, for any
seats were far beyond our means. If we managed to buy tickets, we
were like children who had been given a gift. After the performance
we would discuss everything we had seen and heard.

Of course, after our family fled L'viv in 1941, I lost all contact
with Viktor. I knew that he was fighting somewhere, but I had no
idea where, or even whether he was alive. I wrote letters to his fam-
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ily in Zhitomyr, but they could not help, for they were also under
German occupation and no communication was possible from
occupied Ukraine to the Soviet Union. At the end of 1943, imme-
diately upon hearing that Zhitomyr had been liberated, I wrote to
them again, and they received my letter after the New Year, just
before Alexander left to join the Soviet Army. Alexander, believing
that he, being in the military himself, could better locate Viktor,
took my letter with him. But when Viktor was given a short military
leave early in 1944 to visit his family in Zhitomyr, he and Alexander
missed each other. My precious letter had gone to war! Viktor’s
family did not have my address, and it took until June for Viktor
to learn where I was living. On 7 July 1944, I received my first news
from him. The little paper triangle, dated 30 June 1944, gave only
his return address, Field Post Office 13730, on the one side, and a
censor’s stamp of approval on the other. But now I knew he was
alive! My joy and relief knew no bounds. I answered immediately.
Despite the war, mail got through. On 5 August, I received a second
letter from him. The letter began:

How are you, Maria?

Today I received the letter for which I have been waiting
all these years. It has made me unspeakably glad! Although
I don’t know what remains within me of Viktor the tenth-
grade boy, whom you last saw four years ago at the gradua-
tion party, a soft spot for you has remained in my soul. Wher-
ever I went—everywhere—your photo was always with me,
in the breast pocket of my army shirt.

The letter continued with descriptions of what had happened
to him in the battles he had fought. From then on, even though we
had no envelopes or proper writing paper, we wrote on whatever
we had, even newspaper or pages torn out of books. Folded into a
triangle, unsealed and without postage, such letters went back and
forth between us. Because of the war, they were not delivered as
promptly as we would have liked.
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Sample letter front and back from Viktor to Maria. Paper folded into a
triangle, without seal or postage, served as wartime mail in the Soviet Union.
Multiple postmaster stamps indicate the letter’s torturous route.

95



LIVING THROUGH SOVIET TIMES
29 September 1944

My dear Maria, Good Day!

I have not written before now because I have only just
received your letters.

The battle goes on and we are pushing the enemy further
and further to the west. Now we are delivering—right into the
den of the enemy, Germany, and its ally Hungary—tons and
tons of Soviet messages filled with the revenge of our people.
We flew above Budapest to bring this last of our enemy’s allies
to reasom; it is time for that scum to follow their neighbor
Rumania out of the war. Now and then we have a hard time
of it. But, as you can see, my Lucky Star guards me in combat;
I am still alive, safe and sound, though I have had many close
calls...

Maria, you asked me to send you a photograph of myself.
It is enclosed. Some time ago, a military reporter for a news-
paper visited us at the front and took this picture.

I have received a letter from Alexander. He is already out
of the hospital and is again in combat on the front line in
Lithuania. He sends you his best wishes. I wrote him a very
severe letter, you know! He was in a hospital very close to me,
but he wrote only after he had been discharged. I could have
visited him! It was my dream to see him; we have not seen
each other for four years! But I cannot be too hard on him; he
is as solid as a rock, and a brave soldier in combat.

Maria, please write to me more often. Let me make myself
clear: I very much want to see you in person, not just in a
photograph.

How are you getting along at the Institute? Give my best
wishes to all your family.

Kisses,
Viktor
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Viktor, far right, with other crewmembers, including the pilot Gregory
Yaglov (sitting next to Viktor), after a mission in 1944. On the back of the
photograph, Viktor had inscribed, “Sorry to send you such a sour mug,
but our job is not always fun.”

With what ecstasy I read Viktor’s letters from the front! Ludmila
rejoiced with me. We reread them several times each day. When a
letter arrived, I felt myself to be the happiest girl in the world. I was
infinitely glad that he was alive and that he was able to write to me
under the conditions of battle. Within the limits set by the censors, he
told me the latest news of his air squadron. What I treasured most was
his honesty in divulging his innermost thoughts and feelings. These
triangles with the return address “Field Mail 13730” were so dear to
me! It seemed to me that I had grown the wings of an angel; I did not
walk on the ground, but flew through the air. When I received a letter
from Viktor, the entire world seemed to join me in celebration.

Unfortunately, the joy of knowing Viktor was alive and the hap-
py prospect of my getting a medical degree did not protect me from
the illness that happened at this time. During the war years, many
villages were emptied of able-bodied workers, and students were
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sent to the countryside to help with the harvests. In the autumn of
1944, students at our institute were assigned to harvest sugar beets
on a collective farm. But there was no accommodation, and we had
to live in a pigsty. It was dreadful, but we did our best to make it
habitable. We spread around copious amounts of lime to improve
the sanitation and the smell, and we layered the floor deep with hay
and straw to provide our beds. But it was October, and autumn was
far advanced. The walls had openings that passed for windows, but
there was no glass in them, and at night the cold winds blew in upon
us. During the day, machines were used to dig up the ground, but
we had to use our own hands to scour through the dirt for the beets.
Having gathered them, we sat upon piles of these tubers, prepar-
ing them for transport, while the cold rain drizzled down upon us.
Temperatures fell, winds increased, and adequate clothing against
the wind and rain were not available. We were always cold, both day
and night. Many students fell sick, and I among them. I developed
a high fever and a severely infected throat. In those days, penicillin
was not available to treat my streptococcal throat infection. I was
sent back to Kiev, and after ten days I was well enough to resume
my studies. But then I developed acute rheumatic fever, which often
follows strep throat, and which affected my joints so badly that for
weeks I could hardly walk.

It was 1945 before I felt well again and was able to continue my
studies. A letter from Viktor while I was recovering sent my spirits
soaring. My sick heart was renewed by his constant love. Having
told him of my illness, I needed and welcomed his encouragement
to keep on with my medical studies. With this letter in my heart, I
resolved to keep going—no matter what.

29 October 1944

Hi Marijka,

Well, there you go, you received my photo at last, and I'm
glad of it. I think—I hope—that one fine day I will be able to
return to you. It is going to get better; we just have to learn to
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wait. You probably don’t realize that you are helping me to
fight. Before every mission, it has become a habit of mine to
take out your picture from the left pocket of my jacket where
I keep it with my Communist card. I look at you and say:
“Well, Marusia, where will we go today and what will we
see?” And, together, we fly off to the war.

The time has long gone since, as a schoolboy, I dreamed
about flying and thought of it as very romantic. Generally speak-
ing, when the sun is shining and the weather is fine, it is very
nice to fly over picturesque countryside, somewhere far from the
front lines. But war, as you know, is not romantic. Fighting from
the air, just as on the ground, is very hard work. It is physically
hard—we sweat and sometimes we bleed—and morally it is even
harder. Battle tests a man down to the very depths of his soul.

How am I? We are fighting and, I think, fighting well. For
liberating the city and port of Riga, we received the Order of
Gratitude from Stalin. Moscow saluted us. And now we are
fighting heart and soul against East Prussia, the same place
where the war started. And I tell you, Marusia, that German
cities burn just as well as ours did not so long ago. At night,
when we fly behind their lines, we can recognize Prussia from
sixty miles away by the flames. The devil only knows what’s
happening on the front lines—but it must be some sort of hell.

How are you, Marusia? I'm so glad to hear about your
medical achievements. It’s true that this is something you
must do; nothing else is as important for you now.

There is one question that worries me. We are not kids
anymore, and I want to talk to you simply and honestly. Right
now, in the midst of this war, it is very easy to make quick friend-
ships, and you and I have many friends, both men and women,
who are just that—only friends. I do not want to force you into
anything but, if you value our feelings for one another, and if I
personally mean a lot to you, please don’t rush into some other
relationship that you may later regret. Everything will come later
for us, and I promise it will be legal and proper, as well as better
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and more beautiful than anything else. I often think about you,
and not only as my best friend, but also as a woman, and as a
girl I can share everything with. I don’t mean that we should be
prisoners and spend all our free time within our own four walls,
but just that our friends should stay that—just friends.

Ireally like that lovely song “Marusia”—especially the words:

“For these two years, where ‘ere I go,
Her picture to myself I show,
For two long years it has been so,
Maybe I'm a fool, but maybe no?”

I think, my dear Carrot-top, that you understand me.
What do you think?
That’s all for the moment. Best wishes to Galina and the

old folks.
I hug you and hold you close to my heart,

Viktor

The time between one of Viktor’s letters to the next seemed like an
eternity. While I was recovering it was especially hard when there was
no word from Viktor for a long period. The blackest ideas came into
my head. I could not sleep; I could not study. Nothing pleased me: I
was oblivious to everything that was going on around me. I wrote him
letters again and again, and waited and waited. In my soul, I still had
a glimmer of hope that he was alive. Let him be wounded if he must,
but keep him alive! I hoped that we would survive this terrible time
and, when it was all over, that we should see each other again. Now,
as I look back on those days, I recall the poem by Konstantin Siminov:

WAIT FOR ME
Wait for me, I'm your tomorrow,
Wait though your strength be gone,
Wait through the yellow rains of sorrow,
Wait when the blizzard rages on.
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Wait through Summer’s heat and midnights dreary,
Wait though others have grown weary,
And forgotten yesteryear.

Those not steadfast, who let love abate,
How will they know, how understand,
Your waiting has saved me, preserved my fate,
From the fire of a burning land.

Only we will know that I live still
Because of your love and strength of will.
You alone, as no one else, did wait.”

And with what elation I received a new message from Viktor!
22 January 1945

Hello, my dear Marijka!

I have received your letter of 7 January, and I don’t know
how to thank you for it! I value it even more dearly than the oth-
ers. I carry all of your letters in my pocket and read and reread
them until they are just tatters and smudges. I have always kept
you at the forefront of my mind and I know that you are waiting
for me with all the strength and faithfulness that any girl could
have. Maria, believe me, I will not fail to live up to your hopes.
But both of us will have to wait till the end of this war.

For now, we continue to fight. We are advancing steadily
and never before have we pressed the enemy as hard as we do
now, right into the heart of East Prussia. I got a letter from
Alexander and he is giving the fascists as hard a time on land
as I am from the sky. He sends you his warmest regards and
many good wishes. He sent me his photo—you know, his face
has changed so much that I hardly recognized him. I had
remembered him as the boy he was just before I left for the

33 Translated and rhymed by the editors.
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front. Father is also in the army. Only the women are left at
home now and they are waiting for us to bring victory. Now
Berlin lies ahead, and the only way to you lies through it.

Maria, please write to me more often. Your letters are the
only pleasures I have. I cannot hope to answer them all, but
write all the same. Although it is now winter, it is sometimes
very hot here. I am sending you my most recent photo. That’s
all for today. I wait for your letters and photograph. I want to
be able to look at you every day.

Give my best wishes to the old folks, Galina and your
girlfriends.

Kiss you and fold you in my arms,

Viktor

I kept each letter, and I still keep them, and I will keep them
for as long as I live. I read and reread these yellowed triangles and
endure our past all over again. In our youth, so many years ago,
we trusted deeply in our ultimate victory over a heinous enemy,
and this belief helped us to live through, and to struggle with, all of
our difficulties. But now old age is upon me. The rheumatic fever I
had during the war damaged my heart valves. Many other illnesses
have come, and I must struggle with them daily. These old letters
from Viktor help me get through the difficulties of my life today:
difficulties which, in some ways, are not so diftferent from those of
the war years.

Maria Rudenko-Kramchaninova
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Surviving German Occupation: A Boy’s View

Gregory Kramchaninov, Viktor’s younger brother

Up rose a black cloud like a wall
And reached for Heaven's gate,
And like the mother of all nights
It frowned with face of hate...

From Moses by Ivan Franko (1856-1916)*
N

In 1939 our family—my parents, Panteley and Barbara, my two
older brothers, Viktor and Alexander, and myself—moved from
Donbass to Zhitomyr. The cost of living was less expensive, but by
autumn food was in short supply. As a growing eleven-year-old
boy, I never got enough to eat, and the food available was low in
calories, without meat or fat. There was even a shortage of bread.
Each evening, a long queue appeared in front of the baker’s shop,
even though the shop opened at seven o’clock in the morning.
Each person was permitted to buy only one two-pound loaf. People
expressed their displeasure in whispers. If you complained aloud,
the “black raven” secret police car would be at your door the next
morning. Informers were in every queue. The food shortage was not
because we failed to grow enough, but rather because trainloads of

34 Published in English translation by Andrusyshen and Kirkconnell (1963, p 243).
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Ukrainian grain were sent daily to Germany, to satisfy the treaty
signed in August 1939 between the German minister, von Ribben-
trop, and our Molotov.

In 1940, Viktor left for the army, and my sister, Nina, was born.
Because the food shortage was driving up prices, our parents de-
cided to reduce expenses by moving the family from our house into
a rented apartment. We found one in the suburbs of Zhitomyr, but
for the five of us there were only three hundred square feet of living
space—two small rooms and a kitchen. Somehow, we managed.

The summer of 1941 was very hot. One day, I went with Mother
to the registry office in the center of Zhitomyr to get the special food
allowance for families with many children. Bombs suddenly began
to fall in the city, and we realized that war had begun. The date was
22 June. Our family had not expected a German invasion, so this
was a dreadful shock. Soon, great numbers of people began to pass
through our city as they fled to the east. These refugees told terrible
stories, which together with the rapid enemy advance caused panic
in Zhitomyr. What were we to do? Where should we run? We were
paralyzed by fear and uncertainty.

Our parents first thought we should move east to the Donbass,
where my sisters, Natalia and Katerina, lived with their families,
but the war came too quickly. On 7 July, Father ran home from
work and said that we must immediately evacuate to Kiev and that
his factory had allotted a truck for our family. But then the offer
was rescinded, because all transport was needed to carry wounded
soldiers. We were told to go to the railway station, but the station
was bombed even before we left home. Not knowing what to do, we
stayed at home—no other option existed. The city officials distrib-
uted all food from the storehouses directly to the people to keep it
from the enemy. Two days later, on 9 July 1941, only eighteen days
after the war began, Nazi troops occupied Zhitomyr.

It was no longer living—only survival. Within a few days, Jews
were ordered into a ghetto. The Nazis ordered all males between
eighteen and sixty to register at the police office and at the labor
registry office. Alexander, 15, and myself were exempted, for we
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were too young, but Father had to register, and I went with him.
On the way, Nazi soldiers stopped us, claiming that Father was a
saboteur responsible for an explosion near our house. In one of the
most frightening experiences of my childhood, they were about
to execute him, when, at the last moment, a Ukrainian policeman
appeared and succeeded in stopping the execution. He was Father’s
good friend, whose old car Father had maintained in good condition
for many months. He explained to the soldiers that Father was an
honorable man, who could not have caused the explosion. Getting
support from a policeman helped, but what made the real difference
was the policeman’s recommendation of Father as the best motor
mechanic in the region. Father was released because the German
soldiers knew that they would need someone to repair their cars,
trucks, and tanks. Soon Nazi vehicles began to appear at Father’s
garage, and he was appointed to oversee other repair shops around
the city.
The Nazis put up posters all around the city:

“Anyone who gives shelter to partisans, Jews, or prisoners of
war will be shot!”

“Anyone having a weapon, or a radio, or a subversive leaflet
will be shot!”

“Anyone who steals gasoline will be required to give blood—
for each three ounces of gasoline we will take one half pint of
blood!”

Still, our family took many risks. We hid a few hens in a distant
shed where they were safe from seizure. In the first few days, the
German occupation was disorganized. Seeing the Nazi storage
depots not carefully guarded, Alexander and I ignored the dangers
and slipped in to steal food and anything useful. So, initially, we
had food—some meat, potatoes, sour cabbage, cucumbers, cere-
als, flour, and fat—but soon such theft became too dangerous and
we had to go into the forest to collect berries, mushrooms, fruits,
acorns, and whatever else we could find.
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With the help of one of his friends, Alexander was able to obtain
a radio. He brought it home, hid it in the crawl space under our
kitchen, and brought the antenna out onto the roof of our single-
story house. Because discovery would mean death for the entire
tamily, Mother covered the hatchway each day with sweepings, and
disguised the antenna with laundry hung out to dry. Despite the
risk, our family listened to Radio Moscow. It became our spiritual
medicine and hope for forthcoming liberation.

Once, when searching through a bombed-out house, Alexander
found portraits of the members of our Politburo. It was illegal to
have such things, but we kept them as reminders of the past and hope
for the future. One night, when we were looking at these, somebody
knocked at our window. Mother quickly raked the photos into the
ash pit. The knock was repeated. We opened the door to a well-
dressed man about thirty years of age. He said, “I am a Polish Jew
and I work as an interpreter at the Nazi office. Every day I wait to be
sent to the Jewish ghetto, and I have decided to escape instead.” He
asked for worn, dirty clothes and to be allowed to stay for one night.
Early the following morning, he went away. Such things happened
often. Knowing our patriotism, neighbors frequently sent fugitives,
especially soldiers, to our house. The risks were great, but we always
helped them to escape: Mother could not refuse anyone in need.

Survival was the greatest challenge for everyone, but our family
had an additional problem. We had to provide for my baby sister,
Nina, who was a year old. How could we get her enough of the
proper food? Mother made an agreement with a neighbor, who had
a cow. In exchange for some of the milk, Alexander and I would
feed the cow. And we did. We went to the forest with whatever tools
we could find to cut grass and gathered sprigs that the cow might
eat. We saved our vegetable wastes and scavenged those from other
people. It was enough, for every day we got some milk for Nina.

Mother boiled foods like potatoes and carrots until they were
soft. After these were finely mashed, she added breadcrumbs and
made it all into a thin gruel which she carefully spooned into Nina’s
mouth, so as not to lose a drop. Nina seemed to understand, for she
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opened her little mouth wide, like a nestling bird waiting to be fed.
After each spoonful, she would joyfully pump her tiny fists up and
down.

Mother’s resourcefulness was reflected in her motto: “God is
God, but don’t underestimate yourself.” She was well known as a
“jack-of-all-trades,” sewing slippers, caps, jackets, and skirts. Father
would bring home from the garage any worn out tires that had been
discarded. With his help, Mother made shoes, using parts of the tire
for the soles and other parts for the straps. She then exchanged these
things for food in the market, in particular for curds and butter for
Nina.

But how could we provide everything else an infant needed? As
my parents were both busy, and because Alexander was now work-
ing with Father repairing engines, it fell to me to look after Nina,
and I became her “nurse.” Soon she was teething, and she began to
walk by holding on to the furniture. She had curly blonde hair, big
blue eyes, and chubby, dimpled cheeks. We loved her very much,
and to us she was a little angel —a much-needed reminder that there
was some good left in the world.

In the battles near Kiev, the Nazis captured thousands of So-
viet soldiers. I remember how the Nazis drove these prisoners like
cattle through the center of our city. Our men were ragged, dirty,
barefooted, hungry, and bandaged. They were more dead than alive.
When Mother saw them, she grabbed the cast-iron pot containing
potatoes from the stove and ran towards the moving column of
captives. Some of the other women also ran out with foodstuffs,
but the German guards struck the women with rifle butts and shot
any prisoner who reached for the food. Seeing what was happen-
ing, Mother cried out to the other women: “Throw the food on the
road ahead of the prisoners—they will pick it up from there.” And
they did. As our men walked, they gathered food from underfoot,
slipped it into their mouths and ate. It was an unforgettable, tragic
sight. Many times during the occupation, Mother provided food in
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this manner to our captured men. Unfortunately, because of their
treatment by the Nazis, few of those captured survived.*

There was always hunger, even for civilians. Now that Father
was working in more than one garage repair shop, he earned a little
extra money, and that helped. We also had Alexander’s salary. Oc-
casionally, I could help Father too, and for pay I was given a small
loaf of bread, which I confess was pretty badly nibbled by the time
I got home. In the spring, we planted a small vegetable garden on
some land close to our building. It was not enough, so we ate acorns
and the leaty tops of root vegetables. When Mother had a few mo-
ments to look after Nina, I rushed into the streets and prowled
among the German military camps looking for scraps of food or
anything that might be exchanged for it. No one had enough food
for a normal existence.*

We had to resort to various tricks. It was dangerous, but almost
every day we stole gas from German trucks under repair in one of
the garages around the city, or we hid among parked Nazi vehicles to
siphon off the gas. I carried the gasoline home in a flat flask fastened
to my belly. Throughout the war, the skin around my navel was raw.
Whenever we were successful in obtaining this life-giving liquid,
we would bring it to the market to exchange it for food. Sometimes,
with the money we got from selling the gas, Mother would go to
the cattle market where she would buy the cheapest animal avail-
able, which always turned out to be a very old horse. Father would
slaughter the animal. Some of the sausages we sold in the market.
The risks were great, but we had meat! In the forest, we gathered
acorns, dried them, and ground them into meal to make bread.

Alexander consistently took the greatest risks. Just before
Christmas in 1941, at dusk on a cold day, a truck with canvas cover-
ing the load on its bed drove into the yard of Father’s garage. The

35 Nazi brutality of captured soldiers quickly became apparent. Of the 600,000
Ukrainians taken prisoner in the 1941 Kiev encirclement, few survived the
starvation, exposure, disease, beatings and mass execution (see Appendix D).

36 Inhumane treatment by the Nazis was not limited to prisoners of war but
was also extended to the civilian population. [See Appendix E.]
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driver and two German soldiers emerged from the cab and came
into the office to warm themselves. The German guard at the gate
also went inside to celebrate Christmas. The truck was now deserted
and the yard unguarded. Alexander sauntered over and lifted the
canvas to see what the truck carried. He saw bales of silk banners
intended to decorate German army headquarters and official build-
ings. Quickly, he got into the driver’s seat, started the engine, and
sped to the outskirts of the city where he knew of a bombed-out
building. He managed to hide all the bales in the basement. He then
drove the truck to the opposite side of the city, where he left it on
the street. He said nothing when he got home.

A great commotion broke out in the city. The Gestapo searched
the garage, nearby houses, roads, and markets, but found nothing.
After some days, Alexander surreptitiously brought home one of
the banners, carefully hidden under his coat. The banner was made
of heavy silk. The fringes were beautiful tassels, and these Mother
unstitched and burned to ashes. She dyed the cloth a dark brown
by boiling it for several hours in a broth made from onion peel and
berries from elder and alder trees. When she had finished, no one
could tell it had been a Nazi banner! She sewed a skirt from this
material and exchanged it in the market for potatoes. That winter,
Alexander made many dangerous excursions to his hiding place,
each time bringing back two or three banners which, after Mother
had converted them into clothing, bought potatoes, millet, soap,
and kerosene at the market. It was a huge risk, but we survived!

By 1942, the front had passed far to the east, and Zhitomyr was
deep in German-occupied territory. The Nazis imposed a strict and
permanent curfew from 10:00 PM until 6:00 AM, but Alexander
was intrepid. He was sometimes absent from home the whole
night, and, during his absences, we heard explosions around the
city. German storage depots, armored cars, and even the German
commandant’s office were blown up. The partisans were at work.
Although we never spoke of it, we knew that Alexander had to
be one of them. For each partisan demonstration of defiance, the
German occupation forces reacted with bloody terror. They made
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unexpected forays into the market, rounding up innocent people as
hostages. Some were shot or hung, while others were sent to work
as slave laborers in Germany.

The Nazis had built a gallows for public executions in the city
square. One day, after some explosions the previous night, German
soldiers made a sweep of people in the market, and I was caught in
their net. At gun point we were herded to the gallows, not knowing
what would happen. When we got there, we saw that we were to
be the unwilling spectators of the hangings, for they had already
selected their victims. One was a teenaged girl with the rope around
her neck. When she saw us, she cried out, “Long live the Mother-
land! Long live Stalin!” Immediately a soldier came forward. I will
never forget the terror in her eyes as he kicked out the stool on
which she stood.

For two and a half years, until the end of 1943, we were under
occupation, living usually with hunger and always with fear. As
we listened to broadcasts from Moscow on our hidden radio, we
rejoiced at our victory at Kursk in the summer of 1943, and then
again as our army recaptured Kharkiv in the autumn. We knew that
the tide had turned against Germany, and we began to look forward
to liberation. But the dangers were not over. Early in December, the
Soviet army was advancing on Zhitomyr. In their desperation, the
German forces tightened their hold on us. A patrol stopped Father
and me on our way home from the garage. As usual, we had stolen
some gasoline, which I was carrying in the flat flask on my belly.
The German soldiers smelled gasoline and prepared to execute
Father. At that moment, shells began exploding around us. We had
come under heavy bombardment from our own army, which was
now on the outskirts of the city. Once more, Father was saved from
execution.

Zhitomyr was liberated, but only briefly, for the German Army
soon retook the city. In a frenzy, German soldiers ransacked every
house looking for men or boys to build defenses for them. For days,
Father, Alexander and I hid in a narrow gully camouflaged with
leaves. Only at night would we venture out, being careful to avoid
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German patrols enforcing the curfew. When we were liberated
permanently on 24 December 1943, we could finally return home.

After the liberation, Alexander joined the Soviet Army and
fought with it right into Germany until the victory in the west. He
was wounded twice, but both times returned to active duty. Father
also joined the army. He was never wounded, but shells exploded
near him on several occasions. Once an explosion covered him with
dirt, and he was saved only because his friends quickly used shovels
to dig him out. After the surrender of Germany in May 1945, Fa-
ther, now fifty, was demobilized and returned home in June. When
Viktor came home again on leave, we had a partial family reunion.
Nina, a baby when Viktor joined the army, was now five years old.
But there were two faces missing.

Absent was my oldest brother, Nikolai. He had joined the army
in September 1941 and never completed his economics studies
in Odessa. He became a company commander and was killed at
Stalingrad in 1942. The government said only that he was missing
in action, but an eyewitness told us how he died. He was hit directly
by an incoming shell and disappeared in the explosion. The govern-
ment never listed him as killed in action, and never awarded the
family a pension for his military service.

Also missing was my brother, Alexander. After Germany’s de-
feat, he was transferred to the Far East to fight against Japan. Later,
we learned that he had been wounded twice in the lung and had
died in a hospital in Voroshilov-Ussurijsk.”” Of the five men in our
family, only Father, Viktor, and myself survived.

37 'The Soviet Union declared war against Japan on 8 August 1945 (two days
after the United States had dropped an atomic bomb on Hiroshima) and invaded
Manchuria on the ninth, also the date on which the United States dropped an
atomic bomb on Nagasaki. Six days later Japan surrendered. Alexander must have
been fatally wounded in the final days of World War IL
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Post-war Kramchaninov family reunion, June 1945, in Zhitomyr.
Front row, left to right: Panteley (Viktor’s father, age fifty, who had just
returned from fighting in Germany), Nina (Viktor’s youngest sister, age
five), Edik and Vadik (sons of Katerina), Barbara. Back row, left to
right: Viktor on leave from the army, Katerina (Viktor’s older sister),
and Gregory (Viktor’s younger brother).

After the war was over, life in Zhitomyr continued to be hard for
several years. There was not enough to eat. Children would come to
our house and ask Mother if she had something to give them, even
if it was just enough bread to taste.

After I finished high school, I was fortunate to be accepted by
an institute in L’viv, and Viktor and Maria kept the letter I wrote to
them after I was admitted:
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Lviv
25 August 1948

I hope you are well, my dear family in Kiev,

I received the letter from Viktor and Maria, which made
me very glad. Now I report that I am enrolled in the L'viv
Polytechnic Institute for Petroleum Engineering. I am very
fortunate, for there were four or five persons applying for
each place. In the entrance examinations, I did well in math-
ematics, but my brain swelled up during the English exam. As
you may remember, in 1944 when I was in the ninth grade,
we stopped studying German, and began English, so my only
full year of English was in the tenth grade. But I forced myself
through the exam as best I could, and somehow got admitted
to the freshman class. Now I get the uniform free and 400
rubles a month! In five and a half years, I will graduate as an
engineer. Viktor, I have a favor to ask of you. You remember
the instruments you had in Zhitomyr? Here at the Institute,
engineering drawing is very important, but for a compass I
have only a sharp stylus with a pencil on the end of a string. If
you still have your mechanical drawing kit, and don’t need it,
especially the compass, I could sure put it to good use.

Viktor, I know you have been angry with me for not pur-
suing my education. But I came here to L'viv to decide what
my career should be, and now I have decided, and more than
that have actually begun. This should make you very happy.

Regards,
Gregory

I married while a student at the Institute, and, after graduation,

I worked as a petroleum engineer in the Soviet Union until retire-
ment, save for two years in Afghanistan. My parents moved from
Zhitomyr to L'viv. Father worked as a janitor, a job that was a waste
of his marvelous talent for vehicle repair. In 1968, he became ill with
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prostate cancer and died. Mother then went to live with her young-
est daughter, Nina, who by then was married to Viktor Drugov, an

automotive engineer in L’viv.

Gregory Kramchaninov
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Early Postwar Years and
My Marriage to Viktor

Maria Rudenko-Kramchaninova

...it is not possible
for me to love another.

Marina to Dimitry from Boris Godunov by Alexander Pushkin
(1799-1837)*

N

y 1945, I had recovered from rheumatic fever and returned

to my studies. I ran about to clinics and libraries once again.
Ludmila and I spent a lot of time looking for cheap foods and other
necessities, but even with our scrimping, we did not have enough
money. On some Saturdays we went for meals with my family in
Lubni, and we returned to Kiev on Sundays. Sometimes my sister
Galina visited us and brought from home some pies, meat, or bacon.
We had won the war, but we still struggled with lack of food and
too little money. All the same, we found time to go to the cinema, to
museums, and to any new art exhibition. But during these difficult
days, it was my correspondence with Viktor that buoyed my spirits.

38 Published in English translation by Barbour, 1953, and on the internet by
Blackmask.com, 2002.
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Then came a new crisis. Viktor wrote to me from a hospital bed.
His suffering had not ended with the war—he had barely survived
a third airplane crash!

Baranovichi
25 July 1945

Hello, my dear Maria!

We are used to sharing not only our joys, but also our
misfortunes. I didn’t want to alarm you before, but now that
this terrible business is all over, I can finally write. On 17
June, three days after my visit to Zhitomyr, we flight-tested a
new airplane. On take-off, we could not gain altitude and the
right engine caught fire. We plowed through six utility poles
and tore into a railroad embankment. The plane broke into
splinters but, through some miracle, I survived. Nearby were
some anti-aircraft gunners, and they dragged me unconscious
from the debris before the fuel tanks and the ammunition ex-
ploded. None of the other five crew lived. Somehow, my Lucky
Star is always with me when I'm on a plane. I had a narrow
escape; I am covered with abrasions and bruises, my body is
black and blue all over, and my hair and fingers are singed,
but all this is a trifle. The main thing is that no bones are
broken. Here in the hospital, they poke me with needles every
day, but I am getting better and can already walk about. The
guys from my squadron come to visit me often with berries
and all sorts of small gifts, but the main thing is that they
lift my spirits. I feel so sorry for the boys that died, especially
Vladimir Astrahantsev. Do you remember him from my let-
ters? I've often written about him. He was the one who had
the cannonball slam in volleyball. Their remains, charred
beyond recognition, are buried at the crash site. Soon I will
be discharged from here and sent to a sanatorium in Crimea
for convalescence.
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You know, Maria, the Kiev Aircraft Administration has
asked that I be sent there to work, and my unit commander
has agreed, but it depends on the division commander. I will
do my best to get the transfer. Why the hell do I fly on these
coffins? I have had enough, though my friends tell me that
after three crashes I will probably walk until I'm a hundred
and crawl until I'm two hundred!

Don’t worry about me! I'm okay. My best regards to your
parents, and to Galina, and Katerina.

Write and tell me how you did on your examinations.

Kiss you with all my heart,
Viktor

Viktor’s burns, though extensive, were not severe. He remained
in the hospital for more than a month, and while he was there, as
though he didn’t have enough trouble, the political deputy searched
his quarters. For the final year and a half of the war, Viktor had violated
governmental regulations by keeping a diary, and it had gone unde-
tected. Now the precious diary was discovered. Viktor was very angry
that a petty Party hack, who had never faced enemy fire, should search
his quarters and confiscate his diary. The war was over, and there were
no longer enemy hands for the diary to fall into. The deputy brought
official charges, but Viktor’s military record may have saved him from
prison, for he received only a reprimand. There was nothing he could
do about his diary, but he felt bitter over its loss. In writing his memoirs,
he often called upon his close friend, Sinitsa, whose diary had gone
undiscovered. Viktor had no scars from the burns, but this third air
crash and the loss of his diary scarred his soul for a long time.

After his discharge from the military hospital, Viktor was sent
to the Livadia Sanatorium in Crimea. While there, he decided it
would be possible to make a surprise visit to see me after he was
released for return to his airbase. He would only need to make a
short detour to Kiev en route from Crimea to Baranovichi. At that
time, I was living in a rented apartment in the center of the city.
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One morning, the doorbell rang. The landlady answered it, and
then came and said that a military man was asking for me. As I had
no military friends in Kiev at that time, the thought “Maybe it is
Viktor!” flashed like lightning through my mind. My legs gave way,
and my hands trembled so that I could hardly dress myself. When I
went out and saw him, I threw my arms around him, laid my head
on his breast, and wept tears of joy. We could hardly look at each
other enough, and we could not believe our own happiness.

Viktor was no longer the embarrassed, confused youth I had
seen six years ago standing in front of the tenth-grade class. Before
me now was a slender military man with a courageous face and
a very kind smile. While we were together, I was not on land; I
was flying through the air! I felt like I had grown wings. I thanked
God that He had saved Viktor through these terrible years. After
we had settled down, we began to talk like wildfire about what had
happened in our lives over the last five years.

We decided that we had to celebrate this joyous occasion. But
what could a mere medical student provide? I decided to go to the
General Service Department of my medical institute and take my
food ration cards for the whole month. In exchange for them, I got
a tin of stew, two pounds of halva (a sweet mixture of nuts and
sunflower seeds), a tin of bacon and one of condensed milk. We
went to the park and there had a feast, eating everything, while at
the same time talking as fast as we could.

But reality is also harsh. The visit was short, for Viktor soon
returned to his unit. He did not get the assignment to Kiev he had
hoped for. Although he was retired from flying, he was assigned
ground duty as the radio communication commander for a military
division. However, we knew now that it would not be long before
we were together again.

Viktor wrote of his plan for our reunion just before the New Year
in 1947. By then my parents had moved to Kiev, and I was living with
them. Viktor knew that major demobilization of the Soviet military
was approaching, and that he would soon be released. It was time to
plan our future, he said, and he asked me to come visit him in Bal-
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basovo, a village near Orsha in Belorus, where his regiment was then
stationed. Viktor’s headquarters cooperated in his plan and put a car at
our disposal. When I arrived at Balbasovo, Viktor met my train at the
platform and we drove to his air base. En route, we decided to marry
that very day. Our dream was to unite our lives in marriage for as long
as we should live, and to live together in Zhitomyr or Kiev. We drove
to Orsha thinking that we could register our marriage there, but, to our
dismay, the only registry office was closed for repairs. What were we
to do? We decided to go to any registry office we could find open. We
found one in the nearby village of Baran, and there we were registered
and received our marriage certificate. The date was 1 February 1947.

We returned through Orsha, where we had hoped to buy food for
a wedding party, but we were disappointed. While we were being mar-
ried, the open-air markets had closed because of the intense cold of -20
C (—4°F). All we could find was an insufficient amount of sauerkraut,
potatoes, onions, and some very old meat. The men at Viktor’s air base
lived in dugouts because the buildings had been destroyed in the war.
In Viktor’s dugout, warmth came from an oil drum made into a stove.
A door cut into the side of the drum received the wood to feed the fire.
A pipe at the back carried the smoke out through the roof. On top of
this oil drum we boiled the meat, sauerkraut, onions, and potatoes. We
set a table, making everything look as festive as we could. When friends
from Viktor’s regiment came, they brought vodka. The party began!
The men read poems that they had composed in our honor, we sang
songs, and we danced to the balalaika until we dropped. It was a warm,
heartfelt wedding reception, and no one complained that the food was
poor and in short supply. The shared joy and friendship made up for
the stark postwar surroundings. The next morning, Viktor put me on
the train back to Kiev, and he returned to duty, though he would be
able to visit me in Kiev from time to time.

Viktor wrote his parents that we were married, and his mother
replied:*

39 Imperfections in Barbara’s written language have been corrected by the
Editors.
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Zhitomyr
12 February 1947

Good Day Viktor

Today I got your letter. Congratulations on your mar-
riage, and as your mother I give you both my blessings for a
good future life. Somehow I have known for a long time that
Maria would be my daughter-in-law, and I am happy that
she is now your wife, for she is a fine girl. You will both need
to study, and I know you will help one another. It is good that
you will live in Kiev. Maria is so lucky to have a place there,
because it is a great city for young people to live in. I am sure
you will not forget us, even now that you are married. Maria
and you will come to visit us, I hope. It is not too far from Kiev
to Zhitomyr. As for us, we have no news to tell. Nothing here
has really changed. I don’t know why we have not had a letter
from Alex. His silence bothers us a lot—we don’t even know
how he is.” We received a letter from Natalia. Things are not
so good for them, I'm afraid.

We were pleased to hear about the demobilization. We
now stock all kinds of seeds to plant in the garden.

That’s all for now. Say hello to Maria from all of us.

Kisses,
Your Mama.

In May, four months after our marriage, Viktor was discharged

from the army and came to Kiev. We could finally live together as
a married couple. By not mentioning his 1945 plane crash to the
medical examiners, Viktor was able to get a job as a civilian radio
operator with Aeroflot. Between 1947 and 1953 he logged 4,000

40 One and a half years after the end of the war against Japan, Viktor’s parents

had still not been notified of Alexander’s death on the far eastern front.
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hours in the air. He said how absolutely delighted he was with this
new sensation: “You fly, and nobody shoots at you.”

Viktor and Maria Kramchaninov in May 1947, after Viktor
was discharged from the army and had come to Kiev to live
with Maria and her parents

We lived with my parents in a house in Kiev that Father had
bought in 1946. In truth, it was only one wing of a house with two
small rooms plus a smaller kitchen, but it had a garden and it was
in the center of the city. It was convenient for Father’s work, Vik-
tor’s job, the Medical Institute, and the libraries and theatres. Even
though our housing was now better, the lack of food meant life was
still hard. Agriculture and industry were stagnant, because war had
destroyed thousands of Ukrainian villages. We were near starvation.

I became pregnant with my eldest child, Tatiana, but, having two
years to go before graduation, I continued to study at the Medical
Institute. During my pregnancy, my diet contained so little calcium
and protein that two of my teeth simply crumbled. I was eating my own
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teeth to build bones for my child! On 30 December 1947, our medi-
cal class was observing a Cesarean section when suddenly my waters
broke. The professor saw that I was in labor and immediately sent me
to the maternity ward. Tatiana was born that day. I could only be with
my baby for a month before I had to leave her each weekday to at-
tend lectures and take examinations. Fortunately, Mother remained at
home to look after Tatiana, and Father’s job as a construction foreman
was based in Kiev, so he was available to help. With Viktor traveling
constantly and myself attending medical school, my mother, Christine
and my father, Pavel, really became Tatiana’s parents. Without their
help, Viktor and I could not have managed.

In 1949, when I graduated in medicine, the presence of my
parents at home became even more critical. As was usual with new
graduates, the government assigned me to work, but in a rural clinic
a hundred and twenty-five miles from Kiev. Poor bus connections
and my schedule meant that visits home would only be possible
occasionally on Sundays. Because Tatiana was just two years old, I
objected to this assignment, but the Commission for Medical As-
signment refused to listen. “It is your duty,” they said, “to set a civic
example for patriotism and to serve in this rural area.”

The rural clinic provided prenatal, obstetrical, pediatric, and
general adult care to seven villages with a total population of nearly
ten thousand people. We had ten maternity beds. Our staff consisted
of another physician beside myself and four feldshers* who could
act as practical nurses, but there was no motor transport and we had
only one horse. The horse and cart were needed to bring women
in labor or other patients to the clinic, so I had to make any home
visits on foot. Home visits, which have always been an important
part of Soviet medicine, had to be made nearly every day. Some of
the villages in our district were several miles from the clinic. When
it was cold or snowing, I was glad to have Viktor’s military fur boots
and his fur flight jacket to wear. I was constantly near exhaustion.

41  Feldsher is the term used in many East European countries for a medical or
surgical practitioner without full professional qualifications.
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Viktor came to visit me as often as he could. Once, after I had
been there for more than a year, Viktor came to visit, but I had
gone several miles on foot to see a patient. The temperature was
near freezing and it was raining hard, so Viktor decided to come
after me. Rain had made the dirt road a soggy quagmire and Viktor
struggled through mud over the tops of his boots. When he got to
the village, he found me weak with exhaustion. He became very
angry at the way the health authorities were treating me. They were
requiring me to perform duties beyond my physical strength, and,
besides,  had a young child at home. The next day, he went directly
to the Minister of Health in Kiev. There he raised such a furor that
I was transferred to the Kiev School for Blind Children, where I
worked for thirty-five years until I retired.

There was a medical reason for my exhaustion. In 1944, the
rheumatic fever had begun the slow progressive process of scarring
my heart valves. I felt well while at rest and could easily perform light
tasks, but I could not manage heavy work or prolonged exercise. In
1967, I had an operation by Dr. Nikolai Amosov,* our noted heart
surgeon, to open a narrowed mitral valve at the inlet to the left ventricle
in my heart. In the years since, the rheumatic damage to my mitral
valve has continued, my aortic valve is leaking, and my heartbeat is
irregular. Somehow, despite this heart trouble, I have managed to live
all these years, taking care of my family and even working as a doctor.
But now, as I write these words, I am always tired and short of breath.

Maria Rudenko-Kramchaninova

42 Nikolai Amosov (1913-2002),a dissident of the Soviet regime, was considered
the “conscience of the epoch”. In addition to an outstanding reputation as a
cardiac surgeon, he is known for his book, The Thoughts of the Heart.
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My Depression:
An Aftermath of War and Hardship

Viktor Kramchaninov

New strength will relieve your tired heart of its load
The peace of your meadows restore you,
With pride you’ll look back on your hazardous road
And joy will be lying before you.

From Princess Volkhonskaya by Nikolai Nekrasov (1821-1878)*
N

In the postwar years, I flew frequently with Aeroflot. While Maria
was at medical school, Pavel and I were both working, but we
still barely earned enough to feed our families. Tatiana had been
born, so there were now five mouths to feed, and food was still
scarce and expensive. My income from Aeroflot was necessary for
survival, but the job was rather dull, because I was just using the
radio communication skills I had learned in the military. In her let-
ter of congratulation on our marriage, Mother had advised us to get
more education. Maria was getting her medical degree, but my only
education after high school had been as a military cadet. I wanted a
degree in aeronautics, and the only way to get it was to go to night
school while working my regular job.

43 Published in English translation by Soskice (1977, p60-61).
125



LIVING THROUGH SOVIET TIMES

In 1947, I negotiated a deal with the All-Union Correspondence
Electrotechnical Telecommunication Institute to become a special-
ist in wireless communication. By bringing a transcript of courses
from the Moscow Institute to the Kiev Polytechnical Institute, I
could study for credit in either city. So, after finishing my flights for
the day in Moscow, I took evening classes there and did the same in
Kiev. Between work and study, every night was taken up; there was
no extra time, and the classes were not easy. I had never studied so
hard. Although Maria now had our young child to care for and was
working as a physician, she was a great help making drafts of my
reports, writing abstracts, and typing up my examination papers.
She helped even after our second daughter, Lena, was born. I finally
graduated in 1952, but I didn’t feel well. I was dogged by an un-
usual, disconcerting fatigue. The war, the work, the study, and the
struggle to support my family finally took their toll and I became ill.
I spent months in the hospital, and my illness continued after I was
discharged. It was only because of the patient, persistent, and loving
care of my dear Maria that I came through it. She always believed
that I would recover, and she who got me back on my feet again.

One evening in the summer of 1953, after returning from a regu-
lar flight, I went to exercise at the gymnasium, as I often did. While
there, I suddenly felt very weak and short of breath. An Aeroflot
physician examined me and found a fast and irregular heartbeat. He
sent me to the hospital where, after an examination and tests, the
cardiologist, Professor Primak, diagnosed acute myocarditis—an
inflammation of the heart muscle.* He told me that the only treat-
ment was bed rest and that many patients do not recover. As he left
my hospital room, he gave me a final warning: “Don’t get up, or you
will die!”

Asayoung man accustomed to enjoying the most robust health,
this was a terrible shock. I feared for my life. I had survived the war,

44 Myocarditis, usually a viral inflammation of the heart muscle, can be fatal. In
1953 as today, bed rest is an important part of the treatment. However, because
of his emotional depression, Viktor remained in bed long after his heart had
recovered.
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but now that I was on the threshold of a normal life with a wife,
children, and a career, I was going to die. When one disaster comes
up the path, you may as well open the gate, for more will follow.
I lay in bed day after day, waiting for death to come. I was sure
that every breath, every heartbeat would be my last. In the days and
weeks that followed, the condition of my heart steadily improved,
but no one could convince me of it, and my despair deepened. I had
loved reading, but books no longer interested me. I had no appetite;
I could not sleep. I lay awake most of the night, thinking the most
depressing thoughts. Hope left me. When after some months, my
mental health had not improved, the staff thought I might be better
at home, and I was discharged from the hospital.

Though much that followed is a blur in my memory, Maria, who
took over my care, remembers everything. At home, my mood was
not better; I remained depressed, in bed, and aware of the slightest
symptom. Once, on taking a few steps to the lavatory, I felt my heart
beating strongly, and I lay down on the floor and demanded that
the family lift me back into bed. I believed I would only get worse
and could never get well. I feared the slightest interruptions, which
became irritating annoyances. I refused to see friends when they
visited, because they exasperated me. Even my children, whom I
loved, became unbearable. I could not endure the sounds of air-
planes, the usual noises from the street, or the conversations from
the nearby room. I demanded that the curtains be drawn and the
room be kept dark. I became self-absorbed, heeding only my own
personal feelings and my symptoms and having no interest in my
family or anything around me. When the psychiatrist, Professor
Mankovsky, came, he advised that I be hospitalized for depression,
but Maria refused, insisting there must be a better way.

Necessity made Maria unusually assertive. In our family, we say
that the father is the head, but the mother is the neck, and she can
turn the head as she pleases. Maria took on the job of turning me
right around, head and all. Day after day, she urged me to get out
of bed, but I was afraid. She persisted. One day, with me leaning
heavily on her—for I refused to walk without support—we went out
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to the garden where I sat for a few minutes on a chair. After a few
days, she devised a slight change in strategy. She took a glass of cold
water and set it on a little bench a short distance from my garden
chair. She pleaded with me to take one step on my own to the bench
and to sit and drink the water. At first I was afraid, but one day I
took the step, sat on the bench, and drank the water. I was surprised
that it made me feel better. I had finally done something on my own.
It was a day of triumph for Maria!

The next day I took the same step easily, but refused to take the
second and only sat on the bench and drank the water. Maria never
gave up. Every morning she had me take one or two steps on my
own. Then she had me sit for a quarter of an hour while she bathed
my feet in cold water. When I began to go into the garden more
easily, she even had me walk barefoot on the wet asphalt. She hoped
that any new stimulation would improve my emotional state. Little
by little, I increased the time I spent in the garden, until I spent
most of the day sitting under the tree or gathering apples and pears
from the ground. But still, for a man who had been so active and
vigorous, my progress was slow.

Maria felt that I was on the threshold of good health, and that
further recovery lay in believing in my own strength. How to make
this happen? While pondering what to do, she was told by a neigh-
bor about a man named Grandpa Boguz. He was a folk healer who
lived in the countryside away from Kiev. By reputation, he helped
people suffering from depression, using hypnosis and suggestion,
and without medication. Our government persecuted these healers
who functioned outside of the state medical system, but they were
popular with the people, and their fame spread by word of mouth.
From what she had heard of Grandpa Boguz, Maria thought he was
the very man I needed.

She wrote to him and took the train to his village. There she
found his neat white thatched cottage, with a stream running
nearby. Boguz himself answered the door. He had a broad face
which emanated good humor and intelligence. Maria liked him im-
mediately. He agreed to return to Kiev with her. On the train, Maria
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told him about my illness and everything she had done so far. He
told her that he had experience of other men with similar problems,
and that he believed he could help. His only requirement was to be
left alone with me day and night until he had done what he could.

How well I remember when he first came into my room. I saw a
strong, stocky man with broad shoulders, a thick gray beard, and a
good-natured smile. Though he must have been at least sixty years
of age, he was powerfully built and as agile as a man twenty years
younger. What impressed me most was the sparkle of intelligence
and kindness in his eyes. Boguz introduced himself—he spoke
Ukrainian—and drew his chair up to my bedside. For the next
fifteen minutes nothing was said, but somehow neither of us was
embarrassed by the silence. At length, he spoke again. He proposed
that, if I were agreeable, we would spend several days together,
speaking or not, as we pleased. I asked if he thought he could make
me well again. He waited to answer and regarded me with a steady
gaze. Finally, he replied that I had within myself the power to get
well, and that he would only show me that power. There was such
confidence in this man, such strength in his quiet voice and kind-
ness in his eyes, that I began to think it might just be true.

We began to talk, or rather I began to talk, in response to his
questions about my life. Even though we had just met, it seemed
as though we had known each other for a long time. As I talked,
he watched me, listening intently and silently, with just a trace of
a smile on his face. Sometimes I felt that I was speaking directly to
those intelligent, kind eyes, and that they understood everything
perfectly even before the words were out of my mouth. Never before
had I found it so easy to talk to someone I had just met. Before I
knew it, four hours had passed. He then asked Maria to bring in two
glasses of vodka, each with a piece of bread. But when he proposed
that I drink my glass of vodka, I became frightened. “Don’t be
afraid,” he said, “while I am here no harm will come to you.” Maybe
it was the confidence that emanated from this old man, or maybe
I was reminded of the war—of returning to the squadron dining
room after a successful mission to find bread and vodka at each
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man’s place. It had been a solemn celebration among comrades, of
accomplishment, of success, of life. I followed Boguz’s advice and
ate and drank; and I felt strangely at peace. In that moment, I began
to relax.

For the next week, whether in my room or in the garden, we
were alone day and night. In all that time, he never offered advice,
nor did he make any judgment about why I was ill. Each morning
he would recite an inspiring poem or read a passage from literature
to give me hope or strength. He kept telling me that I would recover.
Then we would begin to talk about my life, starting with my earliest
memories, and continuing through my youth, my experiences in the
war, and all that had happened since. In telling him the details of my
life, images arose that had long lain in the shadows of my memory.
As we talked, these shadows became real. The memoirs that I now
write have their roots in those talks with Boguz. Even though he
is no longer alive, the memories now spill out onto the page as
though I were talking to him. Hour after hour, we talked; Boguz
asking questions, and listening with great care to the events of my
life. He never interrupted, and there were frequently long silences.
Occasionally, he would comment on how I, or some member of
my family, had successfully dealt with crisis. During these days and
nights, I came to understand myself and how many adversities I and
my family had overcome.

We spoke much about the war. The memories were vivid.
Even though my diary had been taken, just writing it had locked
the details in my mind. Boguz understood everything. On one of
the few occasions that he spoke about himself, he explained that
what was happening to me, had happened to him. As a Bolshevik
he had fought in the Civil War. He had seen and experienced the
same horrors. His comrades had died in his arms, he himself had
been wounded and, when the fighting was over, he had become de-
pressed, just as I had. His own grandfather had helped him through
his depression, had taught him hypnotism, and had shown him how
to help others. Now helping others was what gave him the greatest
pleasure. Through this old man I began to understand myself.
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After a week, Grandpa Boguz announced that he had to return
to his own home, and he suggested I come and visit him. I felt more
confidence in myself, but I had not gone beyond our house. After
two more weeks, I decided to go, and Maria went with me to the
train. I was still afraid, even of the exertion needed to climb the steps
up to the coach. I put one foot on the lower step, but Maria had to
put her shoulders under me and push me up step by step into the
carriage. All illness is in the mind.

I spent a month with Grandpa Boguz. We began each day with
special prayers and poems. Together we read sermons offering
hope, strength, and encouragement. With persuasion and hypnosis,
he enticed me to walk with him through the tree-lined country lanes
near his home. Knowing that I had done some fishing, Boguz really
drew me into it. He kept a boat on the stream that flowed by his
house, and he was an expert fisherman. At first we went out in the
boat together, and then I would go alone for hours on end. Together
we cooked the catch, for we did our own cooking; it was part of my
treatment.

Boguz taught me how to make fish soup using his own special
recipe. We divided the fish into three portions and removed the
scales from the largest piece only. One portion was wrapped in
gauze. We put celery, sliced carrot, onion, a bay leaf, salt, black
pepper and peeled potato into a pot of boiling water and, when
the potato was nearly done, we added the gauze-covered fish. After
boiling the stew for several minutes, the contents of the gauze were
discarded. We used the same gauze to wrap the other portion of fish
and added this to the pot for a few minutes. Finally we added garlic,
dill, other spices, and the largest portion of the fish meat—without
scales or gauze. Then the kettle was covered with a lid and removed
from the fire to cool. The soup, always accompanied by vodka, was
aromatic and nourishing. Boguz warned that, if eaten at night, this
soup prevented sleep, but I did not believe him. To convince me, we
had it for supper late one evening. Just as Boguz had said, we were
unable to sleep. Fortunately, there was a full moon that night, and
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we walked along the river and through the fields until nearly dawn.
I am still curious why this soup has this stimulating effect.

By now, my strength and confidence had returned. Boguz felt
that T had recovered sufficiently to return home. Maria came to fetch
me, and when she arrived, I was out fishing in Boguz’s boat, and he
was reading beside the stream. I was proud to show Maria how well
I felt, and I walked briskly to the train and jauntily clambered up
the steps into the carriage. Our journey home was most pleasant.
From then on, my strength and my spirits continued to improve.
My illness had lasted for nearly two years.

By 1955, I was ready to work again. But where, and at what?
A blacksmith makes horseshoes, and a frog catches flies from its
pad, but what about a war veteran? For me, my “pad” was aviation;
from it I had launched my career. My “horseshoe” was teaching; it
had long been my passion. I had taught my brothers to play their
musical instruments, my classmates their lessons in high school,
new army recruits to handle weapons in Zhitomyr, and my fellow
airmen to survive combat. I found my niche with the Ukrainian
Civil Air Fleet, teaching pilots and air maintenance crews. It was
the perfect job. In my teaching, I always tried to keep in mind four
key points. First, to maintain a high standard for the students—the
school at Charmotte and the Institutes in Moscow and Kiev had
taught me that. Second, to maintain strict discipline—my parents
and the military had drilled discipline into me. Third, to maintain
humor in the classroom—high school in Zhitomyr had shown me
that fun goes with learning. Fourth, to maintain a personal interest
in my students—at high school in Zhitomyr, our “ragged-assed Eu-
rophile” had loved his students, and we worked hard to please him.
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Viktor teaching aircraft maintenance at the Ukraine Civil Air Fleet's
Institute for Advanced Training of Pilots.

For more than thirty years, until my retirement, I taught air-
craft navigation and maintenance at the Institute for the Advanced
Training of Pilots in Kiev. I worked at the Institute for such a long
time that nearly all the pilots in Ukraine had become my friends. As
the years went by, many of them sent me photographs of themselves
with inscriptions on the back. Some said they remembered me for
my humorous lectures, but I rather hope that they remember my
two textbooks on air navigation and my insistence that they care-
tully learn the skills of their trade. Many letters indicated that I was
a demanding teacher, and it was true. In 1944, Igor Fomin from our
regiment had sent me his photograph inscribed, “In memory of our
long friendship and to the best teacher I ever had. And even though
he had to beat it into me, I don’t hold that against him.” Another
photograph from March 1945 read: “To Viktor from Timoshin, a
brother in the Riga Regiment. I give this photo to a model teacher,
educator, and friend, who punished me often for my irreverent
jokes and sharp comments.”
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My recovery was permanent; the depression did not recur.
Grandpa Boguz always made light of his contribution, saying that
he had only shown me the strength that was already within me.
He accepted small gifts from us, but he would never accept money.
Perhaps refusing payment lessened the chance that he would be
targeted by our government, although it is strange that someone
should be persecuted for helping others. Boguz derived pleasure
from helping other people, and making someone well was his re-
ward. I have always felt grateful to Boguz, but I would never have
recovered had it not been for Maria’s love and her constant care.

Viktor Kramchaninov
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Family Life in a Changing Soviet Union

Tatiana Kramchaninova-Serebrovska, Viktor and Maria’s daughter

Then shall our day of hope arrive,
Ukrainian glory shall revive, ...

From The Epistle by Taras Schevchenko (1814-1861)*
N

was six years old when Father became ill, and seven when he

came home from the hospital. My sister Lena was three. Shar-
ing such a small space was not easy; Father occupied one room by
himself, while the rest of us—my grandfather and grandmother, my
mother Maria, Lena, and myself—crowded into the other room and
the small kitchen. If I were ever to learn patience, which I am afraid
I never did, I would have learned it then. There were now only two
wage earners, Grandfather and Mother, so there was not enough
money to feed six mouths. Just as she had during the famine while
Pavel was in prison, my grandmother rose to the occasion. If she
had a job to do, she did it herself—she never asked anyone to rake
embers out of her fireplace. Her main duties were to care for the
grandchildren and to buy the food, and she did both together. She
always took me to the market with her, where she gave a virtuoso
performance. Some of my earliest memories are of Grandmother

45 Published in English translation by Andrusyshen and Kirkconnell (1963, p136).
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seeking out the least expensive products and arguing over every ko-
peck. She had perfected the art of queuing simultaneously in more
than one line, for butter, flour, and sugar, and I would help her. Of
course, this led to verbal battles in which the other women would
shout, “You didn’t stand in this queue!” When the items sought
had almost sold out, the battles nearly became physical. Somehow,
Grandmother managed to emerge unscathed and with the prized
purchase. Her thriftiness saved us enough money that she was
almost a third wage earner. I cannot imagine how the family could
have managed without her.

When Father recovered from his illness and went back to work,
even as a child, I could tell that life became easier. To start with, the
five of us no longer had to sleep in one room and a kitchen. Father’s
health and employment improved his mood. Having a settled job
in Kiev, he could spend nights at home with the family. Because he
no longer flew, he could work fewer hours. Working at something
he enjoyed made him happier, and having another wage earner
relieved pressure on the family budget. We all felt a load had been
lifted from us. Early in life, I learned how important it was to have
a healthy father.

We still worried, Mother most of all, that Father might not stay
well. Even though we could ill afford it, she insisted that he eat well,
and have meat in his diet every day. It became my job each morn-
ing to buy three ounces of sausage for the sandwich Father took to
work. The butcher cut the sausage into sandwich-sized pieces, and
Father always counted these pieces when I got home. Sometimes
the butcher had to include a small extra piece to make up the exact
weight, and this was my reward. The sausage smelled so good that
I always prayed for a little extra piece and when there was one, I
happily sucked on it all the way home. Father stayed healthy; his
illness did not recur. Some people believe in the healing power of
chicken soup, but I believe in sausage.

By the age of eight, I was in second grade, when children were
expected to join the Pioneers. Our class of forty students was di-
vided into four squads and the leader of each squad reported to a
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Council, which was part of a Pioneer detachment representing the
whole school. The school, in turn, was linked through the Young
Communist League to the District Committee of the Communist
Party. It was a chain of command which put the Pioneers under
tight Party control. We were taught obedience and discipline. We
were taught to love the Motherland and the Party, which, as far as
I could tell, were one and the same. There was always a special cer-
emony at induction, where everyone recited the oath of allegiance.
Then we were given Pioneer badges and red ties. Model students
were the first to be invited, and I fell into this category. Later, rowdy
students and those with poor grades were allowed to join. My good
grades must have gotten me in early, for my behavior was hardly a
recommendation.

I was an unruly child. If some boy pulled my pigtails in class,
I would punch him right then and there, and I was strong enough
to do it. The teachers wrote criticisms in my grade book, which my
parents had to read and sign. Once, after several particularly bad days
at school, Grandmother Christine said to me, “Listen to the radio.
They have just announced a broadcast about your school.” Ever
ingenious, Father had brought from work components with which
he built a radio and then he had installed it in a large cabinet. As I
listened to this radio, a few moments of music were followed by the
deep, rich voice of the announcer. He said, “In School Number 48
there is one excellent pupil, but she is very badly-behaved. Her name
is Tatiana Kramchaninova.” Then he went on, “Tatiana, do you hear
me?” Startled, I pressed my mouth close to the radio and cried into
the loudspeaker, “Yes, yes, I do!” “Do you promise to be a disciplined
Pioneer?” asked the announcer. “Yes, yes!” I screamed. Only some
time later did Mother tell me that Father had connected a micro-
phone to the radio and had spoken from another room, simulating
the announcer’s voice. Along with his other talents, he was a very
good actor, and on that day he had convinced me. I had been shocked
by what I believed to be public exposure of my bad behavior.

I tried to improve, but was not completely successful. Father
needed to teach me the lesson more forcibly. It happened the first
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day of May that year, when Communist workers celebrate their
international solidarity. Spring came early and warm, and the trees
bloomed with all their strength. As was usual for this great celebra-
tion, the marching of troops and parading of workers would take
place on Kiev’s main thoroughfare, Kreschatik Street. Kiev is really
a city of hills, and Kreschatik Street runs along the valley between
two of them, Pechersk and Princely City. During the night, soldiers
and police came in military trucks to partition off all the streets
leading down these hills to Kreschatik Street. They built platforms
for the audience along the parade route, and a special rostrum for
Party leaders at the center. Early the next morning, workers with
banners and flowers would gather at designated places on the hills
to form columns for the march. People represented every work-
place, factory, and school, and each column was led by a responsible
Party official. This important holiday was strictly regulated by the
authorities, and those admitted to the platforms were given special
passes. Father always had a pass, and lifted Lena and me onto his
shoulders, where we watched everything with delight.

On that morning, I wanted to see the people gather and learn
how they formed themselves into columns. From my earliest child-
hood, I have always been adventurous. Without telling anyone, I
took Lena, four, by the hand, and we sneaked out of the house and
into the street. Knowing that passes were required for the staging
areas, we waited until the soldiers were looking the other way and
then we quickly slipped under the barricades. We soon found
ourselves in the upper square where thousands of people were as-
sembled. Patriotism from the Great War still prevailed in 1956, and
everyone was in a festive mood. While people waited for instruc-
tions to move, they sang and danced. Everywhere we heard laughter
and music. People warmed themselves with nips of vodka and ate
whatever snacks they had brought with them. They were all poor,
but they had dressed in their finest for the parade. Of course, in such
a huge crowd, I soon got lost. It was several frightening hours, with
Lena in tears and sobbing loudly, before I finally found my way back
home. Having despaired of finding us in this human whirlpool,
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Father had wisely waited at home, and he was enormously relieved
to see us. The relief soon gave way to discipline, because he used his
belt to encourage better behavior. I was a better Pioneer after that.

There were wonderful things about being a Pioneer. We were
taught to love our country and to defend it, even to the death if
necessary. This spirit had seen our country through the Great Patri-
otic War. As Pioneers, we all engaged in sports or the arts. At each
school there were amateur arts performances, and groups which
encouraged cultural or technical creativity. None of us loafed idly
in the streets, for we were always kept busy. As Pioneers, we were
taught to love our neighbors, to help the aged and sick, and to assist
tellow students who were having trouble with their studies. Because
of the Pioneers, there were no drifters in the countryside and no
brigand gangs, the likes of which blossomed after perestroika.* In
the summer, we went to Pioneer camps in the countryside, as Boy
and Girl Scouts do in Western countries. We slept in tents and went
on long marches, which made us hardy and more courageous. We
studied nature, learned to kindle a fire, and worked together on
clean-up details, which taught us to love the outdoors and work as
a team.

Unfortunately, there were unpleasant aspects. What could have
been wonderful was sometimes dreadful. We disliked the rigid
requirements at the camps to march exactly and silently in line and
to execute implicitly any command. Much worse were the Pioneer
meetings, which we were required to attend and which we hated.
At these meetings, our friends were put on trial for some real or
imagined offense; they were publicly degraded and their very souls
wrenched out. These “hearings” resembled a medieval inquisition
with no tolerance of dissent. To this day, I remember them with
embarrassment and distaste. They made us a compliant, gray army
of children, devoid of initiative.

46 A partial definition of Perestroika by the USSR Party Plenum of 1987 was
“the energetic liberation of society from the distortions of socialist morality”
(http://www.anet.net/-upstart/perestro.html).
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There was a schizophrenia in what the Party was teaching us.
On the one hand, we were encouraged to be creative and to love
our fellow human beings, while on the other hand, creativity was
snuffed out and hatreds were encouraged. The Party wanted two
contradictory things at once. Most confusing to my childish mind
was the requirement to report all suspicions to the Party. Pavlik
Morozov was held up to us as the classic example of a “Pioneer
hero.” The young Morozov, we were told, reported to the secret
police that his father, a well-to-do peasant, opposed Soviet author-
ity. Because of his son’s denunciation, the father was arrested and
killed. I was bewildered. I loved my family; why would I want them
killed? When I told Father what I was being taught in the Pioneers,
he was exceedingly disturbed. It was important to be loyal to the
country, he said, but spying on people was a gross exaggeration
of loyalty, and reporting one’s family to the secret police was un-
thinkable. Party leaders must have thought that children would not
appreciate the contradictions, yet inconsistency in adults is what
children recognize most quickly.

Pioneers were required to collect recyclable items, especially
scrap metal, and the schools competed in this. When our school
went on an excursion to find scrap, Father often accompanied us.
He took a lively interest in all of our activities. He once drove a truck
containing some old surplus airplane components to our school.
With this mass of metal we easily took first place in the competition.
Father had great interest in the students, each of whom he knew
by name, and, of course, he was very popular with them. On one
occasion, he organized a field trip to his airdrome for our whole
class, where every student got a helicopter ride around the airport.
We were ecstatic! He was a natural teacher, and he discussed my
lessons with me, but he never told me what or when to study.

As time passed, life became easier. We had enough to eat. Our
family life became more stable. We were able to go to concerts, and
to buy furniture—even a piano. Father organized an orchestra from
among his colleagues at the airdrome, and they gave concerts of
popular and semi-classical music. Although he could not read mu-
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sic, he conducted the orchestra, knowing all the parts by memory.
As life improved, we worried less about survival and thought more
about education and culture.

More and more, I began to appreciate a healthy Viktor. He was
a wonderful father, who taught me to love the subtleties of nature.
In summer, he took Lena and me to the Dnieper River to walk along
its steep banks, where the beautiful forest parks stretched for miles.
He taught us about the forest plants and trees, especially the mush-
rooms. He taught us about the fish—their names, their habits, how
to catch and clean them and, of course, how to make his specialty
fish soup.

I remember the bright, colorful days of autumn, when the yel-
low and red leaves from the chestnuts and maples had fallen and
had been raked into huge heaps. Father tossed us onto these piles.
We buried ourselves with screams of rapture and were as happy as
puppies! On these walks, he taught us poems, for he knew a great
many by heart. It was Father, not my school teachers, who taught
me the poems that I still remember. A favorite from these walks
were some lines by Shevchenko:

The heart grows warm to see it plain,
The village in our own Ukraine—
As gay as any Easter egg;

Bright groves of green its borders peg;
The orchards bloom, the cots are white,
The landlord’s halls the hills delight,

A house of wonder; all around
The broad-leafed poplar-trees are found;
Then endless fields and woods o’erspread
Blue hills beyond the Dnieper’s bed;
God hovers there—one might have said.*””

47 From the poem Kniazhna (The Princess), part of Schevchenko’s
autobiographical verse, as published in English translation by Andrusyshen and
Kirkconnell (1963, p89).

141



LIVING THROUGH SOVIET TIMES

He also taught us poems by Pushkin, Lermontov, and Nekrasov.
Those were wonderful days!

I must have learned to behave in school, because in 1962, when
I was in the ninth grade, my teacher called me aside and privately
loaned me a small, well-worn, paperback book. She simply said
that it was something that I might like to read. It was Alexander
Solzhenitsyn’s short novel One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich,
which the General Secretary of the Party, Nikita Khrushchev, had
authorized for publication that year. It was part of his campaign to
discredit Stalin.*® The novel described life in a Siberian prison camp
like the one where Solzhenitsyn had spent several years. The book
was an immediate sensation. Persecution had been so widespread
within Soviet society that the book touched a sensitive nerve within
nearly every citizen, but with the memory of Stalin so recent, fear of
reprisal prevented open discussion. Father also read the book, but
he handed it back without comment. It may have impressed him
subconsciously, for later he avidly read Solzhenitsyn, but for now
he was not ready to accuse Stalin. Furthermore, the “Khrushchev
Thaw” was brief. Khrushchev was ousted in 1964 and replaced by
the more conservative Leonid Brezhnev, who initiated a wave of
arrests of Ukrainian intelligentsia. My teacher escaped censure, and
Father held his peace.

As our lives improved, so did our holidays. The most important
were New Year’s Day, the first of May, Victory Day on May 9, and
the day of the Great October Socialist Revolution. Year by year,
celebration of the favorite holidays—Victory Day and New Year’s
Day—became less public and more private. People still went to see
the great victory parade but, afterwards, they celebrated in their
own homes. In our family, we always had a grand meal and many
guests. Each of us prepared for the celebration with great anticipa-
tion. We did amateur performances, recited verses, told stories, and

48 Alexander Solzhenitsyn (1918- ) was imprisoned for eight years in 1945 for
writing to a friend a letter critical of Stalin. After his release he wrote ‘One Day in
the Life of Ivan Denisovich’, which was based on his own prison experiences. In
1970 he received the Nobel Prize for literature.
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sang Russian and Ukrainian songs in four- or five-part voices. Of
course, Father and Mother were the organizers and the center of
attention on these occasions.

The Soviet government officially declared Christmas Day and
Easter Sunday as “All-Union Communists’ Days,” even if Christ-
mas fell on a Saturday or Sunday. Everyone, regardless of health,
was expected to give a day of labor to society without pay. Remark-
ably, we began to look upon these days as festive occasions and
even looked forward to them. At Easter, people brought delicious
cakes and exquisitely colored eggs. After we had done light jobs
such as tidying up the workplace, we had dinner and drank vodka.
The mood was jolly. Although the government did not encourage
religion, and few people went to church to worship or pray, the
time-honored Christmas and Easter traditions remained with us.
Even the Communist leaders slyly celebrated these holidays with
their families. In our family, my grandmother always prepared for
Easter by cleaning the house, baking cakes and coloring eggs. All the
family, including Father, helped her. Father was not religious, but
he enjoyed celebrating Easter and Christmas by singing the old folk
songs and Christmas carols accompanied by music from our guitar
and piano. Most importantly, we were all having fun together.

I was twenty in 1968, when I married Alexander Serebrovsky.
He had been born and raised in Baku, the oil center in the Caucasus.
Now Father’s regard for Stalin came under assault from an unex-
pected quarter. My husband had personal reasons for hating Stalin,
and I had brought him right into the bosom of the family. I have not
forgotten our New Year’s dinner in 1972. It was to be a grand family
occasion, and we arrived at Father’s home in a festive mood for
the traditional feast. Unfortunately, the discussion during dinner
turned to politics. It began when Alexander innocently mentioned
that Stalin was guilty of crimes before, during, and after the war.
Father replied that it was not Stalin who killed innocent people, but
the secret police. In his response, Alexander did not reveal what had
happened to his relative for whom he had been named. Rather, he
told of his sister Nadia, who, when she was sixteen, spent a month
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in 1951 visiting the Gulaj-Pole region in western Ukraine. There she
had heard many stories of the people’s cruel suffering in the famine
of 1931-33, and that Stalin was to blame. When she returned to
Baku, she told these shocking stories to Alexander, who was thir-
teen. Father retorted that these were just hearsay and had nothing
to do with “real history.” Alexander countered by reminding Father
that Khrushchev accused Stalin for the imprisonment and death
of thousands, or even millions, of innocent Soviet citizens. Father
replied heatedly that it was Beria, not Stalin, who was guilty of these
crimes.* Beria, he said, did these heinous things without Stalin’s
knowledge.

What began as a discussion, now became an argument. With
sharpness in his voice, Alexander reminded father that Khrushchev
himself had said that it was impossible for these things to have
occurred without Stalin’s approval, and that Beria had acted upon
Stalin’s orders. Articles directly implicating Stalin had appeared in
the press. Alexander went on to say that, to learn the truth, Father
needed only talk to those whose relatives and friends had been ar-
rested by the secret police and then disappeared.

Father was agitated. “Stalin wouldn’t do that to his own people!”
he cried.

“Stalin was paranoid,” Alexander exclaimed. “He would do
anything if he had even the least suspicion his power was being
threatened!”

Far from impressing Father, Alexander’s arguments only made
him angry. Father now accused Alexander of being cynical and un-
patriotic. As the argument got out of control, the talk became even
more heated. Mother and I sat helplessly by as these two locked
horns; a young male was challenging the dominant bull.

Finally, Father shouted at Alexander: “You have no right to
slander Stalin and the Soviet Union! You did nothing to defend our

49 Lavrenty Pavlovich Beria (1899-1953), the Deputy Prime Minister for
security within the Soviet Union from 1941 to 1953, was possibly the most hated
and feared man in the Soviet Union.
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Motherland! I did! I and my brothers-in-arms fought to the death!
We were the ones who defeated the Nazis! We went into battle with
the words on our lips, ‘For the Motherland! For Stalin!™

Wounded by this outburst, Alexander angrily stood up from the
table, his meal unfinished. Taking me and our young daughter with
him, he left Father’s apartment and went home. Over the next few
days, Alexander’s anger was replaced by sadness. During our court-
ship and the four years of our marriage thus far, Alexander, now
34, had had the greatest respect for Father. But he was perplexed
and disappointed that Father, with his wisdom and half a century
of experience, did not see the evidence all around him.

For Father, the first direct challenge to his long-held beliefs had
come from within his own family. He regretted his anger, but did
not apologize. Harsh words have a price. For months, our family
relationships remained cordial on the surface, but were strained, as
happens when some subject must be avoided. In the following year,
1973, our second daughter, Nadia, was born. Father now had two
granddaughters, and he could hardly afford to let politics interfere
with the more precious vocation of grandfather. He began to treat
Alexander with greater deference. He sought Alexander’s opinion
on non-political topics. He took Alexander fishing, perhaps the
highest compliment Father could pay. Slowly, the breach healed.

N

As trust between the two men grew, Alexander unfolded how
Stalin’s purges had affected his own family’s “real history.” At
first Alexander only told of a man in Baku, Alexander Pavlovich
Serebrovsky, who had a name similar to his own. Later, when he
felt Father was ready, Alexander revealed that Serebrovsky was his
grandfather’s cousin. After what happened to Serebrovsky, fear
of the consequences had forced Alexander and his family to deny
a blood relationship during, and even after, the dangerous Stalin
years. Alexander learned the details of Serebrovsky’s life from his
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mother, his aunt, and from avid reading of accounts of his famous
relative in the Baku newspapers and in Soviet books.*

Serebrovsky, the idealistic son of a teacher, had enthusiastically
embraced the concepts of Communism. In 1903, at the age of nine-
teen, he joined the Party and became friends with Lenin. Several
times, Serebrovsky was arrested by Czarist agents, and each time he
managed to escape. In 1908, following one of his legendary escapes
from the agents, he met Lenin in Paris. Lenin encouraged him to
study abroad, which he did for three years in Brussels and obtained
a technical degree. By 1912, he was back in Russia. In the October
Revolution of 1917, he led a company of Bolsheviks in the assault
on the Winter Palace in St. Petersburg. After the revolution, Soviet
economy was moribund. To resurrect the petroleum industry in the
Caucasus, Lenin appointed Serebrovsky Chairman of the Baku Oil
Committee on April 16, 1920.

Serebrovsky’s first act was to open the rail line for transport of
oil products to the Russian Soviet. The bridge that crossed the Kura
river west of Baku had been damaged in the Civil War, and French
engineers said that repairs would take months. Serebrovsky decided
otherwise. He ordered supports to be built from huge wooden box-
es, which were then filled with stones and cement. He rotated the
work crews—ten minutes in the icy waters were followed by thirty
minutes to rewarm on the bank. Within three days the supports
were in place, and on the fourth day, with Serebrovsky standing
triumphantly underneath, a train passed over the bridge. By 1 May,
oil was flowing to Russia and respect was flowing to Serebrovsky.

One year later, in April 1921, Lenin wrote to him: “We are very
poor. You must help us to buy all necessary industrial equipment,
food, and clothing in exchange for oil and oil products.” In May,
the freighter Georgia, loaded with petroleum products bound for
Europe and with Serebrovsky on board, became the first ship to

50 Alexander Pavlovich Serebrovsky is mentioned in Havin (1968) and Levytsky
(1974).
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fly the flag of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics through the
Straits of Bosporus.

From1913t0 1927, Serebrovskyincreased Baku gasoline produc-
tion fifteenfold. He modernized the primitive Soviet gold industry
and increased production fourfold. He also distinguished himself in
the production of other non-ferrous metals and in the coal mining
industry. He was a member of the Soviet Party Congress and was
awarded the Order of the Soviet Union. His motto for the Party
was: “More trust in each other, more mutual understanding, more
cooperation in work.” Despite this impressive record, Serebrovsky’s
three visits to the United States had aroused Stalin’s suspicions that
he had come under foreign influences.

In 1937, Serebrovsky was arrested and convicted of being “an
enemy of the people.” He was subsequently executed. His wife,
Elena, disappeared into the concentration camp in Karaganda,
which had been set up “for wives of the nation’s enemies.” Ironically,
those who really believed that Communism could improve the life
of ordinary citizens were often the very ones whom Stalin chose
to eliminate. Many captains of Soviet industry were eliminated by
Stalin during his years of the Great Terror.

Immediately after Serebrovsky’s arrest, my husband’s father,
Nikolai Serebrovsky, was summoned for interrogation by the
secret police. Apparently, they wanted to establish his connection
to Alexander Pavlovich Serebrovsky to show that the two of them
had worked together. Nikolai always denied any relationship and
answered that he did not know Alexander Pavlovich at all; they sim-
ply shared the same last name. This denial was necessary to protect
himself and his family. Over the next few months, the police repeat-
edly summoned and interrogated my husband’s father and mother.
Alexander’s mother told her young son what was happening but,
for his own safety, warned him not to speak of it outside the family.
Alexander had come to believe that Stalin was the instigator of the
purges of the innocent and the deaths of his relatives. This, together
with the threat to himself and his own family, caused Alexander to
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accept Khrushchev’s denunciations of Stalin in the Twentieth Party
Congress.”

After that Congress, a memorial brass plate was installed with the
inscription: “In this house lived Alexander Pavlovich Serebrovsky,
the founder of Azerbaijan Oil Corporation.” My husband never
knew his famous relative, but he did often visit the house because
his aunt, Asya Belenkaya, still lived there. In the house was a library
containing more than eight thousand volumes, about half of them
written in the several foreign languages that Alexander Pavlovich
and Elena read and spoke fluently. As this story unfolded, it made a
great impression on Father.

N

From 1975 onwards, Alexander and I, with our three young
children, Zoya, Nadia, and Sergey, rented a country house each
summer in the village of Glebovka on the Teterev River, fifteen
miles upstream from its junction with the Dnieper. A migration
from Kiev to the Teterev became our annual summer custom. By
now, the family had become amicable again, and Father and Mother
often visited us there, as did Father’s younger sister from L’viv, Nina
Drugova, and her husband. Father was a most inveterate mush-
roomer, and had alove for mushrooms second only to fishing. In an
almost daily ceremony, we went on hikes to hunt for mushrooms.
We knew every path and clearing by heart, and which mushrooms
would be found in each. Sometimes, early in the morning, we would
hunt for very special mushrooms, such as chanterelles or rissoles,
or saffron. Every day, no matter what the weather, Father awoke
before dawn and followed the river deep into the forest to fish. He
also found time to teach his grandchildren how to find their way
through the forest without getting lost, and how to make a fire in
the rain.

51 Khrushchev’s entire speech to the Twentieth Party Congress on 25 February
1956 is given in Khrushchev Remembers as Appendix 4 (1970).
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Alexander built us two kayaks with which we explored the river.
Also during these summers, he taught each of our children to swim
using his own original method. First of all, on the riverbank, he held
long discussions with them on the theory of swimming. Next, in a
basin of water, they practiced putting their faces under the surface.
Then there were swimming exercises on the sand. Finally, when he
felt that the preparation was complete, he fastened a rope around
the child under the arms and, maintaining control of the rope from
the boat, threw him or her into the river. Each child learned to
swim within two days! When the children were older, we began to
take long kayak camping trips along the rivers of this region, and
especially along the Teterev. For our whole family, these summers
were a retreat into nature for the restoration of our souls.

In 1985, Father, now sixty-three, reduced his work schedule to
part-time hours. In superb health and with boundless energy, he
now began to look for other things to do. It was at this time that he
decided to write his memoirs, and the research for them required
much of his attention.

In addition, his interest in fishing grew. In previous years, he
had already found the loveliest parts of the Teterev River. During
his high-school years in Zhitomyr, Father had lived in a house
beside this river. It was there that he had begun to fish, and it was
along this river that he had courted Mother. Stretches of the Teterev
are nature’s own paradise, where the riverbanks are covered with
huge, towering pines. In its streams are great quantities of fish, and
on its forested banks are game birds of every description, including,
of course, the grouse for which it is named.

To the Teterev came the Czars and, more recently, the Commu-
nist bosses, Khrushchev, Brezhnev, Sherbitsky and Shelest, to hunt
from huts constructed for just that purpose. Deer, wild boar, pheas-
ants, and peacocks were raised on special farms and then released
into the area to await their fate from the guns of these dignitaries. To
fish, our leaders floated along the streams in beautiful little houses
built on pontoons. Of course, all of these areas were guarded. Why,
Father wondered, should this beautiful area be restricted to the
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Party bosses if, according to Party doctrine, it belonged to all the
people? He had found secret passages and covert paths into some
of the more secluded and unguarded parts of this sacred preserve.
He loved to fish there and to bring his family. Having our whole
family together, seeing our children grow up swimming like fishes
and learning to love the outdoors—these were happy years.

During the thirty-two years from Stalin’s death until Father’s
partial retirement in 1985, the mood of our country changed. As
Stalin’s purges and the Great Patriotic War receded into the past,
the whole population experienced a gradual change in sentiment,
which became apparent in the celebration of our holidays. One
example was the holiday on 1 May, which had caused me so much
trouble in 1956. By the late 1970s, public enthusiasm for Communist
celebrations had already waned. It even became necessary for the
chiefs to order people to participate in the parade or risk losing their
jobs. The changing leadership contributed to our changing mood.
After Stalin, we had Khrushchev, and then, in 1964, Brezhnev. Fol-
lowing the death of Brezhnev in 1982, there was a rapid succession
of leaders—Andropov in 1982, Chernenko in 1984, and then, in
March of 1985, Mikhail Gorbachev. Soon after Gorbachev came
to power, he loosened media censorship, and Stalin’s atrocities
were the subject of much discussion on radio, television, and in the
newspapers. People talked more and more openly about the purges
of their families and friends. None of these changes were lost on
Father.

Our family, as well as our country, had experienced change;
our lives had improved. During this period, we need not fight an
invading enemy. We were no longer hungry. Typhus, tuberculosis,
and cholera did not threaten us. Motorized transport, air travel,
and television became necessities for us. Our family members were
well educated. We accepted the cultural advantages of literature,
music, drama, and history. Father had leisure time and a comfort-
able income. We had the luxury of vacations in pristine natural
settings. Two generations earlier, with the First World War, the
Civil War, the Purges and famines, and the Great Patriotic War, my
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grandparents could say none of these things. These advantages we
now enjoyed were also enjoyed by millions of others in the Soviet
Union. It was ironic that a cultured, educated middle class—a kind
of bourgeoisie—had arisen within Communism’s ostensibly class-
less society. Independently-thinking men and women had received
the intellectual and emotional tools that permitted them to question
the Communist practices of previous generations. Not only my
husband Alexander, but many other intellectuals began to question
the motives of Soviet leaders. These fundamental changes allowed
the people of the Soviet Union to challenge the country’s involve-
ment in a war in Afghanistan—a war whose initial phases were
observed by Father’s younger brother, Gregory. Father was also not
immune to the societal changes. He ceased to speak of Stalin with
respect; those feelings had been overtaken and overwhelmed by an
inevitable march of events. He still clung to the Party, but he was
beginning to awaken.

Tatiana V. Kramchaninova-Serebrovska
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The Soviet Tragedy of Afghanistan

Gregory Kramchaninov, Viktor’s younger brother

All brutalized by fate,
Fierce fighting every night takes place,
With murder, violence and hate,
Their judgments short and merciless.

From Princess Troubetzkoy by Nikolai Nekrasov (1821-1878)*
INY

n 1948, I entered the L'viv Polytechnical Institute. Though my
Istudies were hard, my life immediately became better, because
the government provided for my education, lodging, and cloth-
ing—and I got enough to eat! I loved to sing, and I joined the
Institute’s chorus. There I met a young woman, Ludmila Fedotova.
We had both been in the high-school chorus in Zhitomyr, and
she had come to L'viv to study cardiology at the Medical Institute.
Although I didn’t remember her, she remembered me. In L’viv, we
now became friends, then more than friends, and we married in
1951. Viktor and Maria came from Kiev to L’viv for the wedding.
They brought with them their four-year-old daughter, Tatiana, who
stole the show. After the ceremony, we all sang our patriotic song
“We are all for peace, the people swear.” Tatiana sat high on Vik-

52 Published in English translation by Soskice (1977, p22).
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tor’s shoulders. She sang loudly and remarkably well for a child of
four, but she made up her own words.

After our marriage, I spent two more years at the Institute, and
they were perhaps the happiest of my life. We say that when you are
with your darling, even a hut can be paradise. Everything seemed
to get better, and petroleum engineering itself took on a rosy glow.
My marriage to Ludmila had yet another benefit for which I have
always been grateful: when we were in Afghanistan, her presence
may have saved my life.

After graduating in 1953 and having done well academically,
I was sent by the government on several important assignments.
Ludmila and I went first to the Russian city of Kazan where, ten
years before, Viktor had awaited his new bomber to roll out of the
factory. I was then sent to the Caucasus—Georgia, Azerbaijan, and
Armenia—where I directed construction of the Trans-Caucasian
gas pipeline. I also helped build an arterial pipeline supplying gas to
the Soviet Union from Iran.

Then came my unpleasant time in Afghanistan. I was no stranger
to adversity; from age thirteen to fifteen, I had lived through the
Nazi occupation of Zhitomyr. In those years, my youth was an
advantage. Teenagers don’t think much about danger, and there
was comfort in being with my father and elder brother. They made
me skillful in avoiding enemy soldiers. Foraging through Nazi
camps, stealing their food, siphoning gasoline from their vehicles,
hiding from their troops in a leaf-covered ditch, and listening to
forbidden radio broadcasts were all dangerous, but exciting. While
youth can turn adversity into adventure, at age fifty, danger is only
danger. Some have said that life as a Soviet advisor in Afghanistan
after 1979 was a happy and even luxurious existence. That was not
my experience. During my two years in Afghanistan, the work was
hard, understanding the culture and language was impossible, and
danger was always present.

Of Afghan history, I knew little more than that Mohammed
Daoud had conducted a palace coup against the king, Mohammed
Shah, in 1973 and had declared the country a republic and himself
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the president. The sending of Soviet civilians to Afghanistan was
precipitated by the military coup d’etat of 27 April 1978. A group of
Afghan officers, called the People’s Democratic Party of Afghani-
stan, had set up a government modeled after the Central Asian So-
cialist Republics. The leader, Nur Mohammed Taraki, pressed hard
for progressive change in Afghanistan and appealed to the Soviet
Union for economic and military aid. The United States of America
opposed this expansion of socialism, and encouraged the upper
bourgeoisie, rich merchants, businessmen, and some high-ranking
military officers to rebel against Taraki’s government.” In order to
“stabilize our southern border,” our government responded with
what it called “disinterested help”: equipment, machinery, and
material.

Our government also began sending thousands of its own
citizens as advisors. Some were military, some were experienced in
Soviet politics and government, and some were civilian specialists
in technical, economic, or legal fields. The technical specialists,
like myself, were to build bridges, dams, houses, hospitals, schools,
and other installations. I was to build automated military gasoline
storage depots to service automobiles, airplanes, armored cars, and
tanks, and to do it I would supervise a group of Afghan riggers and
workers. Every military unit had civilian specialists and advisors; I
was one of these and was assigned to the General Staff of the Soviet
Army, Special Detachment #10. My detachment had other civilian
specialists to supervise many kinds of construction. In addition to all
this, the Soviet Union was helping Afghanistan improve its military
forces by providing defense technology, armaments, and military
advisers, and by training Afghan military and civilian specialists in
the Soviet Union. It was a massive effort.

Fortunately, Ludmila volunteered to go with me, even though
we had to leave our thirteen-year-old daughter Elena with my sister,
Nina Drugova, in L’viv. Ludmila and I, with other civilian specialists

53  As early as 1973, the United States established a training center in Pakistan
for “potential Afghan guerillas” (Sarin and Dvoretsky, 1993).
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and their wives, went to Moscow for official processing. On March
7, 1979, we obtained approval and all the appropriate documents. I
remember well the next day, for it was unusually spring-like—bright
and sunny—and the Muscovites were hurriedly purchasing flowers
to congratulate the ladies on our esteemed International Women’s
Day. Then, innocent of difficulties, we flew to an unknown land
under the roar of aircraft engines—a far more peaceful sound than
we were soon destined to hear.

We were unprepared for turmoil, but we were soon to see it
for ourselves. After landing at the capital city of Kabul, we busily
settled into the quarters for Soviet specialists and advisors—five-
story buildings right in the heart of the city. That night, we had
barely unpacked when we heard bursts of machine-gun fire and
shell explosions coming from different directions. Artillery can-
nonades from the distant mountains reached our ears. Nighttime
battles were being fought. A few days after our arrival, the western
Afghan city of Herat erupted in open revolt. Soviet specialists and
their families were murdered and their bodies dragged through
the streets. The Afghan troops sent to restore order defected, and
escalating violence ensued. Suddenly we realized that Afghanistan
was far from peaceful.

Kabul was relatively calm. On the streets, we easily identified
Soviet citizens as Russian speaking non-Afghans in western dress.
Although we were a large civilian presence, Soviet soldiers were sel-
dom seen. Many Afghans in Kabul seemed satisfied with the Soviet-
style government; they had a better standard of living, their children
began to go to school, and their healthcare improved. However, the
security in the rest of Afghanistan was in the unsteady hands of
the Afghan Army. Peasants in the countryside rioted against the
government, which they believed to be anti-Muslim and Soviet-
dominated. Government troops were unreliable. It was civil war.

It seemed to me that religion was a root cause of the fighting.
Religion is all-pervasive in Afghanistan. Fundamentalist mullahs
teach that Allah is a god who barely tolerates non-Muslims, and
that even believers are punished when they deviate from religious
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law. Their religion is political, seeking a purely Islamic government,
where revenge and violence are acceptable to achieve political ends.
These mullahs opposed the removal of the burkha, the garment that
traditionally covered Afghan women from head to toe. They op-
posed free education for all children. They opposed women having
rights equal to men. They stirred up the peasants, declaring that
the government’s policies were against Islamic culture. In many
places across the land, peasants formed bandit groups, which were
supported by money, weapons, and even combatants from Muslim
countries such as Iran, Pakistan, and Saudi Arabia.

Tribal differences were another cause of unrest. While nearly
all Afghans are Muslim—either Shiite or Sunni—there are differ-
ent tribes, which are often at war with each other. The numerous
Pashtun tribe, who are largely Shiite, live near the borders with
Pakistan and China. The Sunni live near Iran. In the north are the
Tajik. Whoever enjoys the support of the Pashtun tribe commands
the most power in the country, and, unfortunately, the Council
of Pashtun had agreed to oppose the People’s Democratic Party,
which they saw as a Soviet instrument. That had spelled trouble.
With the Muslims fighting among themselves as well as against the
government in Kabul, there was plenty of violence in the country.
We had been thrown into a boiling political cauldron—a country
seething with unrest—and had not been warned.

The political situation deteriorated further. In September, six
months after we arrived, Hafizullah Amin, who had been an assis-
tant to Taraki, accomplished a military coup.” Taraki’s government
tell, and with it the People’s Democratic Party. As insurance against
retaliation, Amin executed Taraki, his family, and his political allies.
Amin belonged to a pro-American political circle and hoped to re-
ceive support from the United States. However, Amin had made his
bed, and now he had to lie in it. Our Politburo saw Amin as hostile
and dangerous to our interests. To “stabilize our southern border,”

54 Taraki’s secret police had failed twice to assassinate Amin, who retaliated by
promoting a military coup, which deposed Taraki (Anwar, 1988).
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our army invaded Afghanistan in December of 1979. When it oc-
cupied the Presidential Palace in Kabul, Amin died in the fighting.
Bobrak Karmal, a comrade-in-arms of Taraki, became president of
the country. Military occupation of Afghanistan and a most tragic
period for the Soviet Union began.

Only in cities where government troops were stationed was
there relative calm. But even there, on some nights, our soldiers
skirmished with invisible adversaries. Our military suffered casual-
ties, as did the peaceful inhabitants. Our tanks stood on the main
streets and at strategic points. Patrols checked documents, and
anyone without them could be shot. In all Afghan cities, a curfew
was imposed from 8 AM until 6 PM. In the countryside between
cities, the roads were controlled by our enemies, whom we called
“dushmen,” from the Persian word dush, meaning “bad.” Dush-
men controlled sixty percent of the mountainous terrain, and they
behaved with impunity. Because of them, we had to travel from
one city to another by airplane or helicopter. Even in the cities, we
moved between office and home in special enclosed cars. Every day
we were told that all was well, yet we were warned not to venture
far from our compound. The officials seemed not to notice this
contradiction.

Of course, all was not well. During the day in the countryside,
dushmen were peasants working the land, or they were combatants
hiding in slit trenches, camouflaged from aerial reconnaissance. But
at night, they became militaristic. As soon as darkness fell, dushmen
emerged and began to fire on our construction sites, apartments,
and airdromes. Our forces returned the fire. Somehow we got used
to sleeping through the small arms fire, the artillery barrages, and
the shell bursts. The skirmishes ceased in the daytime only to begin
again at night. We civilian specialists had no personal guard; we
were on our own. We were armed for self-defense at all times.

Military action or not, I had a job to do—namely, to construct
two petroleum storage depots in Kabul, one in Jalalabad, one in
Khost, and one in Kandahar. At any development site, we had five
or six Soviet engineers representing different specialties, and each of
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us had about twenty-five Afghan workers in his crew. We engineers
were working at more than one site simultaneously, and in my case,
I needed to assemble six crews of Afghan men. Some were laborers,
and some, who had worked abroad in Pakistan or Iran, had skills
in carpentry, plumbing, or electrical work. Except for ceasing work
to pray three times a day, the Afghans were good workers, and put
in their eight-hour days without complaint. They were desperately
poor, and no matter what they thought of us Soviet civilians, they
were glad to have a job, so that they could feed themselves and their
families. They had almost no education, but every ten days, each
man was able to sign for his paycheck.

I never knew how much the Afghans were paid. The money
went directly from Moscow to Kabul, so our workers’ salaries came
from their own government. Without oil a machine will not run,
so the Afghan workers must have been paid enough. On paydays, I
opened a bottle of vodka and celebrated with the Afghan foremen
of our construction crews. Despite the Muslim prohibitions against
alcohol, these foremen drank with pleasure, but I never knew if they
drank alcohol when they were just among themselves. They were
not shy, but when we got together, informal communication was
difficult. I understood little of the Dari tongue, the Afghan variant
of Persian, and they did not speak Russian. If I asked a question
about their families, the answer came with only a word or two and a
lot of gestures. They never asked me about life in the Soviet Union,
and I never spoke to them about religion or politics.

An issue always in the back of my mind was that of trust. In the
Soviet Union, I had developed over the years an effective style for
solving either technical or personnel problems on the job: I simply
had a conference with my workers over a bottle of vodka. By the
time the bottle was empty, the problem had usually been solved,
friendships had been built, and trust established. In this way, I could
build teams that worked well together. Because of the cultural and
linguistic differences, this strategy wouldn’t work in Afghanistan. I
used a simpler strategy—namely, to treat my work crews with kind-
ness. They seemed to respond, for they were socially cordial to me
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in return. I had no reason to believe that any of them were dushmen
by night, but how could I be sure? Even if they were not dushmen
themselves, they might have friends who were. How could intensely
devout men who prayed several times a day trust me, an atheist? To
the Muslim extremist, a nonbeliever is considered a low form of life.
I could not distinguish a potentially violent religious zealot from
a rational, moderate, peaceful Muslim, and the language barrier
didn’t help. My work crew seemed to trust each other. Perhaps they
were from the same ethnic group or the same tribe; one raven never
puts out the eye of its fellow. But I felt some tension between me
and my Afghan crews. Were they uncomfortable with me because I
was their boss, or because I was an infidel? One who has been taught
from childhood that Allah controls everything might not trust the
decisions of a non-believer.

When I stepped beyond engineering, I saw how little weight my
opinion carried. It happened one day that one of my workers badly
injured a finger. I attempted to stop the bleeding, and instructed
him to lie down until I could get an ambulance to take him to the
hospital. He responded by saying, “Allah is displeased with me!”
and, taking an ax, he promptly chopped off his finger. My offer of
help had not impressed him. Apparently, he was certain of Allah’s
judgment and that Allah would accept a severed finger as atone-
ment for whatever sin he had committed. Dismemberment was
highly prized among religious fundamentalists in Afghan society.
Differences in our spoken languages were insignificant compared to
differences in our cultures. How were we to understand each other?
And, without understanding, how could I trust my work crews, and
they me?

Uncertain of our safety and far from home, we looked to our
own countrymen for companionship. Many of the Soviet advisors
in our compound had brought their families with them, and we
soon became a community of friends in these anxious times. In the
battles against the dushmen, some of our advisors were wounded
and others killed. We were all at risk, but the military advisors were
particularly vulnerable, for their units were sometimes ambushed
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by Mujahadeen rebel bands. The friendships within our compound
helped to comfort and support the wives during periods of agoniz-
ing suspense when their husbands were away on a mission. Ludmila
remained alone when I was away on my frequent trips to other
cities. It was a happy event for the whole community when a man
returned home safely. Community support was even more impor-
tant when a man did not return, and his body was sent back to the
Soviet Union in a zinc coffin. Then, we rallied around the families of
our lost friends and rendered whatever support we could.

Because Ludmila was a physician, she looked after the medical
needs of the advisors and their families, and she also helped them
with personal problems. Her reputation as a physician soon spread
beyond our compound, and she began to see patients from Afghan
families, particularly women and children, who were delighted
to see a female physician. Women received almost no medical
care, because most Afghan doctors were men, and there were cul-
tural and religious prohibitions preventing them from examining
women. Thus Ludmila provided health care where it had not been
available before. Sometimes Ludmila also took care of Afghan men.
One patient was an Afghan man with heart trouble. She may have
also helped his wife or other members of his family. We do not
remember exactly what help she gave, but favors done and not re-
membered are the most effective. At any rate, the man was grateful,
and in Afghan society kindness is rewarded.

One day in June 1980, her Afghan patient advised her not to be
at home that night, and we followed his advice. When we returned
to our apartment the following morning, we found the bodies of
two of our closest friends outside our front door. Their ears had
been cut off and their eye sockets were empty. The dushmen had
done this, transported the bodies, and then dumped them at our
door. Had our friends been tortured prior to being murdered? What
kind of culture was this? Ludmila and I could hardly believe what
had happened. We and everyone in our compound were shocked
that human beings could behave in such a way. We were all grief-
stricken and angry.
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I needed to express my sorrow and rage. That very night I sat
and poured out my soul in a poem, which I sent back to my family.
To get it past the censors, I wrote it on toilet paper and hid it inside
a toilet paper roll. A friend carried it out of Afghanistan and sent
the poem to Viktor. Writing it helped me to deal with the turmoil
in my heart.

Gregory Kramchaninov, age seventy-four, showing the poem
about Afghanistan that he had written on toilet paper in Kabul
in 1980. A friend smuggled the poem past the censors and sent
it to Viktor in Kiev.
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AFGHANISTAN
Dedicated to my brother, Viktor, in memory of Afghanistan
—June 1980

Mountain peaks,
Groves and fields,
Sunny distances,
Desert ground,
Abrupt gorges,
Cold and heat,
Nomadic tribes,
Pashtun and Dari.
Three wives,
Ancient customs,
With prayers
Every day.
Clay huts,

No fruitful ground.
And from Islam
Animal spite.

We came from the North
To improve their life,
To secure our border.
It’s important for us.
They want no help.
Eyes dark with wrath,
They stab our back,
A rite for foreigners.
America, beyond the sea,
And Pakistan, China nearby,
All play dirty with us
Every day.
While dollars flow
Like a river
Damned dushmen
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Kill us.
Mothers anguish.
Families grieve.
Our young men perish,
All for nothing.

We thought them noble,
A proud people—but no.
All are corrupt,
“our true friends.”
Such “true friendship”
Costs very much.
There is not enough zinc
For coffins.

They follow the mullah,
Like goats.

His word is law
This native brother.
He calls to kill
All infidels.

They follow
As goats in a storm.
To make from goats
A real people,

Will take
Many days.

But our cause is just.
We will prevail.
Even if they cut off our ears
And tear out our eyes.”

Our two murdered friends had been away from Kabul working
in a distant city and, not having being warned as we had been, they
had fallen victim to this atrocity. We do not know how many others

55 Gregory’s poem has been translated literally and without regard for rhyme.
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of our people were killed that night, and in so brutal a fashion,
because censorship restricted our information, and the bodies were
hastily shipped back to the Soviet Union. We lived in a tight-knit,
closed community and did not see the greater picture. Gradually, we
learned by word of mouth that the Pashtuns had planned a rampage
for that evening in several cities. We also heard that leaders of the
dushmen had paid large sums of money to their soldiers for tossing
mutilated corpses into the residence compounds of our people.
They wanted to undermine morale of the civilian specialists. Such
sadism occurred rather frequently in Afghanistan, but these acts of
intimidation failed; they only drew us closer together and increased
our resolve.

After the initial shock had abated, Ludmila and I began to ask
ourselves some unpleasant questions. Why were we chosen to
have the bodies dumped outside our door? These bodies had been
brought to our specific apartment; did the dushmen know these two
men were our closest friends? Were the assassins disappointed that
I was not at home? Did they have a similar fate in mind for me? For
Ludmila too? What would have happened had Ludmila’s patient
not advised us to be away from home on this particular night? Did
her Afghan patient warn her out of gratitude, or did he not want
to lose her services as a physician? How did he know what would
happen and when? Our questions were never answered. We became
ever more vigilant. On the job, I began to observe the Afghans on
my crew and on other crews more closely.

How could the Mujahadeen deliberately tortureandkillinnocent
people? It seemed to me that such behavior arose from an inher-
ent violence developed since childhood. These were illiterate men
whose religion permeated everything: their culture, laws, courts,
treatment of women and children, family life, and customs. Theirs
was a ritualistic religion, where prayers were at fixed times of the day
and were aimed at an established destination. During the prayers,
everyone moved together like sheep in a herd with prescribed body
positions. The men accepted what the mullahs told them about the
Koran, about what they should believe and how they should behave.
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Expressing doubt was out of the question. Clearly, radical mullahs
taught their followers vengeance and violence without mentioning
Islam’s redeeming features of kindness and mercy.

In 1981, I was recalled to the Soviet Union. With relief, we
left a country of contradictions. Educated, barefaced women in
Kabul contrasted with illiterate, burkha-covered women in the
countryside. Men working side-by-side with us to build a better
life were opposed by others working against us to destroy what we
had built. Students studying in the university welcomed the Soviet-
style change, but rural peasants opposed education. Some mullahs
advised progress and restraint, while others taught revenge and
retribution. Strong family ties existed, as did strong antagonisms
between clans. Clans agreeing to oppose the Afghan government
fought among themselves. The country had rich natural resources,
but the people were poor. How can a nation prosper when many of
its people despise education, and when women are virtually slaves?
When we left Afghanistan, our lives became easier, but there was no
respite for our friends who remained, nor for our country.

After my return to Kiev, I spent many evenings over food and
vodka with Viktor, discussing the war in Afghanistan. Having been
with the partisans in 1943, he knew how the dushmen could ambush
our military columns. Viktor saw how religious fanaticism was rife
among the Afghan population. He understood my poem and the
cruelty I had witnessed. But the questions remained: Why did we
go into Afghanistan? Was it just to “stabilize our southern border”?

Now that two decades have passed, I have come to think that the
idea of Soviet expansion still warmed the hearts of our leaders. Our
Politburo had suffered defeat in 1973, when the murder of Presi-
dent Allende’® in Chile ended the socialist government there, and
our leaders had been criticized for being too inactive. Then in 1979,
when President Amin of Afghanistan requested American support,

56 Salvador Allende Gossens (1908-1973) was socialist president of Chile
from 1970 until he was killed in a military coup in 1973 led by General Augusto
Pinochet.
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they felt called upon to answer a direct threat to Soviet borders.
In addition, they saw Afghanistan, with its poor, uneducated, and
discordant population, as easy prey. The decision to invade was not
Chairman Brezhnev’s alone—he was too weak-headed—but was a
collective decision of the Politburo, goaded by the Minister of De-
fense. Our leaders’ mania for expansion drove us into Afghanistan.

But for what? To impose our culture and philosophy on such
a people by military means was impossible. Whatever we built up
would surely be torn down. The risks were too great—not only for
soldiers, but also for civilians. The Afghan war lasted until 1989— a
period of almost ten years. More than 13,000 Soviet soldiers were
killed and 70,000 wounded. Many of the wounded became invalids.
How many women were widowed? How many mothers had to
bring up children with no father?

I returned from Afghanistan at the age of fifty-three and retired
at sixty-five. Now, at seventy-three, I am confined to my house
with Parkinson’s disease, but two life experiences remain indelibly
etched on my memory—the Nazi occupation of Zhitomyr, and the
loss of my friends in Afghanistan.

As I write these words with a shaking hand, never to be steady
again, Afghanistan is once more on the world’s stage. Americans
now write the script and perform the drama. The question is: can
their politicians preserve the innocent, promote the common wel-
fare, and insure the peace? In our case, the Afghan war was the result
of the mindless policies of our politicians. It tore our country apart,
demoralized our society, and contributed greatly to the break-up of
the Soviet Union. In the end, the Afghans were not better off. What
will happen this time? Will America and Afghanistan fare better?

Gregory Kramchaninov
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Chernobyl: Viktor’'s Moment of Truth

Tatiana Kramchaninova-Serebrovska

How pitiless are men!
To hide the truth - why was there need?

From Princess Troubetzkoy by Nikolai Nekrasov (1821-1878)*
INY

he Chernobyl nuclear disaster occurred in 1986. That spring,

Alexander and I planned a family boating vacation. We worked
weekends over the winter and accumulated enough time to extend
the traditional May Day holiday by two weeks. With the decreasing
popularity of Communist celebrations, we no longer risked our jobs by
failing to appear in the May Day parade. It was now mostly for children
anyway, and attendance was not required even for them, so we could
skip the parade and go boating instead. Zoya was just finishing high
school. Nadia was now thirteen, Sergey twelve. We five, along with
our gear and food, fit nicely into the two kayaks Alexander had built.
During the last week of April and the first week of May, spring would
be beginning, the trees would be blooming, and paddling along would
be lovely. We chose our favorite river for the trip, the beautiful Teterev,
unconcerned that, as it emptied into the Dnieper, it was in the shadow
of the Chernobyl nuclear power station.

57 Published in English translation by Soskice (1977, p30).
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On April 24, we put in our boats and began paddling down the
river through an unspoiled, deserted region. Saturday, April 26 was
very windy. We could not understand why all of us felt so listless.
Even Alexander, whose robust energy was legendary, was not up
to par. After we had paddled for only a short distance, he declared
that we should set up camp early, so we pitched our tent on the
riverbank. We could not have known that earlier that morning a
reactor at Chernobyl had exploded, sending tons of radioactive
material thousands of feet into the sky. We had no radio with us,
but a radio would not have warned us, because the government
made no public announcement. The next day, we continued our
boat trip, coming closer and closer to Chernobyl. On April 30, we
were startled by people shouting at us from the riverbank. With
great excitement, they told us that something had happened down-
stream, and whatever it was had caused the police to cordon off the
river. We did not believe them and continued down the river. There
was no blockade; everything was peaceful. We thought they must
have been misinformed or were playing some kind of joke. On May
2, we came upon some campers who had a radio and were listening
to Voice of America. We now heard the reports with our own ears:
an explosion and fire one week earlier had caused a massive release
of radioactivity from the Chernobyl power plant, only a few miles
from where we were!

We had to return home quickly. Being in the wilderness, get-
ting back was not easy. Each kayak weighed a hundred and ten
pounds, and we had five rucksacks weighing forty pounds each. We
struggled with this mass for six miles through the forests until we
came to a road where we could catch a bus to Kiev. Back in the
city, confusion, shock, and despondency greeted us. On April 28,
an official announcement to the rest of the world—not to the Soviet
population—had stated only that “...one of the atomic reactors was
damaged” at the Chernobyl power plant. Foreign radio stations,
like Voice of America or Liberty Life, were broadcasting stories
of a massive nuclear accident at Chernobyl. They reported that
radioactivity from Chernobyl was being detected in nearly every
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country in Europe, having drifted hundreds or thousands of miles.
These stories spreading through the population caused great alarm,
because Chernobyl was our neighbor, being only ninety miles to the
north. The May Day parade had taken place as usual with thousands
of children and youth marching in the streets. “Surely,” people said,
“our government would have called off the parade rather than ex-
pose our children to dangerous radioactivity.” People just did not
know what to believe, and our government told us nothing.

On May 2, our government made a short vague statement,
which only increased the rumors. Finally, on May 3 came an official
announcement of a nuclear disaster at Chernobyl. Panic enveloped
Kiev. Hundreds of thousands of hysterical people rushed to the
railway station to send their children as far from Kiev as possible.
For the next two days and nights, Alexander and I took turns
standing in the queue to buy rail tickets to L’viv for our son, Sergey,
and daughter, Nadia. Father managed to procure three airplane
tickets, so that Mother and my sister Lena’s two children could fly
to Leningrad, where Mother had relatives. Within three days after
the official announcement, Kiev was emptied of its children. Their
laughter was not heard, and children were not seen in the streets.

Those who remained behind did not know what to expect or
how to behave. What was safe to eat and drink? Television told us
to stay indoors, close all windows, and wash what was worn outside
each day. We were warned that the fallout contained radioactive
iodine, even a little of which was harmful to the thyroid gland. We
were told that we could protect ourselves by taking iodine that
was not radioactive. People drank tincture of iodine mixed with
milk without any idea of the proper dosage. As hysteria abated,
depression followed. Alcohol consumption rose alarmingly. Many
believed they were living their final days and sought whatever hap-
piness and pleasure they could find. The mood in Kiev recalled the
feasts during the plagues of the Middle Ages, when orgies occurred
among those who felt they were facing certain death. But there was
no increasing death, and over the next few days we began to adapt
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to the situation and even to joke about it. Eventually, the children
and a more normal life returned.

Our eldest daughter, Zoya, remained in Kiev to take her final
school examinations. Two years later, she married and became
pregnant. For years, my fondest dream had been to have a grand-
child. But her child was stillborn. I still believe that the radiation she
received while we were so near to Chernobyl damaged her ovaries
and her ability to carry the child. The reactor burned for ten days,
continuing to send huge amounts of radioactivity into the air. The
heaviest fallout was in the first days, while we were boating and
innocent of the radioactive “rain.” Being out in the open on the
Teterev River, fully exposed to the sky, Zoya must have absorbed a
high dose of radiation. Even so, I feel guilty for not evacuating her
from Kiev. Why did I rely on the official information that, because
she was older, Zoya did not need to be evacuated? By staying, she
just got more radiation. Her baby died because of the radiation
she received prior to her pregnancy. No one can convince me
otherwise. I have continued to hope that my children would have
children, but that has not happened. Chernobyl robbed me of my
only grandchild!

While we were boating, Father, working at Kiev’s main air-
drome, was puzzled. From April 26, a great many children boarded
airplanes, which then took off from side runways. He did not
understand why the children were leaving Kiev early in the spring.
They didn’t usually leave the city until the schools were closed in
summer, when they left to go to camp, to the Crimea for vacation,
or to special sanatoria for rest and recreation. But school was not
yet out. As the scene was repeated each day, his wonderment grew.
Who were these children? With some detective work, Father learned
they were from families of government officials. But why were they
leaving Kiev? On May 3, when the government acknowledged the
Chernobyl accident, Father understood. High-up government of-
ficials were secretly evacuating their own children by air.

Now Father also understood why the public announcement of
the Chernobyl accident had been delayed for seven days. Officials
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had refused to make the announcement until their own children
were safe. They knew that tons of radioactive material were be-
ing spewed into the sky each day not far to the north. They had
deliberately put the thousands of Kiev children who were exposed
for hours in the May Day parade at risk. The officials knew that
prompt disclosure would have prompted us, the ordinary citizens,
to protect our own children during these dangerous days, and that
public panic would have interfered with getting their own children
to safety. Now, for the first time, Father saw it clearly with his own
eyes: when there was a choice between protecting the people or pro-
tecting their own families, the officials protected their own. Father
saw the government unmasked. It stood naked before him; “the
emperor had no clothes.” The Soviet government did not care for its
people. He exploded with anger. It was Father’s moment of truth.

If it violates one’s fundamental beliefs, a moment of truth is
not easy. In Father’s case, it violated teachings from his earliest
childhood. Father’s own parents, Panteley and Barbara, were poor
and had eagerly grasped the socialist ideals that, with equality and
brotherhood, everyone could work together to produce a happy,
prosperous society. Father had learned well from his parents; the
apple falls close to the tree. He learned not only from his parents,
for in kindergartens, schools, pioneer camps, and elsewhere, the re-
ligion of Communism was substituted for God. For decades, Father
said he had believed a monstrous lie as a child believes in a fairy
story: “Communism will bring a radiant future, if only everyone
will believe and do everything in their power to bring it about. One
needs only to work, to wait, and to tolerate the hard times until it
triumphs.” Father had believed. Communism, he said, had prom-
ised everyone a sheepskin coat, but the promises were only warm
words. The government had treated him like a condom, which it
had used and then thrown away.

Father was not the only one who felt this way. After Chernobyl,
people everywhere became disillusioned. They saw the hypocrisy
of their government. They saw a Party leadership that had noth-
ing in common with ordinary citizens. They saw a Party not under
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popular control. In the past, when the government had meted out
cruel punishment or prison for little or no crime and had said it
was for the common good, the people had been passive. Even this
refinement of cruelty had been accepted. Now, however, people be-
gan to identify Communists with the secret police. Father had been
regarded as a war hero, and he had basked in this glory, but now he
ceased to be a hero due to his Communist ties. Worse, he became
something of a villain. Some young people even reviled him for his
Party membership. Father had been popular with young people and
he took this very hard. It forced him to begin thinking about the
Party and the government in a new way.

Father had always said that there was more to fishing than
catching fish. In the silence on the river, he could think, and now
contemplation brought him peace and a plan of action. One June
day in 1986, he brought home a string of fish and his plan. “If we
cannot trust our government to protect us,” he said, “then we
should protect ourselves. We will get ourselves a ‘spare airdrome’ as
a safe haven from another atomic disaster.” One could almost hear
Barbara speaking—“One lives not by prayers, but by deeds.” Father,
Mother, Alexander, and myself pooled our resources to buy a dacha
away from Kiev. We found one in the Poltava region, about ninety
miles to the east and a journey of four hours by train. There were
two acres of land, an old stone house, and an orchard. The land was
fertile and the area was in a “clean zone,” meaning it had escaped
radiation fallout from Chernobyl. The dacha was within convenient
walking distance of a railroad station, which was crucial, because
we had no car. For our whole family, it was a retreat from the noise
and bustle of Kiev, and for Father it was a new outlet for his restless
energy.

Over the next few years, Father’s disillusionments following
Chernobyl were reinforced by Gorbachev’s open policy of glasnost.
Radio, television, and newspapers publicized stories that had previ-
ously been suppressed. Previously forbidden books became avail-
able to the general population. People could talk more freely. In
January 1990, Father’s airdrome reduced its staff, and he became
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tully retired. Always a lover of literature, he now had more time to
read. Solzhenitsyn’s writings were being broadly discussed. Father
obtained a copy of A Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich and reread it
with new eyes, but it was Gulag Archipelago that made the greatest
impact. It had been published serially in the Soviet magazine Novy
Mir. Father and Mother sat hours at a time, reading it aloud and
pausing to discuss it. They talked especially about a statement to a
prisoner by one of the characters, a guard who said, “Stalin does not
give a damn about you!” Father saw that Stalin’s suspicious person-
ality and his need for absolute power had led to a ruthlessness in the
whole society. Father realized that he had been deceived by decades
of propaganda glorifying Stalin and by tight control of the media,
which hid his crimes and had prevented the people from knowing
the truth.

Through this book, Mother and Father relived their lives,
seeing them in a new light. The famines, the arrests and deaths of
Serebrovsky and his wife, the presence of political deputies in the
military units, the confiscation of Father’s diary, the assignment of
Mother to a remote medical post without regard for her young child,
the teaching of Pioneers to spy on their parents, the cover-up of
the Chernobyl disaster—these and other mysteries became clearer.
Father was profoundly disturbed by the realization that, from early
in the Soviet regime, thousands of innocent Soviet citizens had been
executed, and millions of others were starved or sent to slave labor
camps. He was saddened by the sheer magnitude and duration of
the Soviet barbarity against its own people. Father wondered why
he failed so long to understand that the Party was not interested in
him, but only in itself, when the clues had been there all along. Why,
he asked, had he faced death so often during the war with the words,
“For Stalin!” He had been, he said, like a Ukrainian peasant who will
not make the sign of the cross until the thunder bursts his eardrum.

But was it all in vain, the ideals to which he had clung, all his
hopes and dreams, and all the goals toward which he had worked?
Mother and Father debated this question. Father had read Orwell’s
Animal Farm, the parable on Communism and human nature. So-
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ciety always contains greedy pigs ready to take advantage of the hard
work of others. Because all people are flawed, Father questioned
whether human beings could ever make Communism work. Still,
though Communism had gone wrong, the idea that people should
work together and care for each other was right. Bad people had
taken a good idea and had ruined it for a country ready to believe
in it. The Party, Father said, had used the idea of Communism as a
general hypnosis for the people and had substituted it for religion. It
was a remarkable phenomenon that social scientists must someday
explore.

Many others felt that Communism had gone awry. Like soap
bubbles, local Party organizations were bursting and disappearing.
Of course, there were Communist organizations that persisted, but
Father would not support them. “We will not,” he said, “join those
brawlers who go to these meetings carrying red flags and holding
up portraits of Stalin.” At the end of July 1990, he discontinued
his Party membership. Thereafter, he rarely mentioned the Party;
he felt it had betrayed him for most of his life, and he found it too
painful to think of.

Tatiana Kramchaninova-Serebrovska
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Ukrainian Independence and
Viktor’s Last Days

Tatiana Kramchaninova-Serebrovska

The flood of reminiscences draws neat...

Volodimir Sosiura (1898-1965)¢
N

arly in 1991, the Soviet economy was collapsing. Gorbachev’s
Eperestroika and his political support were clearly in trouble. As
the central government was failing, Ukraine faced a difficult ques-
tion: “Should we continue to be a part of the Soviet Union?” We
were asked to vote on the matter. Many people, ourselves included,
had long understood the frailty of our Soviet government, but it
was what we had known for our entire lives. We were accustomed
to it. The majority of Ukrainians voted in favor of remaining in
the Soviet Union. Then, on August 19, while Gorbachev was va-
cationing in Crimea, conservative plotters in the government and
military attempted a coup d’etat in Moscow. Fortunately, public
demonstrations and courageous democratic leaders, notably Boris
Yeltsin, President of the Russian Republic, blocked the attempt.
However, the coup was nearly successful, and this alarmed us all.

58 Published in English translation by Andrusyshen and Kirkconnell (1963, p464).
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On August 22, Gorbachev returned, but there was no confidence in
his government.

On August 24, President Kravchuk of Ukraine declared us to
be an independent country. To see if the people agreed with him,
he called for a second vote to be held in December 1991. By then
perestroika had ended, and Gorbachev was essentially powerless.
Boris Yeltsin was the new president, and the Soviet Union was
beginning to break up into independent republics, the largest, of
course, being Russia. The central government in Moscow was in
chaos. Ties between Russia and Ukraine were already being broken,
and Ukraine was moving toward independence.

But how should we vote? Father’s mind was in conflict. The So-
viet government had failed. Father no longer had any doubt about
that. Maybe independence would bring a government that would be
more responsive to the people. All over Ukraine, especially in the
west, a wave of support for independence broke over the popula-
tion. We were a country with immense natural resources, the most
fertile farmland in the world, the largest iron and coal deposits in
the Soviet Union, and more than fifty percent of its heavy industry.
With all this wealth, maybe we would fare better managing our
own affairs. Furthermore, Ukraine was not as large as Russia and
could be governed more easily. Father agreed with his countrymen;
independence might improve our lives.

Still, for cultural reasons, he hesitated to vote for separation
from Russia. Ukrainians had a shared heritage with Russians and
Belorussians. Marriage and family ties stretched across political
borders. I myself had married a Russian. Russian literature, paint-
ing, music, and films were more varied and more insightful than
their rather dreary Ukrainian counterparts. Father preferred to read
Russian books, magazines, and newspapers, and to watch Russian
television. He also had personal ties to the Soviet Union. He had
been born in the very month that Ukraine joined the other repub-
lics to form the new Soviet state. Father and his country were the
same age, and he had been its citizen all his life. He had risked that
life fighting on Soviet soil throughout the Great Patriotic War. He
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was concerned that many politicians favored independence not for
the good of Ukraine, but rather from a greedy desire to plunder
Ukraine’s resources. These persons, he said, were simply looking for
“more and cheaper sausage.” However, one cannot sit in two chairs
atthe same time; he knewhe had to decide. In the end, he cast his vote
to remain with the Motherland, but he was in the minority. Ninety
percent of Ukrainians voted for independence. On December 25,
1991, Gorbachev resigned from office, and the official dissolution of
the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics followed. Ukraine became
an independent country.

Father was initially optimistic. Many good and honest people,
including some who had been released from Soviet concentration
camps, were elected to parliament. Perhaps ordinary citizens could
now influence public policy. However, electing those with only good
intentions was like applying a poultice to a corpse. The new parlia-
mentarians had no experience in leadership, training in government,
or knowledge of economics. They quickly discredited themselves and
the idea of democracy. The changes in government had not cut deeply
enough to cure the disease in our political body. The old guard simply
took off their red Communist hats and wrapped themselves in the yel-
low and blue Ukrainian flag. Those who had mismanaged Chernobyl
and were guilty of the cover up remained in power. By resorting to
devilish tricks, they adroitly resisted democratic changes. Very soon,
well-meaning politicians left the political stage and disappeared from
our television screens. We were left with a corrupt and deceitful
government. Greedy politicians sold state enterprises and pocketed
the money. They robbed the state banks, swindling us and millions of
others of our lifetime savings. Father’s worst fears became reality.

The corruption at the top caused poverty at the bottom. Many
lost their jobs. Those of us lucky enough to have work went months
without pay, and when we received our salary, it had been reduced.
By 1993, the nation’s economy was in free-fall. By 1994, our wages
were less than one fifth of their value before independence. Food
was scarce and inflation was rampant. Father’s fishing was no
longer a pastime, but a necessity, and his famous hot fish soup
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became a staple of our diet. Remarkably, as money grew scarce,
Father grew resolute: “Only the weak and nervous expect God to
protect them from disaster”: this was ever Barbara’s credo. For her,
faith in the non-existent, the invisible, and the intangible weakened
human resolve, lessened will power, and reduced inner strength.
Like his mother during the famine and the war, Father was a pillar
of strength for the family. Rather than expressing bitterness at our
failing government, Father emphasized our strengths. Boguz would
have been proud of him. True, we had little money, but we had
ourselves, our health, and our dacha.

Our dacha in Poltava became our kitchen garden—it was essen-
tial to our food supply and to our survival. Father went to work on
the dacha with the deliberation of a peasant. Now his retirement had
purpose: he was feeding his family once more, as he had in the Don-
bass on Progress Farm. During the growing season, he and Mother
lived at the dacha, and Alexander and I joined them on weekends.
There was so much to be done there: cultivating the vegetables, car-
ing for the fruit trees, and digging a storage cellar. In the autumn,
Mother and I canned hundreds of jars of fruit and vegetables. These
fed us through the winter. Many in Kiev did as we did, and on Friday
evenings, at the end of the regular workweek, there was a curiously
depressing sight. Rushing to the trains was the flower of our nation:
literally thousands of intellectual men and women dressed in shabby
work clothes, bringing with them homemade wheelbarrows. Out of
work, or with earnings so meager that they could not buy enough
food, they had to farm the land. We were among these hordes.

Our dacha had but one room and a kitchen, but it had been
sturdily built a half century ago. The thick stone walls plastered
with white lime inside and out and a roof made of slate helped the
house stay cool on hot summer days. A well supplied the water. This
dacha brought us more than food—it brought us together. When
our three children were small, they, with Father and Mother, could
sleep in the main room, while Alexander and I slept in the kitchen.
Later, the children slept in the shed. Though the dacha was small, it
served us well.
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Viktor, age seventy-four, putting the roof on the
new house at the dacha.

Still, we needed more room, and building a new house from
floor to roof from scavenged second-hand material was a great
adventure for us. It was what Father enjoyed most, and he threw
himself into it with great enthusiasm. When school was out, the
children joined in. They also watered and weeded the garden, and
in autumn they gathered the harvest. If the dacha was necessary for
our budget, it was also wonderful for our children. They spent their
days under the sky and learned to esteem village life. They learned
to value hard work, and in this their grandparents were experts. I
cannot measure the collective satisfaction around the dinner table
when we opened the jars containing the fruit and vegetables that our
three generations had grown. When there was a guest, without fail
we would say, “Try these apples from our tree,” or “We made this
wine from our grapes.” The pride came not only from the produce,
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but also from producing it together. The necessity of growing our
own food strengthened our family.

The fiftieth anniversary of Victory Day, May 9, 1995, was a grand
anniversary. Wearing the campaign ribbons of the twelve battles in
which he had participated, Father, with his guests and grandchildren,
watched the great parade along Krechatik Street through the center
of Kiev. We women stayed at home to prepare the feast. After the
parade, we and our guests celebrated with vodka, many toasts, and
much singing. Father did not know that he was to receive the an-
niversary medal for “Victory in the Great Patriotic War” in honor
of this occasion. It commemorated his heroic service and had been
delivered from Moscow directly to his home. When the moment ar-
rived—to his great surprise—the medal was brought out. According
to our custom, Mother dipped the medal into vodka, proudly pinned
it to his breast, and kissed and embraced her personal hero. As they
waltzed around the room, there were no dry eyes at the table.

Viktor on 9 May 1995, the fiftieth anniversary of
Victory Day.
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Two more years passed. Father and Mother had never had a
proper wedding celebration. In February of 1947, during the priva-
tions of the immediate postwar period, they had celebrated their mar-
riage underground in a spare and dreary military dugout. The ravages
of war were too recent for Father’s military comrades to stage a really
festive event. My parents’ fiftieth wedding anniversary provided the
opportunity for the wedding celebration that they richly deserved,
but never had. For the occasion, we made sure that Mother had a
proper, traditional bridal veil and that Father had the special fiancé
flower for his buttonhole. All the family took part in the preparation.
The granddaughters, Zoya and Nadia, prepared a certificate and a
chocolate medal. Father’s brother, Gregory, recited the poetry he had
composed. Accompanied by Lena or myself at the piano and Zoya and
Nadia on guitars, everyone took part in singing in four- and five-part
harmonies, as usual. It was a fitting climax to the years since 1940,
when Barbara had called to the girls graduating from Zhitomyr High
School: “Which of you will be my daughter-in-law,” and Father’s
brother, Alexander, had shouted: “There she is, Maria Rudenko!”

Viktor and Maria on their fiftieth wedding anniversary,
February 1997.
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Indeed, here she still was. Though she had grown old, she was
still the same kind and beautiful person she had always been. What
remained of that tenth-grade boy, Viktor, who had shared a school
desk with a quiet girl with an “enchanting smile and reddish-golden
hair”? He had liked her, but had thought she could not guess his
feelings. Not only had she guessed, but she had remained true to
that tenth-grade boy throughout the war, and through the hardships
and struggles that followed, and he had been true to her. Their lives
had not been easy. The stresses, though enormous, had been mostly
from outside the marriage, not from within. Together, Viktor and
Maria had survived.

“ 4
T

Family assembled at the fiftieth wedding anniversary. Seated, from left to
right: Maria in her bridal veil, Viktor, Tatiana (elder daughter of Viktor
and Maria), Alexander Serebrovsky (Tatiana’s husband). Standing, from
left to right: Maria (Lena’s daughter), Lena (younger daughter of Viktor and
Maria), Nadiya (Tatiana’s younger daughter), Aloysha (Lena’s son), Gregory
(Viktor’s youngest brother), Zoya (Tatianas elder daughter), Ludmila
(Gregory’s wife).
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Father had been losing weight. One day, late in 1998, he re-
turned from his annual checkup at the hospital for veterans with
the news that an ultrasound scan had found something wrong with
his liver. An examination at the Cancer Institute confirmed our
worst fears. Father understood that he would not live long. It was a
time for reminiscence. For years, Mother had filed away the family
artifacts in an infinitely expandable maroon paperboard accordion
file. Even mounting the photographs in two large albums had not
reduced the bulk of her treasures. With the help of this trove, the
pictures, letters, medals, father’s memoirs, and other memorabilia,
they recalled their childhoods and their life together. They had lived
through the entire life of the Soviet Union. In their youth, they had
seen it rise, and in old age, they had seen it fall.

Now I could see how Father felt. He loved his country. He was
grateful for the education it had provided him in literature, history,
mathematics and science. His education in aeronautics had allowed
him to support his family, but he knew that he had been among the
more fortunate. Life had shown him that the government was inef-
ficient and not committed to the people. Seeing these failures were
the most painful lessons of his lifetime. Surely what he had learned
as a child, that people should work and share, was not wrong— it
was only difficult. Whether Communism would ever be attempted
again, he did not know, but if it were, people must be allowed to
work for their own benefit as well as for the common good. He
commented that governments never seem to get it quite right when
balancing individual initiative against needs of the many. Proof of
success, he said, would be an improved life for ordinary people, not
a display of power, but he did not know how to make it work.

In these final months, Father also thought about religion. To
some extent, his beliefs were those of his parents. As a woman of
her times, Barbara had marched in step with the Soviet way of life.
When she was a child, her parents had forced her to go to church
every week to pray, but she did not believe in God. Although she
would occasionally go to church at Christmas or Easter, it was “just
not to be different from other people.” When there were scandals
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regarding members of the clergy, whom she regarded as parasites,
she made fun of them. Her faith was in Nature and in the power of
the universe. Panteley shared her opinions.

Father was more inclusive. Something of the boy remained in
him from the nights on Progress Farm when he had lain on his back
looking at the Milky Way. On the musical nights in high school
when he and Maria had looked up at the night sky, they had “mar-
veled at the constellations and the planets.” Father retained a sense
of wonder at the vastness of the universe; it had even led him into
flying. In the presence of Grandpa Boguz, he had experienced a calm
that transcended the physical world. Father felt that somewhere in
the universe there might be a supreme intelligence, or something
uniquely capable of creating suns, planets, and life. Although he did
not believe that human prayers could reach this intelligence, or that
it would change the circumstances of one’s life, he could accept that
prayer was a kind of meditation that provided “medicine for the
soul.” It could help one find an inner peace and a healing of spiritual
wounds. At the end of his life, when he knew that the cancer was
killing him, he wondered about the afterlife and asked for a priest to
be called. His struggle with his beliefs, both political and religious,
remained with him until the end.

In the company of his family, Father accepted his approach-
ing death. There was no self-pity, nor were there complaints about
his lot. If surgery were proposed, he planned to refuse. When
he became bedridden, he didn’t talk about himself or his illness.
His concern was Maria’s welfare. He died on June 17, 1999 in his
seventy-seventh year, having lived a life of service to his family, his
friends, his colleagues, and his country. In this he had persevered;
perhaps that was enough.

For us, we remember his life, and the countless lives of others
who faced with courage Ukraine’s turbulent twentieth century. Each
year on 23 February, previously known as “The Day of the Soviet
Army” and now as “The Day of The Motherland Defenders,” we
recall vivid memories of those who died for our country. It is also a
day for introspection in our own lives. It is an emotional day and
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it affects us deeply. Each year, at about noon on this day, someone
from the district administration rings our doorbell and brings us
a gift—a plastic bag containing a bottle of vodka, a loaf of brown
bread, a piece of corned lard, and a triangular letter of congratu-
lation. When Father was alive, everyone in our family assembled
at his home to celebrate this day. Now we are only three: Mother,
Alexander, and I. Mother answers the door and receives the gift.
We fill our glasses with vodka. One glass, covered with a slice of the
brown bread, is placed before Father’s portrait. It is our tradition
to honor an airman who will never again return from his mission.
Then we drink to Father and to all the patriots who perished for our
“radiant future.”

It’s a pity that our children can so rarely join us, but for them,
life takes its normal course. They follow their own experience and
make their own memories. For now, I am content to have Alexander
and Mother with me. But what of the future, when Alexander and
I are old? Sometimes I dare not think of it. Yet Father began these
memoirs with the words, “Without the past there is no future.”
We draw strength from our past, knowing how older generations
struggled and how they endured. If the future is difficult for us, we
will examine and re-examine our past. Our future journey may not
be easy, but our parents and their parents showed us that we can
face it with courage.

Tatiana Kramchaninova-Serebrovska

Notes:
1. Published in English translation by Andrusyshen and
Kirkconnell (1963, p464).
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APPENDIX A

EXCERPT FROM THE SECRET PROTOCOL
BETWEEN GERMANY AND THE SOVIET UNION AS
SIGNED IN MOSCOW, 23 AUGUST 1939

“Article II. In the event of a territorial and political re-
arrangement of the areas belonging to the Polish state, the
spheres of influence of Germany and the U.S.S.R. shall be
bounded approximately by the line of the rivers Narev, Vis-
tula, and San.

The question of whether the interests of both parties make
desirable the maintenance of an independent Polish State
and how such a state should be bounded can only be definite-
ly determined in the course of further political developments.

In any event, both governments will resolve this question
by means of a friendly agreement.” (Leonhard 1989, p 40-41)
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APPENDIX B

EXCERPT FROM MA]JOR PUSSEP’S ARTICLE
PUBLISHED IN WINGS OF THE MOTHERLAND,
JANUARY 1986

“Before our departure from Washington we had learned that the
Nazis were already informed about our meeting with President Roo-
sevelt of the USA and that they had plans to intercept our airplane
during the return flight. Moreover, our command had made the deci-
sion to fly over the European continent. So, in order to mislead the
enemy, we decided to publish in the newspapers the report about the
signing of the agreement and a summary of the text. The fascists swal-
lowed the bait—they decided our delegation had already returned to
Moscow. As a result, our ‘corridor’ opened, and we returned home
using exactly this route.”
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APPENDIX C

LETTER FROM KUZNETSOV FAMILY TO
ZHELEZNODOROZHNIY DISTRICT SOCIAL
SECURITY COUNCIL, KIEV

“I, Efrosinja Nikitina, the teacher of Tjunino high school,
who lives in Tjunino village of Dubovski Rayon, in the region
of Bryansk Oblast, and I, Peter Kuznetsov, foreman on the
railroad, who lives at the same place, verify the following:

During the Patriotic War, the German aggressors tempo-
rarily occupied our region. On the night of 27 August 1943
the Soviet pilots bombed German troops at the railway junc-
tion of Roslavl. One of our planes was shot down during the
fight and dropped, burning, into the forest near the rail siding
at Schepet. The airplane was destroyed by fire. The charred
remains of six crewmembers of this large bomber were buried
near the airplane on the following day by one of our local
peasants. Our family picked up an airman from the stricken
airplane. This was Viktor Kramchaninov, a crewman with
the ‘Hero of the Soviet Union,” Major Vihorev.

Kramchaninov had received severe wounds to his face,
head, hands, and legs. His eyes were red from a hemorrhage
suffered on impact with the ground. His face and arms were
blistered from burns, and large bruises covered much of his
body. We hid him from the Germans and their collaborators
in a forest near the village.

For seven days he lay in the forest. Our family—brothers
Basil [who later perished], Anton, Peter, and Viktor, and I
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and my sister-in-law Maria Maljutina—brought him food,
looked after him, and treated his injuries. The threat of death
hovered over us all, since the Germans shot partisans, Soviet
airmen, and anyone who hid them.

When Kramchaninov recovered he asked to be linked with
the partisans. In September 1943 our brothers Basil and An-
ton brought two guerrilla fighters to him, and they took him
to their partisan squad. After he recovered, Kramchaninov
participated in battle operations on railroads and on the War-
saw highway. He then traversed the front lines with a group of
partisans and took with him two captive German officers who
later gave important military information to Soviet troops.

In 1944, after the liberation of our region, we received a
letter from Kramchaninov at the front, in which he notified
us that he continued to fight the Germans by air.

Also in 1944 we received a letter from the air force unit
at ‘Field Mail 13730, in which the commander thanked our
family for saving the life of airman Kramchaninov after he
was shot down during the fulfillment of a battle task. This
letter is stored in Tjunino high school.”

The above letter was signed by E.F. Nikitina and P.F. Kuznetsov
of Tjunino Village Council of the Deputies of the Working Masses,
and by P.D. Abramov, Chairman.

At the end of the letter was a hand-written statement:

“Everything in the above document is true. In the period
of temporary occupation by the Germans of the given ter-
rain, I lived here, in the region where the airplane (on which
Kramchaninov flew) was destroyed.”

The statement was signed:

“B.Prozorkevich, teacher of Tjunino elementary school,
nowadays a pensioner.”
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APPENDIX D

LETTER FROM ALFRED ROSENBERG, NAZI
MINISTER OF EASTERN OCCUPIED TERRITORIES,
TO GENERAL KEITEL OF THE GERMAN ARMY

28 FEBRUARY 1942

his letter from Alfred Rosenberg, Nazi Minister of Eastern

Occupied Territories, to General Keitel of the German Army,
sought more humane treatment of Soviet prisoners, but it did not
prevent Rosenberg from being executed as a war criminal in 1946.

“..The fate of Soviet prisoners of war in Germany is...a
tragedy of the greatest dimensions. Of the 3.6 million prison-
ers of war, today only several hundred thousand are com-
pletely fit for work. A large portion of them have starved to
death or have died of exposure... Thousands have also suc-
cumbed to typhus. It is obvious that the feeding of such mass-
es of prisoners of war will encounter difficulties. Nevertheless,
had there been a certain amount of understanding for the
aims of German policy, death and demoralization on such
a scale could have been avoided. For example, according to
the reports we have received,...the civilian (Soviet) popula-
tion was completely prepared to supply food to the prisoners
of war. Several understanding camp commanders followed
this route with success. In the majority of cases, however, the
camp commandants forbade the civilian population from
supplying the prisoners of war with food and preferred to
leave them to die of starvation. The civilian population was
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also not allowed to give food to the prisoners of war during
their march to the camps. Indeed, in many cases, when hun-
gry and exhausted prisoners of war could no longer continue
with the march, they were shot before the eyes of the horrified
population, and their bodies were left to lie where they fell. In
many camps no shelter at all was provided for the prisoners
of war. They lay there exposed to the rain and snow. They
were not even provided with the equipment to dig themselves
foxholes or caves.... Utterances have been heard, such as: “The
more of the prisoners who die, the better it is for us.’...Final-
ly one must also mention the shootings of prisoners of war,
which...are devoid of any political sense... One encounters the
view that the peoples become increasingly inferior the further
east one goes. If the Poles must be treated harshly then the
same applies on a much larger scale to the Ukrainians, Belo-
russians, Russians,...” (Boshyk 1986, p 176).
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APPENDIX E

TREATMENT OF UKRAINIANS UNDER GERMAN
OCCUPATION IN SECOND WORLD WAR

n 11 August 1941, much of Ukraine became ruled by Reichs-
kommissar Erich Koch, Hitler’s personal appointee (Manning
1951). Reportedly, Koch’s August 1942 speech in Rivne stated, in
part, that “The goal of our work must be that the Ukrainians work
for Germany and not that we insure the happiness of the people. ...
The food situation in Germany is serious. ...grain must be procured
from Ukraine...[and] the feeding of the Ukrainian civilian popula-
tion is of absolutely no concern. ...The Fiihrer has demanded three
million tonnes of grain from Ukraine ...” (Boshyk, 1986, p179).
Koch said of himself, “I am a brutal dog, ...[who intends] to
suck from Ukraine all the goods we can get hold of without con-
sideration...of Ukrainians. ...If I find a Ukrainian who is worthy
of sitting at the same table with me, I must have him shot” (Kraw-
chenko, 1986, p24, 29). Ukraine suffered enormously in World
War II. Of approximately forty million people, seven million to
thirteen million, depending on the estimate, died in the War. Even
using the lower estimate, the number exceeds the population loss
by Germany, Japan, Italy, France, the British Commonwealth,
and the United States combined. American correspondent Edgar
Snow, who visited Ukraine in 1943 and 1945, was so impressed by
the enormity of human and property losses that he wrote for the
Saturday Evening Post: “The Allies won the war, but Ukraine paid
the bill” (Gregorovich, 1995, p1).
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APPENDIX F

CHRONOLOGY OF NATIONAL AND

INTERNATIONAL EVENTS (1914 - 1991) IN

RELATION TO THE KRAMCHANINOV FAMILY

1914

1917

1917.

1918

1918

1918

1920

In August World War I began between the Triple Entente
(Britain, France and Russia) and the Triple Alliance (Ger-
many, Austria-Hungary and Italy).

In March, under pressure from the military, Czar Nicholas II
renounced the throne of Russia, and the Provisional Govern-
ment was established.

On 7 November by the new calendar (25 October by the old
one), the Bolsheviks overthrew the Provisional Government
in the “Great October Socialist Revolution.” Under Lenin, the
Bolsheviks established the Congress of Soviets.

The Brest-Litovsk Treaty was signed in March, ending Rus-
sian/Soviet participation in World War I.

Beginning of the Soviet Civil War between the Bolsheviks
and the anti-Bolsheviks.

Czar Nicholas II (1868-1918) and his family were murdered
by the Bolsheviks.

Civil War victory for the Bolsheviks.
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1920-23

1922

1923

1924

1928

1929

1931-33

1933

1934

1939.

1939

1939
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Famine killed at least three million and perhaps as many as

ten million people in the Soviet republics.

On 30 December four socialist republics—Russia, Ukraine,
and the Transcaucasian and Belorussian Soviet Socialist
Republics—were united as the Union of Soviet Socialist

Republics, also called the Soviet Union.

In March what previously had been western Ukraine, includ-

ing the city of L’viv, was annexed to Poland.
Vladimir Lenin died on 21 January.
Josef Stalin assumed total power in the Soviet Union.

Stalin introduced his Five Year Plan, which began the forced

collectivization of agriculture.

Famine in Ukraine.

Adolph Hitler (1889-1945) became Chancellor of Germany.
Hitler assumed total power in what became Nazi Germany.

On 20 August a “Commercial Treaty” was signed, whereby

the Soviet Union sent grain and raw materials to Germany.

On 23 August the Nazi-Soviet Non-Aggression Treaty was
signed, paving the way for World War II.

On 1 September Germany invaded Poland. On 3 September
France and Britain declared war on Germany. On 17 Sep-
tember Soviet armies entered eastern Poland and western
Ukraine.
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1939

1941

1941

1941

1941

1941

1941

1941

1941

1941

1942
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On 28 September a protocol was signed which established
the boundaries between Germany and the Soviet Union. The
formerly Polish city of L’viv was incorporated into Ukraine.

In March the Lend-Lease Act was passed, whereby the United
States would lend or lease some seven billion dollars of weap-
ons and other aid to any countries President Roosevelt might
designate.

On 22 June more than three million German troops invaded
the Soviet Union.

On 30 June the German Army entered L'viv (Maria’s family
home).

In July the German army occupied Zhitomyr (Viktor’s family
home).

On 19 September German forces captured Kiev, and by 26
September had taken more than 600,000 Soviet soldiers,
many of whom were Ukrainian.

On 16 October German troops occupied Odessa.

On 24 October the German Army captured Kharkiv.

In September Leningrad was besieged by German troops.
On 7 December the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor. The
following day the United States declared war on Germany,

Japan, and Italy.

In April Hitler directed forces to the Caucasus to secure the

oil fields for Germany.

201



1942

1942

1942

1942

1942

1942

1943

1943

1943

1943
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In May and June Molotov, the Soviet Foreign Minister, flew
to London and Washington. Roosevelt promised military
supplies to the Soviet Union and that the United States and

Britain would invade Europe in 1942.

In July the fall of Sevastopol gave the German Army control
of the Crimea.

In August Churchill traveled to Moscow to give Stalin the
news that Britain and the United States could not open a sec-
ond front in Europe as Molotov had been promised, and that
supply convoys to the Soviet Union were being suspended
because of German submarine activity.

In August German troops reached the outskirts of Stalingrad
(now Volgograd), beginning the largest battle of World War
II.

In September the German Army invading the Caucasus was
stopped at the Terek River.

In November Soviet forces encircled German forces at
Stalingrad.

In February the German Army at Stalingrad surrendered.
In April Marshal Zhukov, the Military Commander over
the Soviet Western front, informed Stalin that the German

Army would attack Kursk from Orel in the north and from
Belgorod in the south.

On 5 July the German attack on Kursk began.

On 9 July British and United States forces invaded Sicily.
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1943

1943

1943

1944

1944

1944

1945

1945

1945

1945.

1945.

1945

1953
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On 12 July Hitler ordered an end to the German offensive at

Kursk, and their army began to withdraw.

On 6 November Kiev was retaken by the Soviet Army. The
population had decreased from 900,000 to less than 200,000.

In December Zhitomyr and Lubni (where Maria’s family now
lived) were liberated by the Soviet Army.

In January the siege of Leningrad was broken.
On 6 June Allied forces invaded German-occupied France.
On 27 July the Soviet Army retook L’viv.

On 9 May the unconditional surrender of Germany ended
World War IT in Europe.

On 6 August the United States dropped an atomic bomb on

Hiroshima, Japan.
On 8 August the Soviet Union declared war on Japan.

On 9 August the Soviet Army invaded Manchuria. The United
States dropped an atomic bomb on Nagasaki.

On 15 August the United States accepted the Japanese

surrender.

On 2 September Japan signed an official surrender document,
signaling the end of World War II.

In March Stalin died, and Nikita Khrushchev became General
Secretary of the Central Committee of the Communist Party.
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1962

1964

1973

1978

1979

1979

1979.

1982

1984

1985

1986
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Alexander Solzhenitsyn’s novel, One Day in the Life of Ivan

Denisovich, became available to Soviet citizens.

In October Leonid Brezhnev replaced Khrushchev as General

Secretary of the Party.

Mohammed Daoud declared Afghanistan a republic with

himself as President.

In April a bloody Communist coup led by Nur Mohammed
Taraki took over the Afghan government.

In Iran, Afghanistan’s westernmost neighbor, the Ayatollah
Khomeini, a radical Islamic mullah, deposed the Shah of Iran,
and probably fomented the March riot against the Taraki

Soviet-style government in Herat, Afghanistan.

In September a military coup in Afghanistan by Hafizullah
Amin deposed and killed Taraki.

In December the Soviet Army invaded Afghanistan.

Brezhnev died and was replaced by Yuri Andropov, former
head of the KGB.

Andropov died and was replaced by Konstantin Chernenko.

Chernenko died and was replaced by Mikhail Gorbachev,
who instituted policies of glasnost (openness) and perestroika

(restructuring).

On 26 April reactor four at the Chernobyl Nuclear Power
Plant exploded.
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1986.

1989

1991

1991

1991

1991.

1991

1991
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On 3 May the Soviet government officially declared that a
disaster had occurred at Chernobyl.

The Soviet Union withdrew from Afghanistan.

In June Boris Yeltsin (1931-2007) was elected President of the
Russian Federation.

On 24 August, alarmed by the attempted coup against Gor-
bachev’s government, President Kravchuk declared Ukraine

an independent country.

On 1 December Ukrainians voted overwhelmingly for inde-
pendence from the Soviet Union.

On 21 December Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus signed a pro-
tocol establishing the Commonwealth of Independent States.

On 25 December Gorbachev resigned from office.

On 26 December the Soviet Union was dissolved.
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