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A RELUCTANT TRAVEI'LER IN RUSSIA



Author‘s Note

A tourist wishing to visit the United States of America,
or any country in Western Europe, has only to buy his
ticket, collect his papers, his money, and then, armed with
a suit-case, climb aboard his boat, 'plane or train. Should
" he be heading for a more éotic destination—the African
jungle, for example—he will need to provide himself with
, maps, compass, revolver, sun-helmet and inoculations.
Either way, the preparations involve no great difficulty.
The traveller who desires %o visit the Soviet Union,
on the other hand, is frustrated by insurmountable ob-
stacles, for the Soviet E’mb;ssy categorically denies the
right of access to any applic®nt for a visaswho is not well
vouched for and approved of by the authorities in Mos-
cow. Such a person may either be invited to come‘on a
eVidilgOr, at any rate, given permission to travel. No
sooner does such a tourist find himself in Soviet terri-
tory, however, than he receives the immediate attention
&f propaganda officials frog the Pravel Bureau and like-
wise a few secret agents w %10 tail their guest to ensure
that he sees only what he is shown.
o It is hard engugh to see Russia even this way, nor
have many the chance to do so. There remams however,
another method of viewing the® dlctatorshlp of the pro-
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letariat. No passport, visa or money is required. One
merely needs to fall into the clutches of the Soviet Secur-
ity Police. * .

By doing so you can pass through villages, towns,
districts—even republics. You can watch the aurora bore-
alis in Siberia or gaze on the green fields of Kazachstan,
talk with countless individuals of every class, race and
creed who have been hunted down an® Imprisoned by rea-
son of their convictions or their origins. And only thus,
albeit in the company of secret.agents but wishout the
protection of propaganda officials, can one get to know
the true face of Russia.

That was, in fact, how I, myself, saw Russia when,
flecing from German-occupied Warsaw, I thought I
would try to get to France through the eastern part of
Poland which was occupied by the Russian®.



ONE

Gulliver's Dream

I am a little boy, only seven years old. I am sitting on a
low stoolat the feet of my mother who is holding an open
book with illustrations. In a colourful picture, the giant
Gulliver is asleep on the ground while round him swarm
tiny L1111put1ans binding him down with ropes no thicker
than thread. Every separate hair of his tousled head has
been firmly lashed to a stake no thicker than a match-stick.
The mysterious giant is sleeping peacefully but when he
wakes up his captive hair will cause him no little pain. Be-
fore he does get up, however, I am already twelve. I am in
class during a dull arithmetic Jesson and under the lid of
my desk I am holding a book: Winnetod, the Redskin
Gentleman. In the illustration, Indians have tied two white
hunters to the stake and are about to scalp them. A neat,
grawtmecd slit round the forehead and the white travellers
will have been deprived of their hair. I take a closer look at
the picture and see that one of the ghite men surrounded
by redskins is none other thaW\Gulliver. I am just going to
cry out when I wake up. I rub iy eyes and—help! they’re
scalping me ! Scalping me, although I am not tied to a stake
butslying on the grownd like Gulliver.

Sleep departs, but the reality.remaim. 1 lie there mo-
tionless, so as not to lose my hair or, who kndws, perhaps
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even my head. All round me, the men have been up and
about some time, a few of them lacing their boots, others
buttoning jackets, tidying their bunks or goilg dut with
their bowls to get soup or coming back with a hunk of
brown bread. Tramp of snow-covered boots, poise of
shouting and the voices of several hundred men dressed in
padded coats and pants. I had slept soundly, worn out by
the previous day’s work, anﬂ had ndt heard reveille—a
vicious order from the group commanders ‘On your feet!’

Now I found I could not get up, and, still half %sleep, I
could not make out what was wrong with me. I felt as if.
I had been scalped or as though every hair of my head were
tied to an invisible stake. The slightest movement of my
head caused me pain.

‘Hey, Toporov!’ I called to,a comrade near by.
‘There’s somethmg wrong with me. I can’t move.’

‘Maybe you're ill,” he answered. ‘I’ll tell the group
leader at roll-call. They’ll cart you off to hospital and it’s,
always nicer to die in a hospital than a hut,” he added
lightly, as though advising me to send my boots to the
shoe-maker instead of patching them up myself.

‘But in the meantime J cah’t move my head. I can’t
understand wifat’s the matter with me.’

Toporov drew closer, pressed his thick fingers to my
forehead, then, passing his hand round the back of my
head, burst into roars of laughter. o e

‘Wait a minute, I'll cure you, ' he said ChCuuuuy Iic
went to his bunk andfgok a piece of glass grrapped in cloth
from the kit-bag behmd his g#llow. Then he began to snif
the ends of my hair. Ther® was no need to call a doctor;
this strange indisposition was a case not for a doctor, but
for a barber. While I had been asleep my cap had fallen
off and my hair jad frozen to the wall.

Once ffeed, I leapt from my bunk and went to get
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breakfast before my detachment marched out to work.
The dream about Gulliver and the Indian chief, gentle

legacy feom the years of my care-free childhood, was

swiftly engulfed in the grey mist of a Siberian dawn.

. ¢ * .

‘Hey, soldier! We've chopped down the third tree.
What about a smoke ?’ .

‘Go ahead,’ said the gudrd.

Drapping my saw, I sat down on a fallen tree trunk,
and, pulling out a little bag containing coarse shag and a
few strips of newspaper, was soon engrossed in rolling a
primitive cigarette. The other members of our woodcut-
ters’ comthando did likewise : dry, sharp crackle of a match,
sweet, biting tang of smoke—glorious repose.

Tobacco®was the 'most eprecious commodity in camp.
It increased one’s strength and lengthened one’s life. If a
man tried to slack while work was in progress the guards
%vould shout at him or set the dogs upon him, but if one
asked for permission to smoke they never refused. Thanks
to that, one could sit down, embark on the lengthy pro-
cedure of rolling a cigareste, spit and—have a rest. To-
bacco, therefore, was worth efen more thag food. Every-
one smoked—even those who, hitherto, had never tasted a
cigarette.

The woodcutters squatted in a circle and enjoyed their
smoke. Markin, a swarthy Cossack, drew so deeply at the
thick, black vapour that he coughed t111 he cried, and there
\tafted about him the magnifcent fr!grance of violets.

‘Hey, Markin! Where didgyyou get that?’ asked Bak-
lanov. '

‘Get what?’ asked Markin with a crafty smile dnd
knowmg perfectly well what Baklanov meant
“The violets.” * . .
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‘In the shop,’ he answered reluctantly.

‘Any left there?’

‘There was yesterday—maybe there’s s#ill some left
to-day.’ '

When work was finished in the clearing, those in'the
secret went to look at the storekeeper’s window before
supper.

“Listen, Volkov, have you any e#u de Cologne ?’

‘There’s a few bottles left, but not enough for every-
one.’ .

‘Of course not. How much is it?’

‘Official price, state-controlled. It's on the bottle,
seven roubles thir.y—no less, no more. You know I can’t
take more than that.' ¢

‘But you can take a woollen scarf?’

‘Certainly, I can take ascarf)

‘Put a bottle by for us and, after supper, we'll bring
the scarf and the money.’

‘Fair enough.’

Seven roubles, a latighably small sum in the world of
the free, was a huge amount in camp, where no one had
any money. Several men had to club together to raise the
necessary sunw. There was Yess difficulty about the woollen
scarf. True, ngne of the collaborators could deprive him-
self of such an article for the good of the rest, for the
simple reason that none of them possessed a scarf, Qutghgt
did not worry them—they could steal one from an intel-
. lectual.

- °

Late that evening, the gour friends sat down to their
drinking on a double bunk in the corner. In front of them
was a small bottle full of a yellow liquid. The bottle bore a
black label gaily adorned with many flowers and the legend
in French—‘Egu de Cologne.” This was printed as one
word in Russian letter8 of gold.
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. [ ]

Nikita and Terentiej brought with them a couple of
metal cups, Alcosha sacrificed a piece of bread crust which
he first charted on the stove, while Baklanov presented a
handful of cotton wool which, to judge by its dirty grey
colour, had no¢ come from the hospltal but probably from
the lmmg of his coat or trousers.

The cotton wool was inserted between two slices of
burnt bread and th®unusual sandwich was held over ohe
of the metal cups whilg the® violet scent was carefully
poured through it. The fragrant perfume when filtered
through the wool and the charcoal was rendered a little
more fit for consumption.

The process of distillation having been repeated sev-
eral times, the spirit, which was some twenty per cent. alco-
hol, was pronounced drinkable. The communal vessel was
passed in turn*from one to the other, from hand to hand,
from lip to lip. They drank in harmony as honest men, not
one of them cheating by so much as a sip. A cigarette con-
Cluded the celebration and the gathering broke up sleepily
as the participants retired to theif bunks. Soon the hut was
filled with whistling snores and the fragrant scent of spring
flowers. s

In far away Moscow, the ‘greatest cosmeetic factory in
the Soviet Union produces a gorgeous perfume called
‘Breath of Stalin.” If the breath of a simple Cossack in
Qiberig, drinking eau de Cologne at seven roubles a bottle,
could diffuse the scent of woodland violets, just think what
fantastic aromag must fill the Kremlin when the Leader
eathes—for, doubtless, h\drmks1 e most exclusive of
Soviet perfumes.

. The sun’s whige disc, full as the May moon, was
slowly suffused with colour. First it glowed faint red, then
turned to a blaze of crimson—sRattering gelden sparks
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that set ahght the grey canopy of cloud. The cheering rays
of the sun’s orb illumined the solemn quiet of the landscape,
flooding the heavy trampled earth of the compound with
brilliance. All was green and colourful. Berries grew in
clusters on the high bushes and broad ferns caressed your
knees as you walked among them.

Beyond the vast quagmire, so bright a shade of brown
and yellow that it appeared«ed in th®distance, blue fields
of heather stretched out td the fringe of a melancholy
wood of white birches behind which again lay the infinite
forest of whispering pines, reaching to the sky.

Looking the other way, one could see the snow-bound
slopes of the Urals, gleaming silver in the dlstance

July in Siberia.

Some kind of greenish-yellow bird, no large* than a
sparrow, swooped out of tht sky. Silent ahd dignified it
strutted about like a farmer surveying his land.

When the first shift marched out to work in the for-
est, the sun lit the steep left slope of the hut roof. It wa$
night. As the group they had relieved marched back into
camp, less than an hour later, the sun’s rays would be
warming the right-hand slope of the roof. It was day.
There is little other differtnce between day and night in
Siberia during $he summer.

You could not just fall asleep as soon as work was
finished, however exhausted you might be. You hadJirghdp
get your bread and soup, and sip a little b01lmg water to
warm yourself up.

I made for the cook-hglse carrymg my mess-can.
heavy, smoke-blackened gauldron suspended by a few
twists of wire attached to a wooden cross-beam hung over
the red hearth which lame Vasia fed with logs from time
to time. He woge a pair of dilapidated black boots and
padded bladk pants, tattered black gloves, a black padded

¢
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jacket, patched all over, and a black cap with ear-flaps, the
peak of which was pulled down half over his nose. His
beard wis thcked into his collar, that was likewise black.
Vasia's face was thick with soot and grime and covered all
over with a day’s old growth of fuzzy, grey hair, Hobbling
about in front of the fire, he looked like the devil incarnate.
Although he had been a prisoner for many years, he never
complained. His w8rk, aftef all, was not too exacting.
Moreover it was dry ang warm, therefore pleasant. Nor
- was he ever troubled by hunger, and he was well clad into
the bargain. What more could he ask for?

‘Hello, there, Vasia!' I greeted him. ‘Give me some
hot wateg,’

‘Hello, lad.” He reached for my mess-can through
the wooden stakes of the fence and poured in a quart of
steaming hot water with the%id of huge ladle.

‘Nice weather, we're having, eh? Real summery it
is to-day. Lovely and warm,’ he said.

‘Yes, it’s fine enough.’

‘You know, that's what I Ike about Siberia, it's al-
ways nice and warm. You don’t get much more than eleven
months of perishing cold ahd then it’s summer, summer all
the way, and you're as warm as toast.” o

Pleased with this gem of wit, he gsinned broadly,
exposing a row of decayed stumps under his black mous-
insbc.o

I took hold of the mess-can with both hands and raised
it to my lips. Its gleasant warmth madg my face ruddy, and
Pter a few draughts of th&soft warm water my spirits
rose. Life began once more to Ise worth living.

‘Thanks, Vasia, good-bye.’

‘Cheerio! If yqu want any more, come round again.’

I hobbled away from the cauldrog towards a low
shack where a queue of labourers Yike myself Were waiting
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for bread. I went and stood on the end of the queue, pulling
from under my jacket the little bag which hung on a long
tape round my neck and which I had sewn togtthér myself
from the remnants of an old pair of drawers. Then I drew
oft my right-hand glove with my teeth andefished out my
bread card, issued the day before by my section leader.
When at last I was in possession of a brick of black bread,
I went round to the cook-hduse wher® T received a paltry
helping of precious pea soup. Having collected my break-
fast, I returned to the hut, leaned my weight against the
heavy log door which hung on two straps in lieu of hinges,
and in I went. -

In the middle of that huge room, surroundeg by plain
wooden benches, stood the immense circular stove, thun-
dering and trembling with the fire inside it.

There were bunks runnidg round the long walls which
were made of thin boards that let in the gnawing cold at
dawn through innumerable chinks. Three feet above the
first row of bunks was a second floor, as it were, above that
a third and, finally, a foulrth.

It was silent and there seemed to be plenty of room.
Half the occupants had been nfarched out to work on the
day shift. Theeest were asleep, fully clothed, thin blankets
thrown over them, caps pulled crookedly over their eyes
and their boots and mess-cans under their pillows.

Only a few of the men were actually busy, either sews
ing out the belongings they kept in wooden boxes or repair-
ing their underclothgs °

A prisoner who managd to make sure of a top-floct
bunk was very well off. Uphere, he had enough light to see
by and the air was a bit fresher. Besides that, nobody trod
on him and he could look down from kis perch and survey
every inch of the hut. The only trouble was getting up
there, but ti#e knack cathe with practlce
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I put down my bread and soup on the edge of a first-
tier bunk and began the ascent, reaching up to the second
tier with my hands and easing my body up with my
knees. After carrying my food up a stage, I repcated
the whole peréormance until at last I arrived in my eyrie
where I sat down to rest. There on the bunk next to mine
lay Baklanov. :

Baklanov was ® thorough scoundrel. He never wore a
fur cap with ear-flaps, not even in the coldest weather, but
sported imstead a chauffeur’s cap with an oil-cloth cover,
and he was never cold. His ears were not even red. Right
now he was wearing only one shoe, holding the other be-
tween h1s knees, and with the help of a stone hammering
long wooden nails into the sole. He had a handful of nails
inaredrag spread out beside him.

‘How aré you ?’ he gredted me cheerfully, keeping his
eyes on his work. He stabbed the sole of his shoe with a

iece of wire, thrust a nail into the hole prepared for it,
and banged it home with the stone.

‘See how it’s going ?’ he asked. -

‘Ahm," I conceded. My mouth full of bread moistened
with pea soup to the consistency of clay, I was incapable of
expressing my appreciation at greater lemgth. But even
that was sufficiently eloquent. .

Again he made a hole with the sharp wire and inserted
amkhife wooden nail, which wobbled there; like a soldier -
hesitating on the brink of a shell hole, wondering whether
or not to jump ig, till a smack with a gtone hammer buried
® up to its neck. Suddenly §om outsrde, like the echo of
Baklanov's hammer blows ampdified a thousandfold, came
the sound of iron being beaten and uproar broke loose in
. the camp.

‘What’s all that ?" 1 asked. o
“The alarm, he calmly repli®d, reaching for another
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white nail. “They’re banging that old bxt of rail. That
means fire. Something’s burning somewhere.’

The sound of the alarm became ever mor® peérsistent.
The rhythm of the blows on that piece of iron rail Which
hung on a post near the sentry-box grew more and more
disquieting. First booming like a gong, then roarmg like
thunder, it worked itself up to a passionate climax and
wailed like a church bell roeking in ®spair at the threat
of danger, or like a chained she-wolf being beaten to death.

‘Let ’em bang away,” said Baklanov, in a dow voice
and to himself rather than to anyone else.

He interrupted his work, did up the shoe he was wear-
ing, drawing the laces round his ankles, then carefully tied
up the remaining nails in the red rag, which he fid under
his pillow.

‘Probably one of the hits on fire,’ he®added with a
yawn. ‘A spark flies out, catches something alight and there
you have it. Hell, you could get to sleep if it weren’t for
the ruddy noise I’

Meanwhile panic had spread through the camp. Sol-
diers and guards were running about in all directions. The
commandant was twirling the h#ndle of the telephone in his
office and showting into the mouth-piece so loudly that he
was clearly audjble in the yard outside. The Alsatians were
barking furiously and the camp security agents, who gen-
erally wore civilian clothes, had hastily donned unifoums
and were now ciicling the prisoners with drawn revolvers.

All work stopp.ed in the kitchens and the cook with
his two aides, grey-hRired egmaciated women who looke®
like impoverished Jewisheintellectuals, were standing in
the doorway with their arms folded, surveying the scene.
In the accountant’s office, the cashier apd his clerks pressed

-their livid noses to the window panes.
Prisonexrs working®n the vicinity, carrying bricks for
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®

the wall of the bath—housc had also stopped thinking about
exceeding the norm and, smothered in red dust, were stand-
ing abodt wWatching curiously. All said and done, if the
powers that be were sounding the alarm, there was no point
in workmg asusual. In fact, the sound was the signal to
down tools or so one would have 1magmed butit was hard
tosay. Younever knew quite what they were up to. [t might
be a trick. The sick®%n hospital in baggy underclothes and
blue smocks knelt on their beds listening attentively, while
from the huts poured forth others, rudely awakened by
the noise, with jackets undone and caps awry; the doors
were thronged, and all stood looking around them with
complete unconcern.

A fire.

But where? There was not a sign of flame or smoke.
Then somebody in the crowt! round the sentry-box threw
up his hand, as though pointing at a ’plane in the sky.

‘Aaaaal breathed the men surrounding him. Far
away, beyond the black swamp and the yellow morass,
beyond the field of purple heathe? and those twelve treach-
erous kilometres which we had to cover to and from work
each day, there on the edgt of the tundra, over the tips of
the giant pines—there shimmered a faint kaze of smoke.

The tundra was burning. o

There were few left in the hut. There were three who
lag sngring like samovars on the boil. They were White
Russians, big as bears, gentle and hard working, Bible read-
ers. Always amigble, active and eager, to help one another,
®ver ready to share what was going. Condemned on ac-
count of their religious convictons, they were always to-
gether, working, eating and snoring, shoulder to shoulder.
It took a great dea] to wake them. So worn out were they

from felling logs that the roof might have burned downa o N.“//

over their heads and they would®ot have s#irred. Apg?t
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from them, only a few old men lay stretched in their cor-
ners. Perhaps even they were not quite so old, but their
grey hairs and the straggling growth of be#rd®n their
pale faces, their sunken cheeks and the blank watery stare
in their yellow eyes, criss-crossed with crimsen vems, made
them look ancient. These men were not sleeping, *but sunk
in apathy. Had they suddenly heard that the guards were
all drowned and they weres at liber®, they would have
known no joy. They were cdmmonly referred to as ‘being
on their way,’ organically quite sound and in ne need of
hospital treatment, but nevertheless completely exhausted
and, what was worse, and in such conditions most danger-
ous, broken in spirit.

Having long since ceased to take any mtcrest in life,
their only hope and desire was for a swift, silent death that
might come in the night and spfirit them off adthey lay there
dreaming their warm, cosy dreams of the homes they had
lost, poor and inadequate homes, but they loved them; of
fond wives, sad and overworked, and of children who now
must be grown up, perhaps of their mothers, long dead
but in memory immortal, white angels full of tenderness.

So to dream for ever and*ever was all they desired.
And soon deash would come to them, or rather they with
outstretched hands would run to greet it, being already
‘on their way.’

They used to die quietly, with a smile on their gastad
faces, lips slightly parted and practically always with eyes
closed. Now and aga‘m one would cry out brleﬂv or stgh ag
deatli was upon him,but onlpwhen the sharp frost crep®
through the chinks in the hgt walls or the icy wind blew.

Getting down from my bunk, I went and stood in the
open doorway of the deserted barrack ,watching what was
going on outside. Baklanov, however, remained where he
was. Taking® no intere®t whatsoever in the exceptional
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events of the day, he produced a tin comb and began run-
ning it through his pale blond hair.

‘We’ll*soon be having a new workmate,’ he said with ¢
a smile.

‘How’s ¢hat?’ I asked.

‘What do you mean, “how’s that” ? You just got here
from the moon or something?’ He stopped combing his
hair and began to ®ecan the eomb with a splinter of wood
ripped from the wall. ‘That*devil, Lunm, will be getting

a “bushlat.”’

(Lunin was the commandant of the camp and a ‘bush-
lat’ was the padded coat worn by deportees.)

‘You think they’ll put him inside ?’

“What do you think they'll do with him? Give him the
Order of Lenin?’

‘But if the tundra catcles fire twelve kilometres away
from the camp . . .’

‘Are you defendmg him or what? 7

‘Not a bit of it. I'm just amused; he’s here, the fire's
there and just because of that tee’ll be digging coal for a
few years. What’s he guilty of ? The thing’s a joke.’

‘Sure it's a joke. Ard what are you guilty of, to be
sitting here, eh ?’ .

The argument was a good one. o

On the other side of the swamp the merciless fire was
slgwly strangling the green vegetation. Under a blue-grey
veil of smoke it crept forward, low in the grass, leaving
destruction in kts wake. With a cr:;ckle, it snapped the
elender twigs from the bwshes, lefpt over the bilberry
shrubs, which with an agonizeq hiss were 1nstant1y turned
into black skeletons.

As a wolf might a sheep, the fire smothered and rav-
ished the defenceless tundra. A terrifying and impenetra-
ble wall of smoke and flame sur@ed onwards. The feeble



18 A RELUCTANT TRAVELLER IN RUSSIA

hawthorn, wrapped in the fatal embrace, perxshed swiftly
in its mantle of scarlet berries. Only the juniper died a
hero’s death with a loud merry crackling, its perfume re-
viving happy memories of carefree boyhood days and
school outings. The delicate bird-cherry sank in silent,
breathless surrender, like a girl struck down by tubercu-
losis. She shuddered, grew pale, turned grey, then, wilting
helplessly, fell face downwards on®’the ground, and
breathed her last.

The fire thrust on relentlessly, like a giant geey bear,
heavy and lumbering but merciless. For a moment, it
seemed that it might make a halt, as it stood on its hind
legs to pluck at the branches of trees in its path First, it
clutched at the foot of the trunk, as though to tear the tree
out by the roots, to raise it aloft and shoulder it but, finding
the weight too much, it buri&d its claws in®%he bark and
strove to reach the boughs.

The graceful, majestic cedar was already aflame, fill-
ing the air with the sweet and saintly aroma of incense.”
Larches and stout oak seplings—a joy to behold such a
short time before—were now in their death throes, waging
a desperate struggle with the aggressor and, lapped in his
awful embrace, they perished after a brief but valiant
stand. o .

The green needles of the lofty pines turned russet,
then biack, only to sink with the charred branches igto thg
silent grace of smouldering moss below. The sky was black
with smoke. All aroynd, the forest rocked and swayed like
a ship in a stormy sea at nighgwith its helm shattered an@®
masts, struck by lightning, @ll ablaze. The crimson tongues
of flame licked skywards as the fire, like a flood, swept over
the tundra, draping it in a vast mantlg of black.

In the hearg of the forest, Where we sometimes went
to cut timber$ there was #n open space cleared by the wood-
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men’s axes in the centre of which was the oval expanse of
a great lake. The fire had stopped short at that point as
though Stayed by some invisible hand and there was the
lake, blue and silent, with the azure window of the sky as
ever migrored on its surface. Had jt not been for the unex-
pected guests who, in their panic to escape the pursuing
fire, sought refuge,in it, the lake would have been quite un-
affected by the infefho raginglaround it. But on the smooth
expanse of glistening water there now swam, side by side,
a grey wblf and a white Siberian hare, a warder’s dog that
had snapped its leash, and a gentle reindeer, on whose
broad antlers had settled a multi-hued butterfly, a green
bird wit§ a black beak and a large dragon-fly with gleam-
ing transparent wings. C

Made ope by their common dreadin the face of death,
they swam together and, just as the reindeer swam close to
the wolf, so six fellow convicts swam close to a guard, all
seven having been caught unawares by the fire in the clear-
ing. It was they, in fact, who later described the scene.

The wooden highroad through marsh and swamp,
made of timber and bundles of brushwood cut and laid by
convicts and which led thtough the heart of the forest to
the edge of the open ground, disappeared® without trace,
devoured by the hungry fire, and the nasrow gauge iron
tracks which ran along it were melted and buckled by the
lveat. e

From one section of the camp, eleven commandos,
each a hundredestrong, marched int.o the forest at dawn,
Swhile neighbouring centre® dispatched forces of similar
proportions. I didn’t know howsthey proposed to rescue the
tundra from this blazing inferno, but soon the wind, blow-
ing from the direcsion of the smoke-screen, brought with
it the sharp clatter of axes, like the cragkle of rifle-shots.

The men who had thronged the yard fo look at the
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fire now started to move back to their huts. Did this mean
that the fire was out? On the contrary, it was raging more
fiercely than ever. That was why the commandant®was de-
manding that they march out and fight it. He would have
a long time to wait before any squads set forth for the
forest. The law is the law and rules are rules. The authori-
ties always said that everything was regulated by law.
Hence, when the prisoner had Workea his daily shift of
twelve hours he was entitled to lie on his back and twiddle
his thumbs till it was time to start work again. The forest
was burning, was it ? Let it burn!

At first the men muttered curses, but after a while
they lapsed into total silence. o

Suddenly, the doors of the hut were flung open and
in rushed Vala. Her hemp-like hair, cut short stuck out
from under a scarlet beret which stayed on  her head by
some miracle. Her cheeks were red under their freckles,
her large eyes burning with emotion and the consciousness
of this solemn moment. There was no breath left in her
flat, boyish breast. *

Vala had once been employed in the office of a shoe
firm in Tashkent, thousands of® miles away in the warm
capital of the ®zbeck Republic. She had been given three
years’ hard labaur for defrauding the firm. As a member
of the Young Communists League, she was politically en-
lightened and having only been deported for a cmmimml
and not a pelitical offence, she served as the local propa-
gandist—a task Whiol-l she performed with fanatical zeal.
From the moment the fire broke out, she had run from huf
to hut appealing to the mem to form voluntary fire-fighting
squads.

‘Comrades!” she began, jumping up on a bench.
‘Brothers! Eagleg! The forest is burnipg! A Soviet forest !
Our forest, dur very own! A forest whose timbers go to
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help build the ships of our glorious and invincible Red
Fleet! Wood which will build the houses, schools and or-
phanagés of so many Soviet towns. Wood for the tables *
and benches to furnish them! What if you are convicts,
prisoners likeemyself ? Have you ceased to be workers and
peasants and sons of our great Motherland ? No, say I, and
again, no! When you have served your term, each of you
will go back to his fome and become a useful citizen of our
great Nation. And whep you see a new barn or a village
social cleb and in it a library, a reading-room, or a wooden
stage in the theatre, you will think to yourselves, ‘‘Maybe
it's made out of wood I cut in the Urals! My punishment
was of spme use to my family and my comrades!” Broth-
ers, do not allow this precious building material to fall a
needless victim to the flames. Let us hasten to save this
property of the Soviet. Let'$ race into the yard and fly like |
hawks in defence of our threatened nest!’

She stopped. There was no answer. Not a sound. The
*men had pretended not to hear the speech, turning their
backs eloquently in her directioft, pulling their caps down
over their ears to shut out the sound of her terrifying voice
and feigning sleep as they waited for her to shut up and
go to the devil. They would have cursed her, only they felt
sorry for her. Everyone liked her. Vala wgs young, always
cheerful, willing to share her tobacco, clean, never coarse;
aer digl she let the commandant touch her, preferring Fedia
who was an ordinary driver. How could they then insult
her ?°Let her tajk away, tire herself out and go.

® Vala saw with helplas terrof that her words and
gesticulations had had no effecé on anyone. Her hands fell
to her sides in despair. She did not know whether to go
through her speechyagain or to turn to some particular indi-
vidual for assistange. But what was thg use of repeating
it? How could she hope for supp8rt from a I’ne of indiffer-
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ent backs ? Only Baklanov was sitting there as before, with
his legs crossed under him, comb in hand, looking at Vala
with expressionless eyes. She turned to him, 4s Rer only
listener.

‘Hey, Baklanov !’ she shouted, balancingson the bench.
“There’s a fire | D’you understand ? The forest is burmng r

‘I understand,’ he answered her, ‘and what does that
make me? A fireman?’ . o

‘No! But when your hotise is burning down you don’t
wait for the fire-brigade; you crawl up on the roo$ and try
to put the fire out yourself, don’t you?’ she rejoined, glad
at the thought of commencing a discussion on a well-
rehearsed theme. o

‘Yes,” admitted Baklanov. ‘When my house starts
burnmg, T'll get up on the roof. Only just now, my house
isn’t burning.’ *

‘Isn’t it?’ cried the girl. ‘The forest is burning!
What's the difference ?’

“The difference is that the forest is not 2 house, neither®
is it mine.’ .

‘Not yours?’ screamed the girl in sublime indignation.
‘Does it belong to a nobleman who would set his dogs on
a poor peasanwmgathering a handful of fuel or have him
shot like a wild peast by his gamekeeper ? What nonsense
you talk | It’s a Soviet forest—and that means it belongs to
you, me and all of us. e =

Baklanov's curiosity was clearly aroused by ihc girl’s
final words. He grey serious, opened hig eyes wid& and
asked in genuine amaZement, @ ®

‘All of us, you say?’ o

‘Of course!’ she shouted enthusiastically. ‘It’s a com-
munal Soviet forest—our own property. I have a share in
it, another. bit ish)'ours—every comrade has a part of it.
And now it’sbn firel” @
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‘My bit, too ?’ asked Baklanov, rising to his knees.
‘Your bit, too,” Vala assured him. ‘You've a piece of

forest cut there and it’s burning !’ .
‘Well, if it’s mine,” said Baklanov with a wave of his

hand, ‘lgt it tarn—and to hell with it



TWO

Order and Orders<

‘And you, what had you done to get yourself here?’

Like flies buzzing about my head Baklanov's guestion
would give me no peace. Memories of the lost two years
kept forcing my drooping eyehds apgrt and held that bene-
factor sleep at bay.

It was a moonless night, the darkness impenetrable.
I stumbled through the wood, constantly tripping over
roots, bushes and twisted undergrowth. Twigs, needle-
sharp, pricked my face. My boots had filled with water as
I was crossing a broad stream; now they squelched at every
step I hacked ffom the silent blackness, like a man cutting
footholds in rock.

Far off, amongst the trees, the electric flash-lamps of
the German frontier guards, through whom I had toestea®,
gleamed intermittently. I moved cautiously fGLWd.lu for
a long time until the black curtain of trees parted to reveal
a large clearing in the Forest. (Mose by, a flicker of ﬁrehght'
crept over the topmost branches of the pines. Wriggling
forward on my stomach, like a small boy playing Red
Indians, I reached the last fringe of protective branches
and peered through The clearmg was dit by a glowing red
fire at which two sentries%were toasting themselves. I made
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0ad detour, plunged into a maze of straggling thicket
, at last, in the chill light of dawn, I came to the out-
Lirts of & mhrket town,

. Nothing but mud and swamp, pools of dirty water
and scattered Iayers of sodden, rust-coloured straw. To the
thatched roof of the huts had been fixed poles from which
fluttered bits of red rag or paper. Near the well stood
farm-carts, laden with straw and guarded by a soldier in
a long grey coat with a thin leather belt. He wore a grey
pointed cap of coarse cloth, embellished with a green star.
His hands clasped a rifle topped by a thin bayonet of im-
probable length.

I stogd still. One source of danger was safely behind
me. Another, unknown, awaited me. The early morning
mist hung thickly about the poor settlement, bestowing
upon it all the $adness of aut®mn. Hungry and very tired,
I moved on in search of more secure quarters. I needed to

" get away from the belt of frontier settlements where one
might be stopped any time and sent back to one’s starting-
-point. .
From a side turning there emerged a straggling group
of people on their way to the railway station. They were
,bound for a neighbouring township, somewlrat further re-
moved from the frontier zone. I joined theg and soon the
procession spread out, snake-like, along the permanent
way. Ewery so often, at the points or by a bridge, we passed
a soldier with rifle and bayonet. Some members of the
procesSion would greet him joyfully. with clenched fist
rised in the Communist salte. The soldier would look at
them impassively, as though they did not exist. That form
of greeting had long been abolished by the Soviets; it was
reserved for export pnly—as an expression of dissent for
the use of workers in, capitalist countries..The authorities
in the Union had no wish to be gre®ed by thretening fists
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upraised. But these people did not know that. They sal
the soldier in the sure belief that they were underst
and, stumbling along the wooden sleepers, they hurri
towards the station gleaming white in the distance. Qnce
having reached their goal, they were to stafld in gtreaming
rain all that day and the following night, until a merciful
goods train bore them away.

Packed in with the regt, I got out two days later at a
fair-sized station. It was daybreak and the rain was falling
steadily. An innumerable throng of passengers who had
travelled free of charge fought their way through the turn-
stile, completely ignoring the ticket-collector. No one had
a ticket. The railway oflicial sat in his box, gazingghelplessly
at the human river flowing steadily past him. I left the sta-
tion, not knowing where to go or what to do Af*erlooking
about me for a while, I set off along a broad street which
led me to the centre of the town. My one aim was to find
somewhere to rest. Anything was better than draggin
one’s feet through that cold, cloying mud. I began a house-
to-house search for a pflace to spend the night or, at the
very least, some corner where I could lie down and rest
for a while. But that proved faf from easy. People, at sight
of a strangef, slammed their doors in my face, without
waiting to hear what I wanted. The hotels and inns had
been filled long since. The town was vastly overcrowded.
I spent many hours climbing flights of stairs and erossing
from one street to another before an old woman allowed
me to leave my knap.sack in her kitchen til I found a place.

I put down the heavy satk and, once out in the strec®,
made my way to the square which proved to be spacious.
At one time it might even have looked imposing. Now,
however, it resembled a country markst-place with business
in full swing. Apart from two cafés which were thronged
and overflowing on tothe pavements, this square was the
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meeting-place for the whole town. The people were herded
together and the air was full of their noisy conversation.
Here famllie$ were reunited, dealers in currency flourished,
saccharine and visas for Brazil were bought and sold.
- Smugglers wer® there too—in their dlStlnCthC blue skiing-
caps with ear-ﬂaps, taking letters for delivery across the
line and bringing messages from the other side. Fairground
noise and bustle. Frdm the toprof a high mast four loud-
speakers blared out to the town the strains of a military
march, scraped from an ancient record with a rough needle.

From time to time, I caught a glimpse of people I
knew—1lawyers, judges, engineers and doctors. Their faces
were pinced and on their heads were cloth caps instead
of hats, which the Soviet authorities considered the hall-
mark of the bourgeoisie.

‘Hullo there!” said som&body grabbing hold of my
hand. ‘Well, well, you must be doing all right these days!’

‘Marvellously,’” I answered. ‘God alone knows where
I spend the night !’

‘Haven't you been to the Weiters’ Union?’

‘No. Is there such a thing here?’

‘Indeed there is. You *get free dinners, a club-room
and financial assistance.’ *

‘Well, where is this place ?’ .

‘They have a registration office in the Town Hall.
You hage to go there and put your name on the list. My
God, if only I were in your shoes!’

- Itvas no longer listening. Taking.leave of him, I ran
t® the Town Hall, a substant®l buildin.g, visible a long way
off. In front of it hung gigantig portraits of Lenin and
Stalin like the appalling posters outside a small cinema.
In the doorway stoog a Soviet soldier with a rifle slung on
his shoulder. He stopped me as I was abogt to enter.

‘Got a pass?’ he asked. *
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“No,’ I admitted. ‘I only arrived to-day, and I want to
register.’

‘No one is allowed in without a pass. Those are my
orders and that’s how it is.’ .

‘Ah well, if that’§ how it is, it’s just tdo bad. Do you
know where I can get a pass?’

‘On the first floor.’ .

‘But how am I to get there if yol won’t let me in ?’

‘That’s not my worry,’ said the sentry. ‘Meanwhile,
stop blocking up the entrance and clear off, or®lse . .
and he tapped the butt of his rifle significantly.

That argument was most convincing. 1 turned away
humbly and went back to the square to tell the first ac-
quaintance I met about this amusing incident. Contrary to
my expectations, it provoked no merriment. Not even
surprise. It was, apparently,. an old story and here in the
square were ‘specialists’ who hired out the necessary passes
for amoderate sum. In next to no time, I found one of these
accommodating gentlemen and the transaction was swiftfy
arranged. We set off tdgether for the Town Hall. When
we were close to the building, the purveyor of passes took
a typed sheet from his wallet 4nd handed it to me, telling
me not to be Idng. He did not want to be kept waiting as he
was expectingeother customers. Up the steps I went and
showed my pass to the sentry who admitted me without en-
quiring how I had come by it. I ran up to the fwst floor
where I obtained, without any difliculty, a pass to enter the

building in which I was standing. .
That was the order, ho%ever, and that’s how it was.
®
*

In the main hall which had beea converted into the
Secretariat of ghe Writers’ Union, ,behind a large table
littered with heavy v8lumes, sat three round-shouldered
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young men. In place of shirts and collars they wore polo-
necked sweaters of coarse wool. Their black curly hair was
long and Unkémpt, and spectacles embellished their promi-
nent noses. I walked up to the table and gave my name.
They had nevét heard of me—a mutual state of affairs
since 1 had never heard of them. I therefore mentioned
the titles of my books which would probably be available
in the local library. The presiding journalist entered my
name in a ledger, tore a page out of a receipt-book and
handed it to me, saying, as he did so,

‘Here, comrade, is a ticket for a free dinner. Usually
we give out seven cards in advance for the week, but as you
haven’t gof a fixed address, you'd better report to us every
day. We'll Be able to keep track of you that way.’

I left and Jvent in search of the soup-kitchen. At the
farend of a long street of wooden huts, a queue of shabby
individuals proclaimed a free meal. I waited here awhile
before they let me enter a low, dark room where two long
benches were set on either side of a plain wooden table,
stained with tea and soup. ¢

The cutlery consisted of several iron spoons attached
to the table by heavy chains. Two old women, in black coats
and equally sombre hats with imitation flower® to complete
the funereal effect, brought round tin bowls@f barley with
perhaps a stray piece of meat, and earthenware cups of
hot water in which floated a few lonely ersatz tea-leaves.

During the meal, I saw a former friend of mine who
promptly offered #o share his quarters with me. He lived in
awidow’s house and was suf® she would take in another
homeless man. The old lady agreed to lay down a mattress
for me each evening—in the passage. I gratefully accepted
this arrangement andbrought my knapsack over as quickly
as I could. .

When I arrived at the Town Fall next day to collect
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my dinner-ticket, the man in the Union drew my attention
to a notice painted on the wall in ink.

‘Read this, comrade,’ he said, ‘and remember what
it says.’

The notice informed all concerned that there was to
be 2 Writers’ Meeting at the Ritz Hotel that evening.

Before setting out, I carefully sc.raped the mud from
my decrepit shoes, brushed the shaggy edges of my turn-
ups, washed the collar of my shirt and, at the appointed
time, presented myself at the hotel. When I asRed the ele-
gant porter in which room the Writers’ Meeting was tak-
ing place, his tone of haughty contempt changed to one
of fawnirg obsequiousness. Before I could fullw grasp the
reason for this change, the manager of the hotel, in person,
came up at a trot to help me takg off ae yery coat which
served me at night as a blanket.

On entering the banqueting-hall,” stood still. It was
as though I bad crossed the threshold - another world. |

The tables, disposed in the sha: of a horse-shoe,
glittered with snow-whlite serviettes, polished plates and
an imposing array of silver cutlery. Flowers and giant
baskets of fruit completed the picture.

Not qu?te. Platters piled high with fresh bread and
whorls of sweet-smelling butter drew my eyes irresistibly.
There were dozens of people in the hall. Apart from the
President of the Union, the man who issued lun@-tickets,
I saw and recognized several genuine writers, frlends or
acquaintances of myjne in happler times®

Iverywhere there was laughter and excitement I In-
duced by the brilliant lights and the waiting food.

‘Reminds me of the good old days,’ said someone,
nodding at the bottles. )

‘Don’g cognt yox:r chickens . » ." laughed somebody
else.
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‘Who's g1v1ng this party anyway, and why?' I asked.

‘It’s to get better acquainted with the Polish literary
world,’ sald 2 poetess, sometime writer of patriotic tales
for children and a keen opportunist. ‘It’s given by our new
authorities,” she added unctuously.

I didn’t know whether she was’serious or putting on
an act. Nor did I ask having just noticed on many lapels
and dress-fronts, litMe red stars with the hammer and
sickle or a likeness of Staljn.

Minuses of waiting dragged slowly into hours. The
chairman of the Association of White-Russian Writers,
citizen Klimkovitch, was coming from Minsk by car, but
his arrival had been delayed by the bad weather.

At last, just when the self-control of hungry people,
forced to gaze on bread and butter for several hours, was
near breaking-foint, a suddef commotion and the noise
of footsteps in the ante-room announced the arrival of the
dignitaries. After a while, three Soviet officers entered with
h&avy, military strides. The first was Colonel Spasov, com-
mander of the local Red Army garsison. Behind him came
Major Prusak, master of life and death in the district, and
third, Captain Gershman, the political officer, a powerfully
built man with a fair collection of medals on his tightly
belted Army blouse. Last came a thin, bald-Readed civilian
with an intelligent face, meanly dressed in a shiny, serge
suit. Thig was our chairman, Klimovitch.

Then followed personal introductions, with the digni-
taries c8ming up oge by one to shake hands with all present.
Fmally, we took our seats atd the b®nquet commenced.
A multitude of waiters in tails, cgrrying dishes of mayon-
naise salad, ran round the tables with the alacrity of slaves
newly purchased.

‘More?’ asked oge of them, piling my plate.

‘Go ahead! Fill it right up, old®oy,’ I whipered con-
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spiratorially, feeling I could control myself no longer and
might start eating before the others had so much as raised
their forks. ¢

Not for many weeks, in fact not since I started my
travels, had I seen such food and I had all bfit forgotten the
existence of tables so sumptuously laden.

Our glasses were filled to enable the gathering to
drink toasts. The Coloneloset the ball rolling by stressing
the merits of the Peasants’ and Workers' Red Army in
freeing nations from the yoke of capitalist ®ppression.
Bravo! Bravo! Then the political officer foretold a new
era of liberty for the pen. Bravo! Bravo! Then more food,
fruit and wine. A band which had sprung frog nowhere
played the ‘Internationale.” All present stood to attention.
No sooner had the music ceased than someone yelled : Hur-
rah! Other voices took up %the cry: Hurrah! Some youth
or other climbed up on a chair and began reciting a piece
of Russian propaganda verse.

Black coffee arrived and the banquet seemed to be
over. The band playetl Russian tunes and a few people
tried to dance, since there turned out to be two other
women besides the poetess. The tables were suddenly de-
serted and tie revellers, grouped in corners of the spacious
hall, began eagerly smoking cigarettes brought round by
the waiters and discussing, or rather, vying with one an-
other in praise of everything which the Russias invader
had brought into the country.

On 2 couch at the head of the tablegsat Gershinan, the
political officer, his chin in hf hands. No less apathetically,
I sat on my chair. With @ nod and a smile he invited me to
come and sit beside him.

‘Well how do you like it with us ?’ he asked, as I took
the place mdxcated

I didn’t know what he meant by the words ‘with us.’
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After all, he was in my country, not I in his; but perhaps
the question referred to the banquet.

‘Certainly it’s very pleasant,’ I answered evasively.

‘I'd like to talk to you sometime,” he began. “To-
morrow, in the*Town Hall, there’ll be a meeting of your
Union. You'll be there, eh? I shall be speaking and I've
quite a lot to say. Between you and me, though, there won’t
be much time for ch®tting, bub'. if you want anything ex-
plained or any doubts cleaged up, I'll be glad to oblige.’

It seetmed I was rather more sober than I had imag-
ined. Perhaps it was a natural instinct for self-preservation
which bade me weigh carefully every word I uttered in the
. presence of the Soviet dignitary.

‘Don’t forget, citizen'—I began slowly and thought-
fully, playing my words like chess-men—'T am a poet, I
spend my time writing about Howers, love and the moon.
Stands to reason, I don’t know anything about politics.’

‘T'll very gladly put you in the picture. What would
you like to know ?’

“Well, for one thing, I can ne®er understand how the
Soviet Union could possibly make an alliance with Hitler,
a sworn enemy of CommuniSm. Why, there’s a line in the
Nazi Party’s anthem that says: “We'll shafter the Red
Front.” I could never make it out at all.”

‘Couldn’t you really?’ said the officer with a conde-
scendingemile. ‘It’s really quite simple.’ *

“You don’t say.’

‘Of course ités. I suppose that even poets sometimes
redd the newspapers [ *

‘Oh, yes.’ °

‘Well, you must be aware that France has a Socialist
government and thatethere exists in France a legitimate
Communist Party.” °

“Yes, I know.’ *
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‘And if instead of making a pact with Hitler, we had
made an alliance with the Left-wing French Government
would that have surprised you ?’ ¢

(No.’

‘Well now, it's all the same to us. F'rance and Ger-
many are both capltahst countries. It doesn’t matter what
sort of government is in power. Thg least dangerous ré-
gime from our point of wiew is the® Fascist dictatorship,
Hitler’s régime to be precise. Tsadition constitutes a much
more serious threat to what we stand for. For that reason,
England is our greatest enemy. The Fascist régime can
only live as long as the dictator is there to inspire it. Hit-
lerism therefore will perish with Hitler. He'sfifty years
old now, so how much longer is he likely to live? Twenty
or thirty years at the most, and that’s the end of it. In
England, on the contrary, the social order fs not in the least
dependent upon the King. It doesn’t matter over there
whether they have one king or another. What does matter,
is that they have a tradition which is already several hin-
dred years old and th#t’s what’s dangerous. We made an
alliance with Hitler to help him fight a war against Eng-
land. And when they’re both Uone bleeding each other we
can attack tife winner. Now, do you get it?’

‘Yes, I begin to see now. And what’s going to happen
to governments like the Swedish and Danish?’

‘These governments are just like petty tragling con-
cerns. With big stores beside them they’ve no alternative

but to ao bankrunt Thnv can f nnmnpf—a Thpv ve 1454; ggt
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to close down.’
To have answered¢he political commissar’s remarks
as they merited would have involved me in a dangerous
discussion. Instead, I asked him what were his views on
art. . ® .
Meanwhile, thofigh everyone thought that the feast
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was over, fresh dishes were arriving. Waiters entered,
bearing steaming plates of roast beef, macaroni and vege-
tables. There followed two lads dragging baskets of
champagne bottles.

The discusSion groups broke up, their members rush-
ing back to the tables like hens lured By grain. The terrible
gorging began anew to the accompaniment of delighted
yells, clucking tongues’ noisy swz\llowmgs salvoes of cham-
pagne corks and the strains of the band blaring, ‘If War
Should Break Out To-morrow,” ‘Katiusha,” ‘“The Three
Tank-men,’ and other Soviet ditties.

‘As far as art is concerned,’ the officer continued, ‘I'm
afraid youy, capitalist writers will find it hard to become
writers of the Soviet kind. You see, art in the Soviet Union
plays a role different to that which it plays in the degener-
ate countries of'Western Europe. With us, art is.not only
there to give pleasure but also to teach and instruct. To in-
struct in the political sense, moreover. In the spirit of
Mrxist Socialism. Otherwise, it is not art. Your painter
paints a wood or a field, some poppies or corn, believes he
has fulfilled his duty as an artist and considers his painting
a work of art. With us, it’s qtiite different. Our way is that
painting is only a work of art if, for example, a labourer
is working in the field or Soviet tanks are shgwn emerging
from the wood. Only then is the painter a true Soviet

artist.! o

‘Our theatre has also a different role to yours, inter-
posed Comrade Elimkovitch who, having joined us si-
lenitly, had been listening to ot conversation. ‘In capjtalist
countries the theatre is a privately controlled business. If
a show—no matter how excellent—doesn’t make a profit
because the public dog’t like it, it’s taken off and replaced
by another work, often, of no merit but calcglated as a box-
office success—merely in order to refue the bank balance.
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In the Union, where the theatre, like all art, is a means of
distilling propaganda, once a show has satisfied the au-
thorities that it is useful and is fulfilling its Socialist task,
it will be played for a year or even more. It will be given
the best directors and actors, first-class sc%nery, beautiful
music, costumes, ballet choirs-—in short, it will e a lavish
production and will stay on the bills as long as the authori-
ties see fit. The audience® Well, if®a factory employing
five thousand workers gets five hundred or so tickets for
distribution amongst the best workers, and these who get
a ticket stop work at midday—do you think they won’t be
delighted togo ?’

‘But what if a worker, instead of going to the theatre,
wishes to spend his free afternoon some other way?’ I
asked. .

‘Oh, no, my dear fellow,’ replied the chairman. ‘He
gets the time off to go to the theatre, and for no other rea-
son.’ '

‘And he does go, I can assure you,’ the officer added’in
support. °

The three of us laughed heartlly

‘Yes, but, he’ll really Yke the performance,’ said
Chairman Rlimkovitch, attempting to soften the impres-
sion made by the political officer’s remark, ‘since, as we
said, it will be excellently produced and directed. We’ve
got good actors, too.’ 'S

‘Yes, I know,” 1 admitted.

‘And the next day, workers chosensfrom another fac-
tory will go to see it, and $ on. This keeps the theattes
full all the time. Besides, our theatres being State-owned
don’t have to worry about a possible deficit in their budget.

+Thus they can, and must, fulfil theis instructive purpose.’

‘It’s easygo understand why you know so little about
all this, but I've hear& that you're a talented writer and I'll
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try to make you one of ours,’ the political officer consoled
me. ‘To-morrow, after the meeting, come and see me so
that we can talk at greater length and I'll give you a few
hints on how to write in the true Soviet spirit.’

“That]s kind of you,’ I said, knowing full well I would
never make use of his invitation and that the only way
out for me was to leaye town as quickly as possible.

Champagne goes to the hgad quickly at the best of
times, but when it is drumk on top of other wines and
helped alohg with vodka . . . Toasts. More toasts.
Bravo! Shouts and raucous laughter The political officer
drank Briiderschaft with the President of the Union, the
issuer of lunch-tickets. They became the best of friends.
The young official beamed with pride and pleasure, re-
peatedly shakin‘g the hand of his Soviet protector as
though he had discovered a long-lost brother. How was he
to know that in less than twenty-four hours, his friend,
Co.mrade Gershman, would thunder at him from the ros-
trum, brand him a renegade, and personally ‘elect’ an en-
tirely new executive for the Union?

At the moment, however, no one could foresee the
gathering storm-clouds. The band played indefatigably
apd no less so did the revellers drink. The ‘enterprising
poetess plumped down beside the political officer in order,
a moment or two later, to land, most politically, on his
knee. Col®nel Spasov was also managing to amuse himself
most dexterously with the young woman beside him. The
third officer, not t® be outdone by his gomrades, had an-
nexed the remaining lady and was noisily kissing her.

Somebody pulled the corner of the table-cloth, bring-
ing the wine-glasses crashing to the floor . . . the tinkle
of broken glass . . . @ stream of wine . . . the dull thud
of apples and oranges falling. . . . Suddenly the two
bulbs on the ceiling went out. They miy have fused or been
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switched off. The band played the ‘Cossack.” One of the

women began to scream shrilly. .

The scene became more and more rev‘olting. It now
resembled a film version of a Tsarist ofﬁc.er’s orgy in the
days when Russia wgs simply a church, a samgvar and a
Gipsy romance. All it needed was for somebody to smash
the mirrors. If nobody did so the omission was probably
due to the fact that ther@ was not a single mirror in the
entire hall. I had had enough. Unnoticed, I slipped out to
the cloak-room and as I left the hotel the pdrter bowed
low in farewell.

The clock on the tower struck some hour of the night
or morning. Full of mayonnaise, my head wherling from
the champagne, I hurried stumbling through the empty
streets of the strange towp—back to my kennel with its
palliasse thrown in a dark passage.

My pockets bulged with slices of white bread filched

from a literary banqueting table. R

P *

It is not always easy to raise a sufliciently large sum
of money for a journey, especially when it has to be done
in a hurry. Owning two overcoats, I decided to sell one. An
unusual sort ©f market had spread itself over the uneven
surface of the square, amid sheets of black mud and tram-
pled snow. Immediately beyond the quiet, rura®calm sur-
rounding the farm-carts with their loads of yello.w straw,
where the acrid rgek of horges mingledewith that of sheep-
skin coats, there jostled a mob of vociferous traders. This
was not the famous blaek-market where foreign currency,
jewellery and passports were bought and sold. Such opera-
tions took place in cafés and restaurtnts. This market was
the resory ofeordinary people, rifined by the war, who
went there to disposé of such things as they still possessed.
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Men and women, until recently wealthy, were parting with
their last belongings: warm, padded quilts and the pillows
from undef thtir heads. Those who, at one time, had made
their living by trade of some sort managed, even here, to
induce prospect1ve buyers to take thelr wares at a satis-
factory price. Thus, a poverty-strlcken but glib salesman,
extolling the virtues of an archaic gramophone with a
bright blue trumpet, %ould getq better price for it than
the white-haired widow of a professor, shamefacedly hold-
ing out a geld fountain-pen. Here everything conceivable
was offered for sale, from the last word in luxury articles
to the basic necessities of life. It was a deep chasm of
squalor and misery, made to seem all the worse by the fact
that those who had always known hunger now rubbed
shoulders with people who, prewously, had wanted for
nothing.

The majority of the bargain-hunters belonged to the
Red Army; soldiers and officers alike, chiefly on the prowl
fo wrist-watches. A wrist-watch in Russia is not only a
rare phenomenon but also a sign of the highest culture,
and consequently an object of pride. Quite frequently, in
Russia, a pocket watch is alfered and worn on the wrist.
It is then strapped on top of the shirt-cuff, wiile the mili-
tary wear them on the sleeves of their tunies. After all,
evidence of such high civilization should be visible from
afar in order to command the respect it deserves.

A luxurious, modern limousine disgorged three Rus-
sian girl€ on the friage of the market. These women, prob-
ably the wives of the eminent®persons entitled 'to the car,
were dressed in sheepskin jackets gnd coats and wore high,
peasant boots. Round their heads they had tied flowered
kerchiefs, peasant fashion. They drove up to the market
with a flourish which the wives of West Eurgpegn million-
aires reserve for the best of fashion-ffouses. They scanned
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the riches surrounding them and soon one bought a hat—
a green cap with a large scarlet wing attached. Concealing
her embarrassment with peals of shrill laughter, she tried
it on for size, then paid for it hurriedly and walked away.
She held her vau151t10n in her hands, lacKing the courage
to put it to its proper use by placing it on her head. She
would have felt uncomfortable in i, Not because it was
hideous—after all, she h:ad boughf it, so she must have
liked it—but because it was certainly her very first hat.

Not far away, two Army officers were absorbed in a
thermos flask. One of them frankly admitted his convic-
tion that it was a time-bomb. Its owner explained its use
and the officers marvelled greatly. They said ghey would
gladly buy it, but would never be able to master its in-
tricacies. When they were told that all they needed to do
was to fill it with hot water and screw on'the cap, they re-
fused to believe it.

Somebody had brought along a divan, so constructed
that, during the day, the bed-clothes could be placed indide
it as in a large box. Art Air Force captain inspected it thor-
oughly. He said he would like to buy it only he feared that
while he was asleep in the bok during the night, the spring
hinges miglft close and he would be suffocated. On hearigg
that, at nighg, the bed-clothes were meant to be taken out
and spread on top of the divan, the officer replied that if
that was really the case, the material coveringthe divan
would hardly be of so fine a texture. Taking a look at the
curious crowd which by then surroundgd them, the officer
decided that the“salesman®was making a fool of him by
trying to persuade him hat anyone would take bed-clothes
out of a warm box and spread them on top in the cold.
Fearing he might become a laughing-stock if he bought
the thing, he gtamped away, red in the face, like a school-
boy on Whom the teficher has exercised his sarcasm,



THREE ¢

The Triamph of the Male

The little town, situated :l.ose to the Lithuanian border
across whech thousands crept illegally, was crowded with
new arrivals.

I got out of the trajn, mganing to look for someone
to show me the way to an inn or hotel. The hesitation of a
newcomer on the emptying platform drew the attention of
the militiaman on duty. The slant-eyed sleuth, with a large
revolver at his belt, clad in a navy coat and a cap in which
crimson and blue were ill-combined, sensed that the stran-
ger was there on no legal business. He bore down upon
me. o
¢ ‘What are you after? he asked.

‘An inn. .

‘What d’you want an inn for ?’

‘Th®usual reasons. I want to sleep in it.’

‘Um . . . He made a wry face. ‘I don’t like the look
of you.’. ] . .

“You don’t have to. I'm hot a girl. I don’t much care
for you either.’ )

Being in possession of all the necessary papers and
hiding nothing illegal$ I could well afford to be impertinent
to this representative df the law. There wag nqother way
to treat him, anyway. Such a man®would have taken a



42 A RELUCTANT TRAVELLER IN RUSSIA

meek demeanour for a sure sign of fear and weakness.

‘All your papers in order?’ he asked.

‘Of course. Do you want to see them?

‘Not me, I don’t. Come along!’ .

It appeared that; he had power to arrest people even
when their papers were in order. Since that was the case
with me, I followed him to the militia post which occu-
pied part of the station ¢uilding. 1 the Soviet Union,
every railway station has its detachment of militia and
a lock-up. Probably for the convenience of pa#ssengers.

He led me into a room ywhere I was confronted by
the station sergeant, seated at a table.

‘He doesn’t know what he came here for,” she militia-
man reported, indicating me to his superior with a nod of
his head. . . .

‘That’s nice,’ the sergeant commented. ‘Where have
you come from?’

I told him.

‘Who've you come to see?’

‘My wife.’ *

‘Where is she?’

‘Here . . . somewhere”

‘Wherd does she live?’ .

‘T don’t know. I came here to find her.’

‘Run away from you?’ He waited for me to answer
in the affirmative so that he could burst out laughing.

‘No. On the contrary. She escaped from Germanv
and has taken retuge here, I believe.” ®

‘H'm. What's your ndme?’

I gave him my narge.

“Your first name ?’

“T'adeusz.’ .

‘Fathgr’sgname ?’ .

‘Antoni.’
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‘Wife?

‘Soplzy.’

‘Not he? first name! Her second name!’

‘Since she’s my wife, it must be the same as mine.’

‘Got any papers?’

“Yes.’

‘Give me them.) _

I took out my Writers’ cegtificate and pass. The ser-
geant, without bothering #o read them, laid them in front
of him on the desk and weighted them with an ink-pot.

‘And what have you got in there?’ He pointed to my
knapsack.

‘What everyone needs on a trlp—food and clothes.’

‘We shall see.’

I took the.sack off my bagk. The sergeant slipped his
hand inside and went over the contents.

‘All right,” he admitted, somewhat disappointed ‘But
you re not going to get away scot-free. Once you’re in
here you don’t get out so easily.’ He picked up the wooden
pen-holder and wiped the nib on the rim of the ink-pot.
‘We'll just take down your particulars.’

He tore the two middle pages from a school-type
gxercise book, separated them, and began to Swrite. At the
top, he put the heading in large, printedelettes: PAR-
TICULARS, and with a few figures, immortalized the
day, the month, and the year. While absorbed in this task,
he raised his cap by the peak several times as though greet-
ing someone, onlyeto scratch his head apxiously.

The militiaman who had brought me there, seeing
that his superior had the case well in hand, considered
his duty done and went out. The sergeant studied the
papers in front of hém and asked again:

‘What do they call you?’ o .

“Wittlin.’ *
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‘Hm . . . yes. Correct.

Looking at the certificate, he began to copy out, or
rather, to sketch out, my surname. He labduréd equally
hard over my Christian name. The work tired him greatly
and he paused frequently to mop the perspiration from
his forehead. When he dipped his pen in the ink-pot, prior
to copying out my father’s name, a large blob fell from
the nib on to the paper. ‘fhe sergednt, with a muttered
curse, crumpled the sheet in his fist and threw it under the
table. Then he grasped the pen and began arew on the
second sheet. Worn out, however, by the first round, he
decided to rest awhile and lit a cigarette which he greedily
inhaled.

At last he overcame the word PARTICULARS the
date, place and his own name. He then began to struggle
with the confession of the accused.

‘Well, how was it?

‘How was what?’

‘What brought y&: here?’ -

‘A militiaman br&yght me. I had no wish to come
here at all.’

‘I know that! But what have you come to this town
about?’ * .

‘I'm looking for my wife. I heard she was in this
neighbourhood, only I don’t know the exact address.’

‘Wait a minute! Not so fast!’ .

And, dictating the words to himself, he wrote: ‘The
arrested party admits that he is looking for his Wife be-

cause he does not Rnow whete she is.’

He lifted his handgy pen and all, to scratch his ear
when, from the nib, another sombre drop slowly detached
itself and fell, like a pigeon’s visiting-card, on the paper
below. Thaf was too much. The sergeant swore drastically
and flung the ball of €rumpled paper at the opposite wall
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like a boy trying to smash a neighbour’s window with a
snowball. A moment later, he opened the exercise book
once agaiﬁ to tear out two more pages but, struck by their
virgin whiteness, he grew sorrowful at the thought of
the sad fate by which they were threatened. He raised
his eyes from the precious paper to look at me, the direct
cause of this waste of valuable stationery. Then he shouted
furiously: * :

‘So you want a wife bPerhaps I'm to go and hunt out
a wife for*you? Get out of here, you!’

He jumped off his chair, thrust the papers into my
hands and, catching me by the collar, propelled me towards
the dooreas though I were unwilling to leave of my own
free will. '

‘Out of it! You basgtard!’ He was shaking with sud-
den fury. * *

He dragged me from the room and, although I was
far from offering resistance, but doing everything possible
t0 hasten our departure, he would not let go my collar till
we were right outside in the snow?®

‘Looking for a wife, eh? And that's a reason for
bothering the militia and inferfering with important work?
J'll show you?l’ ¢

In an empty, snow-covered field, he tobd me in a voice
of thunder to go to hell. And, turning round, he stormed
back to Mis office. v

In the frost-bound, snow-clad countryside, I stood
alone. Free. °

Y L)

The little town had only gne inn and this was, of
course, filled to overflowing. I was in luck, however, for a_
guest was leaving that night. Promising to return later, I
set out along the snow-covered: street in ghe direction of
the peasant Konarenko's cottage wBich passers-by pointed
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out to me. After knocking on the window, I had to wait
several minutes before an old woman opened the door. In
reply to my enquiry about the whereabouts of Konarenko,
she reluctantly told me that he was out and said she had
no idea when he would be back. I left a message for him
to come and see me at the inn. The old woman muttered
something under her breath and hasply withdrew, slam-
ming the door.

The snow had an icy hardn.ess and the frost, so sharp
that it stung like fire, settled on my eyebrows and lashes,
restricting my vision. I had to zub my nose and ears really
hard to avoid being painfully%'ost-bitten.

I got to the inn and found that there was, in fact,
room for me. The proprietress, a young, good-looking,
jolly woman, was forthrlght in manner.

‘I'm alone all day, as my husband works away from
home,’ she said, placing before me a glass of hot tea.

Her laughing eyes twinkled with health, fun and mis-
chief, but lest I should misunderstand her, she hastlly
added: .

“These stockings, now . . .’ she stretched out a leg,
‘that kerchief and a lot of oth®r things besides were given
to me by Rbssian officers. Love, free of charge, is all
right for nightingales,’ she ended philosophically, proving
thereby that, although she had probably never read Marx,
she was nevertheless a sworn materialist. A ywung ser-
geant with a mandolin walked in, smiled at the woman,
gave me a friendly nod and sat down om the bed.*Shortly
afterwards, two other soldidrs arrived. They did nothing
in any way to conceal gheir obvious intimacy with our
hostess.

The woman fixed the samovar aad boiled some water
for tea. Then ghe door opened agam to admit a frontier
guard with the face of a2 morose criminal. He seated him-
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self on a stool between the bed and the cupboard and
looked at me with distrust.

‘When did you arrive ?’ he asked casually.

“This morning.’

‘Staying long?’

“That depends.’ *

‘On what?

‘On whether I fnd my Wi;e who escaped from Ger-
many and is living round ere.

‘What’s her name?’

On hearing .it, he shook his head. He knew of no
one of that name in the n@‘ghbourhood

‘Whgt does she do for a living?’

‘She’s a school-teacher.’

The frontier guard shook hlS head agam

‘What do&s she look like™?

I took a photo of a well-known actress from my wallet
and held it out. _

®* ‘Hm . . . she’s all right,’ he admitted.

The soldiers drew closer to leok at the picture over
the frontier guard’s shoulder.

‘Your wife?" asked thessergeant.

‘Yes.’ .
‘Not bad. But fancy coming such a lopg way to find
her . . . what a fooll’ He shrugged his shoulders. ‘A

‘wife nevgr gets lost unless she wants to. Then no power
on earth will find her. Is it worth while to freeze on the
road artd lose gogd money on her account? Have you the
least idea where she is?’  ® .
‘I've been told she’s somewhere around this town.’
‘Somewhere around! And if she’s not here, what
then?’ -
‘I'll go back to where I came from. I work there.’
‘Did you get special leave? o ¢
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“Yes, a few days.’

‘T'o find your woman?’

“Yes. ' e *

‘What a fool you are! There's other fish. . . .

‘Yes, but you see I happen to love her.’

‘She’s very pretfy.” It was the young hostess who
spoke in support of me. She had also been looking at the
photograph. ¢

“There’s plenty of pretty opes,’ replied the sergeant,
unable to understand how a man could devote time and
money to finding someone he merely loved.

The samovar roared like 2 ®team- -engine. The soldiers
set about the hot tea and began rolling tobaccogin scraps
of newspaper. The sergeant started strumming on his
mandolin. When dusk fell they went oft to get their din-
ner at the Army cook-house®

It was already dark when a sallow-faced man in a
black sheepskin coat entered the inn.

‘I'm Konarenko,” he roared at no one in particula®.
Then he greeted the hestess, as an old neighbour.

‘Good, evening,’ I said. ‘I went round to see you this
morning.’ .

‘T knows My wife told me. That’s why I'm here.’ _

We went putside, where we could talk more freely.

‘Some friends gave me your address,” I said. We
stood on an empty road running through sngw-swept
fields.

‘Were you thinking of going to-night?’

‘If possible.” ® °

‘Will you pay a hundred roubles P’ he asked, looking
at me out of the corner of his eye.

It was no use bargaining. -

Yes. I.ll }zay.’ .
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‘Wait outside the chemist’s at ten o’clock. D’you

know where it is?’
‘No,. but I'Hl find out.’

At the agreed hour I waited as arranged. My guide
soon arrived. : ' :

‘Got the money?’ was his first remark. I gave him
the grey-black note with its likgness of Lenin. He stuffed
it in his quilted coat and ewe set off.

We erudged across the hard, lumpy surface of a
frozen field, then turned down a forest path. The guide
asked the time. It was close to eleven. We had to wait
awhile. Iswould be easier to slip past the sentry posts at
midnight while the guard was being changed.

We lit cigarettes under our coats and, shading the
glow with our hands, inhaled the smoke. An infinity of time
dragged past. There was nothing to talk about. We nipped
the glowing ends off of our cigarettes and moved on. As

we hurried along, our breath made grey clouds in the
~ frosty air. Our route took us uphilt and breathing became
difficult. The guide reached out for my sack. -

‘Give it to me. It’s hird going, here. I'll help you
with it,” he kindly offered. *

‘No, thanks. I'll manage.’ .

‘It’s all right. I'll take it for a bit, then you can have
it back.’ @

Ilet him have it, deciding to keep close enough to him
to prevént him frem running away with it. But Konarenko
was not contemplating theff. “That'll*be easier for you
now,’ he said. All of a sudden aryunpleasant feeling came
over me: it was as though by taking my sack the peasant
was seeking to bind me to him. We made our way slowly
through thick woods.*The heavy, biting fgost,made such

[ J
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going particularly difficult and we had to stop and rest.

‘Another kilometre and I'll take you there, straight as
a die,” whispered the guide, breathing the cold air deeply.

We recovered our breath a little and set off once
more. Coming out of a forest of tall pines, we struck off
along a well-trodden, Wmdmg path. It led us to a clearing
in which a small hut, like an ice-safg or a pitch-burner’s
dwelling, half buried in ghe earth, Yoomed through the
darkness. It was too late to withdraw. Konarenko had kept
his word. He had led me over, straight as a di®—and into
a post of Soviet frontier policR

*
[

I was arrested by the guards, taken to a large sunken
shed and locked inside. In ghe darkness, I tripped over a
body. More than two hundred people, men and women,
many of whom had been there for days, were sitting on
the hard-trodden earth floor. They received neither food
nor water from the guards, who simply collected peoﬁle
in that building until ®the total number was sufficiently
large for them to be sent to the main prison in the town.
My guide, Konarenko, was well known. At one time he
had been a perfectly decent man. Indeed, until he was
caught he had carried out the duties of frontier guide
most conscientiously. When, however, his captors realized
that the peasant’s profession was smuggling p®ple over
the line, they had immcdiately separated him from the
group which he led tortured him and then released him on
condition that henceforth e should work for them. A
refusal, they pointed oufy would mean prison for him and
instant deportation of his wife and child to Siberia. On
the other hand, for every would-be eefugee delivered up
they would,paphim ten roubles. H¢ had little choice.

At dawn, the sefgeant unbarred the door and called
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out several names, amongst them my own.. We were
formed up in line and marched off under the supervision
of two soldilrs, one in front and one behind. The latter
held his rifle and bayonet at the ‘on guard’ position, al-
most touching the back of the last prisoner who only
needed to slip in the snow to be efféctively impaled. Such
was my return to thg little town I had left that morning.
I no sooner found m.yself lodggd in a crowded cell than I
was called to the office fos questioning. There I found an
officer witlt a soldier standing beside him. The latter went
skilfully through my pockets, removing my wallet and
fountain-pen. I was askeg for a few personal details, as
I had beenm at the frontier-post, and was then led back to
the cell. In the evening, I was again taken to the office.
The stove was red-hot and the air was stifling. The officer
was sitting without a coat. In the breast- pockets of his
tunic he had a dozen or so fountain-pens, as though they
were the cartridges of a Cossack in national dress. Having
réad aloud the formal statement of my arrest and the
recommendation that I should be #mprisoned, he ordered
me to sign it. I took the office pen and attempted to scrawl
my name on the document; but my efforts were in vain.
The nib was broken and did no more thafl scratch the
paper. Losing patience, the officer tore oge of the con-
fiscated pens from his pocket and handed it to me with a
flourish. & took it, knowing that it would function irre-
proachably; the pen, until quite recently, had been mine.
I had flot suspesed, however, that I should use it for
the last time to sign the otder for Thy own imprison-
ment.

The Soviet Union is a land wherem dwells the great-
est respect for the leberty of the individual. No sentence
of imprisonment, deportation to the labogr-camps of Si-
beria, or execution can be inflicted %ithout the voluntary
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consent of the accused. It is an interesting fact that never
yet has such consent been withheld.
That is, indeed, the height of libersy. °

*

I was taken to tle prison and placed in a spacious,
though very crowded, room from which every so often
people were conducted tg the adj®ining office to be
searched. This operation was pgrformed by a soldier in
a blue and white striped apron, tied at the backsHe was a
tall man, powerfully built, andén this garment resembled
an attendant in the homicidal se®tion of a lunatic asylum.

We went in two at a time, carrying all we possessed.
In the room stood two tables placed against opposite
walls. Behind one of these sat a sergeant who took down
personal details on a dirty grey prE)forma. There we stood
in the centre of the room, like star turns at a cabaret,
while the soldier in the blue and white apron relieved us
of our bundles, boxes or suitcases. He emptied the contenf®s
and sorted them carefuldy. Rags, papers, string, medicines
and fqod were flung on a heap in the corner. Next came a
more personal search. Money, %atches, cigarette-cases and
rings had to b® tied up in a handkerchief and placed on thg
floor. The seargher turned out all the pockets of the hap-
less delinquent, took his braces or belt and then, with a
large clasp-knife, removed all the buttons from hietrousers
and jacket. The prisoner had then to strip naked and
throw his shoe-laces on the pile of rubbsh in the ®orner.
Crucifixes and medallions wére ripped from around the
owners’ necks and joined the laces. When at last 2 man
stood literally stripped of all he possessed, the soldier care-
fully inspected the palms of his handseon the look-out for
trifles, order.ed l;im to raise both arms above his head, then
to open his mouth so*that the soldier could look at his
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teeth and underneath his tongue, holding the victim’s head
clasped in h1s hands. Finally, the prisoner was ordered to
turn round do  ‘knees-bend’ and, in that position, to hop -
. forward, frog-like, for a couple of paces. The performance
concluded with this item, the purpose of which I need
hardly indicate. Before, however, an order was given to
dress and march dogvn the long corridor back to the cells,
the prisoner had to present himself at the second table
and deposit his valuables for safe keeping. Still mother-
naked, hé approached the table with his handkerchief
bundle. Behind it sat a young woman, her thick dark hair
pinned in a neat crown “above her smooth forehead. In
front of *%her, the naked man had to count out his money
and spread the articles.in his handkerchief before obtaining
a receipt. The men approached her humbly, taking the
receipts as though accepting their death-warrants.

- It was a cold, bright morning. Outside the window,
the black branches of leafless trees swung up and down.

he woman gazed at the line of naked men, like a bar-
barian queen on her throne estimdting the value of slaves
brought before her. The silence in the room waseheavy
and stifling as that of some medieval mystery portraying
the degradation of Man.

Only Ignatius, an athletic taxi-driver, felt quite at
ease. He was more naked than the others since he had not
even a Mndkerchief for his belongings. In his hand he
held a few bank-notes and his wrist-watch. He sauntered
up to “he pitile® woman and noddipg pleasantly, pre-
sented her with his watch and money. Then, giving his
hairy thigh a resounding slap gnd in no wise concealing
his masculinity, he said with a broad and uninhibited laugh:

‘Not bad, eh ™

The woman bit'her lip and lowered &er head.

The male had triumphed. *
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Long Live the Jail!

‘She’s too old and scraggy. I WOI‘I’t buy a woman like that.
I want value for my money—a young, pretty, full’bosomed
girl. Her legs must be strong and thick,’ said Balonis, the
bandit, looking at the drawing. . .

For some time, I had been earning extra slices of
bread by doing sketches for anyone wishing to be tattooed.

In prison, people tattooed themselves for pleasurge,
by way of a souvenir or out of boredom. Illiterates and in-
tellectuals alike covered their skin with pictures, though
the latter, as a rule, confined themselves to the date of their
arrest, while the former care%ully selected drawings for
reproduction on the arms, chest or back—even on the
stomach and 1&s accessible places. The most popular de-
signs comprised crosses, anchors, swords, serpents and
Adam and Eve. Sailing-ships were also in grea® demand,
though less so than the profile of a girl or the por‘trait of
a nude woman witl disordergd hair. ¢

The ink required to fix the design permanently on the
skin was pirepared from e solution of charred thread and
the lead of an indelible pencil, ground to a fine powder.
This compound was diluted in watef, sugar added, and
the mixture heated over a fire-place made from a piece
of tin. Unfortunately’, it was by no means easy to light a
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fire. If someone had managed to smuggle in a match, it
could be split lengthwise into four, thus providing us
with a quidriple chance of success. If, however, not even
a quarter match was available, other means had to be used.
There were two methods in vogue. The first required the
sacrifice of a match in order to burm a piece of cloth. The
charred material was reduced to powder and preserved
in pots, specially moYelled frorgl dried bread. Despite the
closest scrutiny, someone,always managed to bring in a
metal butten. The latter would be threaded on to a string,
and now the only other piece of equipment required was a
porcelain shell. This wae not hard to tome by, for we
had only §o break the fitting which held the electric light
bulb in each cell. Next in the process of bringing flame
down to earth, the modern Prometheus and his assistant
would take holdl of the string &t each end and spin the but-
ton as fast as possible, while a third man held the porcelain
and the receptacle with the powdered thread. The metal
would strike sparks from the porcelain and presently the
powder would catch fire. It was then a simple matter to
l1ght a cigarette or a piece of straw.

There were amongste us experts whose c1garettes
would glow after only two or three spamks had been
struck. - e

The second method of producing fire consisted in tak-

“ing a longywad of cotton wool and winding a second layer
‘round it, then a third and so on until the stock was ex-
hausted® The wogl was then placed under a wooden board
which was moved backward® and for®ards on the floor
using the wad as a roller. This was continued for some
time—a back-breaking business. When eventually the wads
of cotton wool werg torn open, they would probably be
- alight at the very centre. This system, however offered no
guarantee of success and was only resortea to In the event
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of the materials needed for the first method not bemg
available.

If a tattoo was required, the customeg wduld lie down
on the floor and the artist would place a piece of cloth with
the design chosen, on his bare flesh. The design was then
pricked out with thre# needles tied together and dipped
in the solution of lead and ash. The next day, the punctures
swelled alarmingly and had to be sootfed with a cold-water
compress. Cases of blood-poisqning, however, were ex-
tremely rare, thus proving the old adage thatshygiene is
no more than a bourgeois superstition and a clever stunt
on the part of crafty chemists an%ious to boost completely
unnecessary disinfectants. o

*

Years before, Yurko Warotnik, a young Ukrainian
from the rolling uplands east of the Carpathians, had
trained to become an assistant preacher of the Orthodox
Church. Seduced by the Marxist credo, however, he h#d
abandoned his studies and turned into an idealistic Com-
munist. Stalin, for that matter, had begun his career in a
similar fashion. Warotnik found himself in prison as a
result of a deunken escapade. He richly deserved to bg
there and was tpe first to admit it. On his way to the prison
he had rejoiced at the thought of those he would meet
inside. As a good Communist, he knew the kind @f people
the Soviet authorities locked up—and why. When he en-
tered the cell, he looked triumphantly gt those Present,
much as a trainer Tight staffd in a cage of wild animals
tamed by himself. He no sooner heheld the assembly,
however, than his face expressed boundless disillusion. A
moment later, spying a vacant space og the floor, he asked
quietly if he might occupy it and, permission having been
granted, seated himself most humbly.
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‘I thought,” he later admitted, ‘that I'd find the place
full of generals, bishops and aristocrats, but they’re all just
like me—pdor peasants and working men.’ _

‘Maybe they’ve put you in the wrong cell,” somebody
jokingly consoled him. ‘But don't let it worry you, there’s
a few intellectuals here, too. Thd8ugh only by accident,
you know. Got in ljke yourself—drunkenness.’

It caused him®no ‘great delight to find that those
present included a few school-teachers, a village scribe
and othem dignitaries of a small community. They were
not princes or even millionaires. True, he could raise his
spirits a little by regardthg them as ‘intellectuals,” a word
which hed come to mean something ultra-contemptible,
used not only by the hardened criminals, who considered
themselves lords of the cells, but also by the very judges
who condemnd them. It wa$ scant consolation, however,
to apply it to a village school-teacher or the secretary of
a petty administrator. When one of the hundreds of roll-
@ lls was in progress, Warotnik would push his way to the

front and shout with pride: J
‘My hands are black with earth! I'm a working peas-
ant !’ .

. ‘What the hell are you shouting about,* the authority
present would silence him. ‘You're in the same boat as the
rest of them! You're all equals in jail.’

Thie would subdue Warotnik slightly, but not for
long. In no time at all he would subject us to a peroration
-in whith he expresed his delight at the thought that those
who had once found life ple¥sant would find it so no more.
Besides that, he was deeply interested in the question of
beds. There were twenty of them in the cell. They stood
in two rows of tem, tightly pressed together against op-
posite walls. There were two beds betwe.en five men. Be-
tween the two rows was a narrow strip of floor on which



58 A RELUCTANT TRAVELLER IN RUSSIA

the prisoners would stroll up and down in the day-time
and on which those for whom there was no room in or
sunder the beds would sleep at night. The patt-owner of

a bed was described as ‘sleeping like a king,” while he who
curled up underneath, where he was beyond the dazzle of
the electric light bulbs,%was rated a dormitory count. The
possession of a place on or under a bed, depended entirely
upon seniority. The last arriyal invarialy occupied the cor-
ner by the door, beside the slop hucket which was not al-
ways hermetically sealed. As men were removed €or trans-
portation, trial or when they died, their places were taken
by the next in line. The beds wer® occupied by those who
flooded the prisons when the first wave of arresw struck
the country: moderately wealthy owners of small prop-
erty or medium-scale enterprises, arrested as capitalists.
Picked up in their homes, they had been %ble to bring
with them suits, overcoats, bed-linen, quilts and pillows.

Against these exploiters of the people, Warotnik di-
rected his hatred of the nobility and the rich. .

‘Even here in jail,’she would shout, as we were set-
tling dgwn for the night, ‘a poor worker and a peasant has
to lie in the worst corner while people who did nothing but
sleep in beds aM their lives carry on enjoying the same com-,
forts! But if thgy took the beds yesterday, we can do the
same to-day!” he cried to the White Russian and Ukrainian
peasants in his vicinity. e

At first they listened to him in indifferent silence.
Then, noting the lack of self-defence onethe part®™f the
bed-owners, they g®ve him th®ir attention. Soon, several
others joined in support of their self-appointed leader un-
til, finally, the class-hatred of the poor devils slecping on
the floor grew sc painfuliy vociferous asto portend revolu-
tion. . o .

One evening, as tlee kings were making their beds and
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the counts were crawling under them, Warotnik gave his
rebels the s1gna1 which indicated that the hour had come.
The revolutionaries hurled themselves on the privileged
bed-sleepers and began to expel them. The coup, secretly
prepared for several days, was sudden and unexpected.
Encouraging each other with loud cfies, the invaders struck
out at their foes like a horde of Cossacks. The room shook
with ferocious yells and the ¢haos of flying mattresses,
clothes and blankets. The battle was so furious that the
rattle of Bolts went unnoticed, likewise the appearance on
the threshold of the orderly and the guard. The sergeant
had to shout several tifles before anyone paid attention.

‘Cifizen sergeant! We're being driven out of the
places we’ve been in for the last six months!’ cried one of
the victims, sure that the gugrd would side with him.

“Them intellectuals are sleeping just like they was
still at home! Now it’s our turn to lie on the beds!” said
Warotnik, stating his case. He was speaking his own Ru-
thenian dialect and speaking moreover in the name of the
Ukrainian peasants, while his opponents were Poles and
Jews, knowing little Russ1an—and besides that, iatellec-
tuals.

+  The verdict was a foregone conclusion.

‘Well, if they've had the beds for se long, they can
give them up for a bit, and you take them over,’ the ser-
geant de®reed. ‘

This decision was final and not only irrevocable but
requirl’ng immediate implementation. At once, a migration
took place. Old men, sick men or I)eople who simply
couldn’t adapt themselves to the gonditions of life in prison,
removed their belongings and gave up their beds in dumb
silence, as though eurrendering a fallen city to a victorious
enemy. Soon the beds were occupied bygthg conquerors,

" sated with victory, while the disinh®rited spent many long
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minutes arranging their mattresses, coats, quilts and bed-
clothes on the floor. At midnight peace was restored till
next morning and all snored as soundly a$% usual.

Next day, Warotnik’s forces savored total triumph,
sneering at the unfortunate bourgeois, deprived of their
beds not only by main force but by virtue of the authorities
who had sided with the victims of ogpression.

Many of Warotnik’s e€ohort confessed that they had
never before slept in a bed. The conquest was thus com-
plete and even possessed a truly Marxist class’colouring,
in as much as those who had never had a bed before, had
now, under Soviet rule and albeX in a prison cell, finally
achieved this distinction. ¢

Unfortunately, the revolutionaries did not foresee
that their defeated adversarjes wquld strip.the beds of all
their possessions and leave only the bare frames. In de-
fault of a blanket and pillow, it is far easier to sleep on a
floor, no matter how hard, than with steel springs bxtmg
into one’s flesh.

After a few nights, the unhappy conquerors rose
from ¢heir beds as though from the rack. Yet they were
ashamed to acknowledge defeat. With the stubborn ob-
stinacy of the peasant, they kept resolutely silent, lying
down each eveming on their beds of torture, as though
suffering punishment, in the hope that they might get used
to them. But the iron bars and sharp springs g®ew more
unbearable with every hour that passed. The poor y victors,
pale and wan through sleeplessness, coulf rest onlv in the
dayiune and on the toor. It was not hard to guess that
they were striving to mage up for the sleepless nights of
agony. Soon some of them began making overtures to the
erstwhile inhabitants of that devilish®contraption known
as a bed. Withgcunning smiles, and‘in the most friendly
manner, they dropped broad hints that, in exchange for a
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quarter-ration of bread per day, they would be willing to
revert to the status quo. But the kings and counts, having
swiftly ac.ljuﬁtedothemselves to the fresh conditions, were
unwilling to forgo valuable bread in an attempt to regain
beds from which they had been ejected by order of the
prison guards. So the new aristocrdcy continued to suffer
nocturnal tortures. The only one to do well for himself was
their leader, Warotnik. For the price of one cigarette, he
gave up his bed to a newcomer who had only recently
joined our*community. As a result of this transaction, al-
though he had now to sleep by the door, he could not only
stretch his aching limbs But smoke into the bargain.

This was too much even for the White Russian peas-
ants, who now burned with resentment against their for-
mer leader. All that was now, needed was a chance word
to fire the swelling powder hold of envy.

One day the long-suffering peasants threw themselves
on Warotnik and beat him unconscious. It was not clear
why. He might have received a larger bread-ration than
the others one morning, or sometifing of that sort.

*

. Ivan Fiodorov was a poor White Rufsian peasant
who came one day from his village by sledge to visit the
market. By sheer bad luck he stopped to look at a drunken
brawl an& was arrested by mistake together with those
taking part. He landed in jail where He chanced to occupy
the spate next toanyself.

When he was questiope‘d, he said he was only an ac-
cidental witness and was promised a speedy release, though
he was told he would have to stay under lock and key until
the whole matter was cleared up. So it came about that

Ivan spent six montts in prison with no ¢dea how many

more lay in store for him. It was apparently taking some
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time to establish his identity in the neighbouring village.

One morning, however, the guard came mto the cell
and shouted: ' .

‘Fiodorov!’

We all thought it strange that he hadn’t called for all
whose initial was ‘F’ & give their names, and then said,
‘It’s you,” when Fiodorov pronounced his, for this was the
normal procedure in Sovietejails, the object being to avoid
accidentally naming prisoners in*some other cell.

‘Here !’ roared Fiodorov, elbowing his wdy through
the crowd.

‘Pick up your kit and get Moving. You're to be let
out,’ the guard informed him, beaming in anticiation of
some show of enthusiasm from the prisoner.

Ivan’s peasant countengnce bgtrayed not the slightest
sign of elation. He rece:ved the news with complete in-
difference.

‘It’ll be time for dinner in an hour,” he said slowly,
scratching behind his ear, ‘so by right you owe me a ratién
of soup for to-day. I'vé got to build up my strength with
a founteen-kilometre walk ahead of me.’

The guard opened his eye§ and mouth wide in amaze-
ment. It was not often that anyone was released from jail
in the Soviet Uaion and never yet in the whole history of
socialist incarceration had anyone failed to seize hold of

the opportunity with the minimum delay. .
‘Yes, all right. You're entitled to it,’ said the guard
recovering his spcech, ‘and you will getat) *

So saying he shrugged %nd left the cell with head
hanging and a look of utfer depression on his face.

Ivan, with typical peasant thoroughness, set about
quietly preparing for his departure. €Ie packed his be-
longings and begt the dust out of his§acket. While he was
doing so, a nu'rnber of his fellow prisoners, far more ex-
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cited by the unusual procedure than Ivan himself, were
giving him the addresses of their families with instruc-
tions to get in touch with them and ask for parcels to be
sent, which would prove conclusively whether or not Ivan
was really a free man. Nobody believed what the guard
had said, nobody, that is, except Ivin. (The parcels which
began to arrive shogtly afterwards put the matter beyond
all doubt.) .

An hour later, we heard the scrape of the soup-bin
being dragged along the corridor. Carrying a full mess-tin
of soup Ivan returned to his place with his usual unhurried .
steps, sat down on his bfnket, undid his shirt so as not to
be too h®t while eating, and then systematically set about
‘building up his strength’ with mouthfuls of soup and
bread. Fmally he wiped the gweat from his face with his
sleeve—for the soup was hot and the room very stuffy
—dressed himself properly, shook hands all round and
knocked on the door. The jailer’s eye appeared at the peep-
hble.

‘You can tell the sergeant that I've finished eating
and I'm readyito go,’ Ivan announced in a toneles® voice.
‘You can set me free now, if you wish.’

o  The door opened and Ivan Fiodorov, tfle White Rus-
sian peasant who was not going to sacrifice food—albeit a
meal of watery soup in jail—having had his dinner, walked
out a fre® man, in gracious accordance with the desire of.
the Sov.iet prison authorities. ’

. [ ]

- .

Someone was singing a popylar Soviet song, ‘Far Are
the Boundaries of My Native Land!” When he came to
the verse beginning, ‘I know of no other land like ours
.where a man can breathe so freely . . o the cell shook
with jeering laughter while foul imgrecations were hurled
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at the singer. The unfortunate songster was silent. This
song, one of the best known in the Soviet Union3 is trans-
mitted by radio even to the condemned in she [abour camps
of Siberia. Once, even, the bitter frost failed to deter some
miserable deportee who, tearing off one of his boots, flung
it at the loud-speakerfon its tall mast. The loud-speaker,
struck full in its gaping mouth by the.well aimed missile, -
was silenced on that occagion as qulckly as our singing
prisoner on this. .

The cell grew comparatively quiet, allowng one to
reflect on freedomin a country where the labour-camps are
filled with the innocent and where% man who dies in prison
is spoken of as having been set free. o

“You'll find real liberty in the Soviet Union only be-
hind bars,’ said Popov, a g{ey-haued Russian professor
from the University of Leningrad. ‘BecauSe here we can
all say what we think—about our government, our system,
our politics and our justice. The fact that in every cell
there's a spy and an informer doesn’t matter; there’s ofte
here too. Let him inform. That’s what he’s paid for—to
rot in prison and be eaten alive by lice. We have to suffer
these conditions, but he does if for pleasure. Everyone to
his taste. On& man likes planting roses in his garden, ang
other likes sitting in jail, listening to what other people
say. Anyway, it does nobody much harm—the Soviet con-
ception of justice is like a laboratory funnel; eaey way in,
no way out. So if they give you another ten years, it makes
no difference. One way or another, you'lé never leave this
place or regain your freedom; On the other hand, you can
say what you like in hers and you're sure of to-morrow.
If you go to the wash-house, you know you'll return. If
they call you to the store, you can askea comrade to look
after your thinggs till you get back arfd you know you'll be,

“secing them again in #little while. The same goes for trips



l y
. . LONG LIVE THE JAIL! 65
to the steam baths or when they take you out for exercise.
When you're outside and free, you may say to your wife:
“Darling, will yeu wait ten minutes with lunch? I'Il just
hop out and get some matches.” But if you happen to
moan in the shop because the matches are no good and
won’t light, the chances are your wjfe will need a lot of
patience because you probably won’t be back for ten years.
Similarly, you never® know whgn your son will get back
from the public baths oreyour daughter from her walk.
You can newer make an appointment and be sure of keep-
ing it. Yes, in the Soviet Union, a prison is really the home
of liberty and security. Isong live the jail!’
Ands parodying the recent vocal rendering, he sang:
‘I know of no other land like ours where a man lives

so free in jail. . . .
. ¢ i
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When the Sailor ‘Ate the
Black (Jueen - .

Serge was a squat, sturdy Russian, broader than he was
long. He spoke so little as tg appgar almost dumb. He had
a powerful chest, like a paving-stone, tattooed with blue
profiles of Engels, Lenin and Stalin, circumscribed by a
life-belt bearing the legend : ‘Long live the Red Fleet.’ His
thick, muscular, pylon-like arms were covered with slog#ns
no less topical. Everydne thought of him as a sailor, but
no orre knew for certain. It sufficed that he was neither a
thug nor a thief and never assaulted anybody. He lived
and slept under a bed like a mole in his hill, coming %o
the surface for food and crawling back to his lair once
his mess-can was filled. He never even showed his head
during the morning or evening roll-calls, asuring the
guard of his continued existcnce merely by callmg out his
name. He took ng part, of course, in otir communai lifc,
our games or discussions. Anyway, hunger and the painful
questioning which some qgf us had undergone, had long since
robbed us of the wish to joke, discuss or listen. Food be-
came the only subject of our convers#tion—what we once
used to eas ang what we were eating nowadays. Many 3
poor peasant admitt®d that, on his farm, the pigs ate bet-
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ter than he did here and that he would now gladly eat what
once he had glven to his dog. More and more frequently
men, like hungry-wolves, would throw themselves on one
another in impotent fury. Quarrels, fights and rows were
constantly breaking out. The fights were always of short
duration. The opponents, weak ith hunger, had no
strength for protraeted combats but, after three or four
mutually-delivered blows, would totter back to their be-
longings and rest on thems, pale and trembling. The blood
which flowtd from noses and cut lips was' the colour of
weak tea. The bigger and stronger the man the sooner he
was exhausted. It stand#to reason that a big man needs
more thah a slice of bread. For that bread, men traded
their clothes, boots and shirts, remaining clad only .in
grubby lom-cloths But that was a short-term policy. De-
prived of all their belongmgs, they were soon reeling
round the cell as weak with hunger as the misers who,
having denied themselves bread, were seated on sacks full
of®clothes. ‘

Maddening apathy was indufced by hunger, worry
about the fate of relatives, recollections of home amd the
terrible boredom. Men tried to find an escape and to kill
tiane by plaYing chess. The making of a chess-get, however,
called for a great deal of work and self-denial, since the
material used was more precious than gold. To manufac-
ture a con®plete set, a whole loaf of bread was required.
This constltuted an imménse sacrifice. The loaf was di-
vided in"two, halé for the black pieces and half for the
white. The soft parts were then careful y separated from
the crust, which could be eaten. The bread was damp and
greyish—too dark to make white chess-men and too light
for black. When preparing the material for a white set, the
sculptor would work ‘the dough between gis hands, and
moisten it with spittle. After that, ht dipped it in white-
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wash scraped off the wall. A black set required the burn-
ing of a rag and the inclusion of the charred r¢gmnants in
the moistened dough. In the cell where » hved the expert
in the production of chess-men was Eric, a turner from
Silesia. He executed orders for chess-men of many types,
Indian, Chinese or Pplish. His tools were the beautifully
preserved nails of his two index-fingers. The production
of the figures involved geeat ceremony. Eric begrudged
his customers neither whitewash from the wall nor ash
from the burnt rags, as he kneaded the bredd long and
thoroughly in hands which, probably for artistic reasons,
he never washed. Certainly, the®dough, when caressed by
hands so long unsullied by soap and water, absotbed their
dirt which helped to lend to the finished product the sable
hue of incorruptible ebony, When all was prepared, Eric
would set about his task with extreme seriousness. A Chi-
nese set had beautifully turned dragons in place of knights,
the Queen held a large umbrella, while the coolie-like
pawns in their wide round hats wore neatly plaited Sig-
tails. An Indian set had elephants, domed palaces instead
of castles and a royal pair in the form of a Maharaja and
his Ranee. A Polish set had galloping riders, a King with
a crown on his head and soldiers in the uniforms of the
early nineteen¢h century Duchy of Warsaw. When made,
the chess-men were allowed to dry for several days, till
they became hard as ivory. A chess-board, sket®hed out on
cloth with an indelible pencil, and a2 bag made from the
leg of an old pair of underpants and whech could be drawn
shut with a ribbon, were included by the artist to complete
the set. All this cost twg rations of bread, apart from that
supplied by the customer as material for his order. The
chess-mcn were so beautifully made tRat even the greatest
misers and tlge most hungry amc;ng us ordered therg,
whether or not we Rnew the game. We played with them



r 4 | 4

WHEN THE SAILOR AT§ THE BLACK QUEEN 69

in corners like small boys with lead soldiers. Everyone
wanted to keep a set as a souvenir to take home when
once he was et fee, though the vision of release, home
and freedom became every day more misty, more unreal.
With everyone in possession of chess-men, however, in-
terest in the game developed rapidly}Not only did veteran
players who knew the. game from happier days now devote
their waking hours to the pastine, but there arose large
numbers of converts. Amtong the hundred or more in-
‘habitants of the cell, blossomed much new talent. Pupils
who, but a short time before, could not distinguish the
moves of a knight from #hose of a castle, now defeated
their instfictors. S :
Soon the magic of chess had us all in its power. There
Were no more rows, fights or quarrels; pain and hunger
were forgotten as we all played chess—in the corners, on
the beds and under them. Down went the barriers which
had hitherto divided us into groups according to nation-
ality, religion or social status. A murderer played with an
artist, a Russian with a Pole, a Jew®with a priest. The ad-
vent of chess brought with it a period verging on bliss.
The days now flowed by, calm and peaceful and, had
itaot been for our ever-sharpening hunger, Sur situation
would have been almost ideal. The soup we got for lunch
was simply hot water w1th a few grains of barley thrown
in. The so#p for supper ‘was again hot water with a few
fish- bones, while the bread was damp and only half baked.
The men began to look fat and swollen with unnaturally
rounded faces and deep folds under the eyes. They were
simply swelling with hunger. Weak gums bled at every bite
they took and the generous ration of salt caused running
sores to break out om their puffed legs. The prisoners lay
flat during the entire day, moving only at the saund of the
food-bins outside or when called to the wash-house.
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One night a strange crunching noise was heard. Sub-
dued and spasmodic at first, it persisted and grew in in-
tensity. The men woke up and raised thetr heads to listen.
In the yellow light, the rows of uplifted, waxen faces
gave the impression of the dead awakening in a grave-yard
from which the surf*e had suddenly been removed, like
a metal lid. K

‘Mouse,’ said someonre. ‘Rat,’ another corrected.

A few took their boots®from under their heads
and began to hammer on the concrete floor. The crunch-
ing, however, continued, gaining strength and becoming
quicker, louder and greedier. Shbuting and hand-clapping
was of no avail. At last, one man picked up the handle
of the broom in the corner and crept in the general direc-
tion of the visiting rodent. Grasping the pole like a soldier
with an out-thrust bayonet, he bent down and looked un-
der the bed. '

In his lair, curled up like a cave-man, sat Serge. In
front of him lay an open bag of chess-men, while he hlm-
self was gnawing wildly at the stone-hard figures.

*My chess-men!’ yelled Enc, failing to find at the bot-
tom of his bundle his most beautiful creation : white Span-
ish colonists and an African village. .

He leapt*from his bed and with a single stride had
reached Serge’s cave. Thrusting a long lean arm under
the bed, he pulled out a purple-checked h#hdkerchief
chess-board together with his collection. He was, only just
in time. All the pawns and gther piece® were there, with
the exception of a buxom, jet-black Queen who was fast
disappearing between tlie cannibalistic jaws of the sailor.

* °

[ 4
My mearest neighbour not only understood nothing
that was said to him} but also nothing that went on around
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him. The nightmare reality of a Soviet prison is not easxly
grasped by the mentality of a Briton. This man was Eng-
lish, born in Mamhester, by trade a driver. His name was
Edward Baldwin. As a sergeant in the B.E.F., he was
captured by the Germans in France and taken to a P.O.W.
camp in Poland. It was not easy tjescape from a camp
like that, but, somehgw, Baldwin mdnaged to slip through
the barbed wire to freedom. By day he lay low in woods
and barns. At night he marched East. Always East, mak-
ing his way'by the stars, the bark of the trees and finally
with the help of a cheap compass which he bought in a
village store. The peasarts he came across did not under-
stand hin®} but they gave him what they could. And so at
last he reached the River Bug, meaning to cross into the
Russian occupatlon zone, whgre he hoped to be given
asylum by the Russians and eventually sent back to Eng-
land. The naive Baldwin did not know that the Russians
have their own peculiar way of looking at these things.
Cahght while crossing the border, he was accused of espio-
nage and thrown in prison. *

They flung him into our cell during the nighte The
black and white room, filled with the bodies. of sleeping
men, looked like a wood-cut of Dante’s ‘Inferno.” The sol-
dier's wide eyes gleamed with terror. He &id not answer
any of the questions thrown at him but simply stood there
as though Paralysed.

‘Deaf . . .’ said someone.

L. and du?nb another voice added.

‘Enghsh mumbled the Sergeant taut with fear.

‘What's that? English? Wel‘ I'll be . . . How did
you get here?’

I tqok him by fhe arm and led him to my corner. He
sat down, smiling his gratitude. °

Thereafter, we struck up a frien8ship and he became
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my English-teacher. Lectures began in the morning after
breakfast. The Sergeant used an entirely new yersion of
the direct method, without text-book, pen or paper. We
had just finished conjugating the verb ‘to have,” when he
took off his shoe.

‘What is this ?’ ‘
“This is a shoe,’ I answered. e
‘Yes.’ .

The teacher then removec a fragrant sock and, wav-

ing it under my nose, asked:
" ‘What is this?’

“This is a sock.’ A

‘All right.’ ®

He turned the sock inside out and began removing
the troublesome little lice. §eeing my teacher thus engaged,
I promptly pulled the shirt off my back and saying, ‘What
is this ? This is a shirt,’ followed his example.

We were working away like this when the door
opened to admit the orderly with a piece of paper in®his
hand. He was at once®surrounded by an uneasy crowd. It
could only be one of two things—trial or transportation.
The orderly would shoot a ‘hame like a bullet into the
crowd and aepart with the stricken victim. Like a hawk
watching a floek of birds, he hovered above the prisoners
waiting to sink a few words, talon-hke, in the chosen crea-
ture and carry him off. The i iron doors would no sooner
shut than the usual questions and doubts would be voiced.
What's he gone for? Release? Siberia PDeath ? Or maybe
he’s only been moved to another cell in the very same

prison?
The guard drew nd eyes over the tense assembly and
shouted: -
‘Edwerdg.dwardovitch Baldwin.’ .
I nudged my frlend.
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‘Sir!I’ shouted the Sergeant in his English parade-
ground voice.

‘Pick up youg stuff and follow me !’

Edward ‘Edwardovitch’ Baldwin, driver from Man-
chester and sergeant in the British Army, did not grasp the
meaning of the particular Russian jvords, but he under-
stood their por'tent. e fastened alWhis home-made tunic-
buttons, sewn on by ﬁimself, ang, thrusting his way to the
door, threw us a final: .

‘Good®bye, boys!’

The door shut behind him. All this took place in
March, 1941, in a building which, intended as a monastery,
had been®adapted by the Soviets for a purpose more in
keeping with the times.

When, a few years later, lbecame editor of an Army
periodical publithed by the British Ministry of Informa-
tion, I wrote the above in memory of my first English-
teacher. Unfortunately, the story was not published in the
ma#azine and the manuscript was returned to me with the
stamp : ‘Stopped by Censor.’ .

‘I am extremely sorry, but we ‘couldn’t possibly pass
your excellent contribution,”said the excessively suave In-
telligence Corps Captain in the British CerSorship De-
partment, where I went for an explanatgon. ‘But, you
know, war entails casualties,” he added mysteriously, as if
making a wmevelation of sbme sort. ‘Let us think that Ser-
geant Baldwin died at the front. Just at present we can’t

“upset our great Mly. You do understand ?’

I did not. ¢ ®

* e
The prisonersewhiled away their captivity with a
vpried selection of pastimes. One of the mgst-ipnocent di-
versions was a sport known as ‘cyclmg.’ The game con-



N

74 \’A RELUCTANT TRAVELLER IN RUSSIA‘

sisted of inserting long paper spills between the toes of a
slumbering victim and then lighting them. The sleeper
would lie quiet until the burning paper pegan to singe his
feet, whereupon he would awake in terror and begin wav-
ing his legs in the air as though pedalling a bicycle.-

If the light went out during the evening, as not infre-
quently occurred, fo\ the electricity plant often broke
down, some wit would bg sure to dip a rag in the slop
bucket and pass it over the faces of all he could reach.
Panic-stricken yells would testify to the success®of the joke.
Or again, you could launch a heavy, hobnailed boot into
the crowded darkness. The groans of the injured never
failed to provoke gusts of laughter. When the 1#ghts went
on again, the old hands found it hard to conceal triumphant
grins at the sight of cut ears , split lips and bleeding temples.

Cards attracted many enthusiasts. However, cards
were not always available. They were repeatedly being
confiscated during frequent and unexpected searches. The
latter were conducted by a number of soldiers at a tifhe.
They would rush into®the cell, chase the inmates outside
and lock them in the lavatory. Thus, the wash-house,
meant to accommodate ten people at the most, was sud-
denly filled By over a hundred. How they could all fit in-
side, sitting ogg pipes and on the very walls, not even they
themselves could understand. Certainly, the architect had
never expected that. ' o

Meanwhile the deserted cell was ransacked by the
soldiers. Beds and palliasses were turmed insidé out and
every nook and &anny proBed. This would take roughly
an hour, during which time quite a few of the men in the
lavatory would weakef® and faint. Then the prisoners
would be brought back, three at a tinm, and searched just
as thoroughlyy The whole procedure took place in an ag-
mosphere of frenzmed haste as though for fear of the
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prison authorities, the guards chasing the prisoners as as-
siduously as though they themselves were afraid of each
other. In the Tacesof such odds, it was difficult to conceal a
pack of cards. '

The cards were made either from the tops of match-
boxes or from cigarette tips, unravglled for the purpose.
Intellectuals played ridge, peasanzs silently submerged
themselves in sixty-six, while Jews haggled noisily over a
set of gin-rummy. The liveliest games were played in the
criminals’ corner where baccarat and chemin de fer went
on from dawn till dark. Though the stakes were, in theory,
money, they consisted im practice of anything a player
possessed® or could raise, such as clothes, tobacco and
bread, which were carefully priced and the appropriate
credit allowed. If a jacket,was galued at a hundred roubles,
the owner of it would play on till he lost a hundred roubles,
then take off his jacket and hand it to the winner. I once
saw a player sitting bare-footed and half naked, wearing
on¥ a pair of underpants. Nevertheless, he did not stop
playing but staked the ration of Bread and the bowl of
soup he would receive the following day. Sometimes, men
even played for things which did not belong to them. At
the end of one game, a participant approach’ed a certain
headmaster and informed him genially thet he had lost
three hundred roubles.

‘Howesad,’ the teacher commiserated, not for a mo-
ment suspecting that he bore a major share in the loss.

“Yes, but the®point is, th.at’s exactly.the price of your
shoes.’

‘I don’t quite understand.’

‘It’s simple. My pals gave m¥ three hundred roubles’
credit when I staketl your shoes. If I'd won, you'd never
exen have suspected the bank you were cargyimg about on
your feet. As it is, I've lost. It's just®too bad.’ o
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‘But what's it got to do with me ?’

‘Only this much—you’ve got to hand over, the stake.
In other words—climb out of your shogs.’

Appeals made by friends were of no avail. In vain,
the poor teacher explained that he couldn’t be left without
footwear. He finally had recourse to the jailer, asking to
be placed in another tell. Unfortunately that did not lie
within the scope of his powers, nor is it customary in Soviet
prisons to transfer a prisonereanywhere at his own re-
quest. The helpless man insisted that on no aclount would
he surrender his shoes.

‘As you wish,’ his tormentomsagreed, ‘but don’t blame
anyone if your life isn’t exactly pleasant from flow on.’

The result was that the old man spent the night sew-
ing a pair of slippers madg from a blanket and next day
delivered his boots in person to the baccafat school.

If there had been a search and neither cards nor
paper, to play the cycling game, were available, the pris-
oners took turns relating their adventures. In some priséhs,
shortened versions of Books were popular. Unfortunately,
whera I was, there were few readers or students of litera-
ture. We listened with great interest, however, to the
swaggering tales of the criminal element or the stories of
how one or other of those present came to lose his free-
dom.

Two of these, a father and shn with the stsange name
of Asparagus, who slept in prison in silk pyjamas and
whose bags were stuffed wzth cxquisite, monogrammed
linen, would often recall the times when, as professional
smugglers, they used to conduct rich refugees over the
border. As they were~c1’ossing the plank bridge spanning
the River Bug, which marked the bomdary, they simply
threw theinpagrons into the water. -

Maciejko, a siteen-year-old village lad, was incon-
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solable. He had been arrested after carelessly visiting a
tailor whg was to alter his father’s trousers, to fit him
for Christmas. n entering the establishment, he found
the tailor engaged in demonstrating to some customer
that Russian chemists wrapped pills in newspaper—which
“was not hygienic. Before trying on his trousers, the lad
was obliged to waitjtill the tailor Had finished his discus-
sion. The next day, he was taken to the militia post. The
tailor’s opponent in the debate had denounced the crafts-
man for criticizing the economy measures of Soviet phar-
maceutists and had named Maciejko as a witness.

‘Did you hear him say that in the Soviet Union medi-
cines are%worse wrapped than in other countries?’ he was
asked. :

Yes, I heard him say so, the lad admitted.

‘Sign it.’

Maciejko signed.

‘And why didn’t you report it to the militia?’ was the
nekt question.

The lad shrugged his shoulders, not knowing what
to answer. For not having réported counter-revolutionary
opinions, he was arrested, though summoned as a witness.

«  One night, loud spasms. of weeping were heard in the
cell. It was Kaleta, a tall, handsome young man.

He had been employed as a driver for some time by
the new amthorities of his town. Once he found himself
-assigned to the political police for a nocturnal man-hunt.
They drove rount the town folIowmg a list of the names
and addresses of the local manufactuters whom it was
intended to arrest. Very few of them were found. The
rich mdustrxahsts had known what to expect from the
new rulers and had'dgemed it advisable to flee the country
@ long time before. As a punishment, theiy families were
taken. That night, Kaleta made sevetal journeys, his lorry
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filled to overflowing with old women torn from their beds,
pregnant women or mothers with babes m arms. The
memory of that nightmare was torturingsthe sxmple fellow
in his sleep. He asked between sobs whether God would
ever forgive him for lending a hand in the crime. His
answer was a flood of obscenities from the criminals’ cor-
ner. Someone, furiod at having bgen roused from his
peaceful slumbers, pickedsup a heavy boot, intending to
throw it at Kaleta’s head, but on second thoughts con-
tented himself with imprecations. The thodght of the
gentle driver’s iron muscles and his ability to break an op-
ponent in two when angry, disseuraged more than one
from hostile action; ¢

In contrast to Kaleta, the Jew, Parsley, would boast
loudly of his achievements, As 3 rag and bone merchant
of the highest order, he was the possessor ‘of a few lorries
in which he used to drive his co-religionists from the Ger-
man occupation zone to the Soviet paradise, receiving gen-
erous payment in advance. .

They travelled by night. Before day-break, the lor-
ries would draw up in the square of some little town which,
according to the river, was beyond the reach of the Ger-
mans. He would then take letters from his grateful floek
for delivery tq their families, announcing their safe ar-
rival and recommending the services of the enterprising
carrier to friends and acquaintancts. After which he would
turn his lorries and go back.

At first hght, the refugees would be rounded up by a
platoon of Gerntan bUlulCl‘b, taken to a wood and shot.
The towns, of course, lay deep within the German zone
and the lorry-owner wa a Gestapo agent.

Parsley was captured trying to .cre::'s the border with
thousands ef dgllars gleaned from his victims. -

- Cyklis worked oh the Soviet side. His hunting-ground
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was any railway station packed with refugees would
find a woman with a child, struggling along with a heavy
bundle ora trunk and would offer his assistance. No sooner
would they come to an empty street, than he would make
off with the luggage, leaving the woman without resources.
He had been arrested for not reportmg to the Refugees’
Registration Office. 5 4

All those criminals who were in jail for minor of-
fences, such as illegally crossing the demarcation line or
failing to fonform to the new security regulations, were
not unduly worried at the thought of the sentences await-
ing them, for they knewethey would not be severe.

The tales so proudly told were listened to with ad-
miration by all present, children included.

In our cell there were three boys, the eldest of whom
was fourteen. The other two were aged twelve and ten re-
spectively. They had been arrested for conspiring against
the Soviets. During a lesson at school, they had been called
otk in the corridor, arrested and taken away without even
being allowed to go home first. ®

The ten-year-old ]ohnny, so small and thin that he
looked no more than seven; had been subjected under the
new educational system to a cure for a disefse known as
belief in God, diagnosed by the Soviets as adrug employed
by the capitalists to enslave the ignorant.

The ereatment was*as follows. For some days on end,
the newly appointed teacher would order the children
every morning tor pray to God for sweets. She knelt down
with the class and joined the children in reciting the prayer.
No sweets were forthcoming. Obviously, God either re-

jected the chlldren s prayers or%He was unable to hear .

them. Again, it mlght be that He was evil and did not like
ghildren. Either that or He was not omnjposent, or per-
haps He did not even exist. After seferal days of fruitless
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supplicalion, the teacher suggested that, just for a change,
they should ask dear Father Stalin,

She stood before the portrait of the bead‘of the Soviet
NGovernment and, telling the children to repeat it together
after her, she began:

‘Beloved Father Stalin, you who love little children,
send us some sweets.’\ .

After that, she went gn teaching‘the normal syllabus,
and the next day she brought along a gigantic basket of
confectionery, *

Little Johnny belonged to a cub pack whose leader,
a secondary schoolboy in his teers, wished to afliliate the
members to the resistance movement against the® invader.
Unfortunately, he was arrested and, in the course of a
painful questioning, he divu.lged the names of those under
his command. The latter were immediattly imprisoned.
And so Johnny found himself in jail.

The two older boys adapted themselves to the new
conditions more easily than did the more intelligent adelt
prisoners. They soon treded their school jackets for bread,
learnt to smoke and played cards with the bandits. They"
stole at times. The youthful ffush soon faded from their
cheeks, giviny way to a muddy pallor, and they began to
look like the rgst of us. But the boys started to cough
before the others. Tuberculosis reaps a glorious harvest
amongst children in such conditiéns. °

Only the ten-year-old Johnny did not share his friends’
ready acceptance of prison life. He did not smoke or play
cards, and kept td*himself. Bt he coughed more and more
frequently, especially at night.

Not only children, Mowever, were housed in the com-
munal cell. There were several mental ea¥es as Well and a
man who was rortally ill. ’ -

One day the jaiber came into the cell to see whether
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this sufferer was still alive and then, for the first time, he
saw Johnny. ‘

‘How did you get in here?’ he asked the boy.

‘He was liberated by the Soviet Union,” a few voices
replied.

‘Liberated? From whom?’ asked the soldier who
didn’t sin by excesstve brightness. ¢

‘From his mot?ler,’ someqne explained.

Suddenly, the door,swhich was always open when a
representative of authority stood amongst us, slammed
shut. The soldier walked up to it and knocked on the Judas
window, but the guard, some way along the passage by
this timé didn’t hear. The soldier knocked again, waiting
patiently.

‘Ha, ha! Now you're ixlside with us!’ cried a voice
in the crowd. *

‘What’s so strange about that? In the Soviet Union,
anyone can get anywhere. It's just as easy,’ said the Ser-
g®ant, remembering his propaganda, ‘to get into the Su-
preme Soviet as into jail.’ .

His words were greeted with a roar of laughter. A
key grated in the lock, the’ guard opened the steel-plated
dpor and the sergeant disappeared into the 8im corridor.

Ny’
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Gentlemen . ‘

Outside the wooden shutters, witich covered the barred
windows, evening was falling, slowly and unnoticed even
though it was spring. The air in the cell was hot and
stifling, even more so than a moath before in the prison
at Gorki, where the room had been so crammed that we
had had to stand on top of each other—unable to sit down.
Worse than at Grodno even, where Warotnik had taken
the beds by force. It was after supper and we had finish®d
the washing-up. Half the inmates had been taken to the
bathroom, and I was strollmg up and down, making the
most of the opportunity.

Backwards and forwards I went, with the Russian,
Wolodzka, at my elbow. For the hundredth or maybe the
thousandth time, he was telling me how he had murdered
his wife, Katia. ‘ g

The lock rattled open and the prisoners who pad been.
to the bath-house.came in, tyo at a time, hands clasped
behind their backs. They brought with them nuise, ile
damp chill of a concrete floor and mud on their soles and.
heels. The cell filled up 4gain.

I sat down against the wall, on,my'\)uudle &4nd coat,
which was neatly folded in four. Wolodzka had wandered
off somewhere, probably to join a card game. It was about-
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seven o'clock in the evening. I was gnawing a 18ng piece

of straw p1ck1ng at it with my fingers while recalling that
exactly two years ago I had been swimming in the sea.
But the tropical heat and the constant uproar made thought
impossible. I felt sleepy and listless.

- The jailer knocking at the Judas window was the
signal to get ready;for the evening inspection. The men
got to their feet without undug haste and formed up in
fours. Again the lock rattied, announcing the entry of the
orderly NXC.O. accompanied by two soldiers. The pris-
oners made no attempt to stand to attention or to show
respect at sight of them. The Russian climbed up on a
bench an¥ looked us over before starting to count. One of

the soldiers standing beside him counted independently.”

The jailer lounged in the opgn door, an idiotic grin on
his face. The Russian on the bench held, in one hand, a
board with a sheet of paper tacked to it and, in the other,
a long pencil which he waved over our heads as though he
w&re conducting an inaudible orchestra. First, he checked
* that we were all standing in foufs, then the number of
ranks, lengthwise and across. Only then did he begin his
real task. There were more’than a hundred men in a room
meant to accommodate a third of the number. No wonder
that the N.C.O. found it far from easy tg arrive at such
an astronomical figure. The process of counting lasted
long enough but, despitt that, the N.C.O. distrusted the
accuracy of his computation, for he asked:

‘How many of you are there?’

‘One hundred and thirfeen,’ said She or two of the
more obliging prisoners.

He compared the informa#on on the paper in his
hand. -— -
. ‘nght That's what it should be. e °

He started to re-count but the numbers would not
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agree. SMaking his head in extreme displeasure, he turned
to his assistant.

‘What do you make it?’
The soldier shrugged his shoulders Something was
wrong. One of them made it too many, the other too few.
The N.C.O. jumped off the bench, marched up to the
parade and prodding egch prisoner Wi.th his pencil, made a
mark on the paper after eyery tenth one. After the count-
ing came a laborious addition. At last he got it right. The
soldier, likewise, adopted the unusual method df his supe-
rior, but, having neither a board and paper nor a pencil,
he prodded each prisoner with hissfinger, counting them in
a whisper and bawling out the ordinals, ten, twen®y, thirty,
until he worked through to the last man. Then he an-
nounced to his superior that the number for our cell was
correct. ¢

The N.C.O. once more totted up the marks on his
sheet and nodded: ‘Yes, all correct.’

This procedure, including all errors, was repeated
each evening with the $nevitability of a cinema perform-
ance. At the end of it the N.C.O. heard petitions. One man
had lost his receipt for his money and wanted a duplicate.
Another ask®d to be brought before a judge for retrisl,
while somebody else was without a shirt. The Russian
listened to all of them patiently, without so much as a
flicker of his narrow, Mongoliaf eyelids. Afwer hearing
each case, he would solemnly promise to have it attended
to, and, asking ihie prisoner for his name, would Tnove the
blunt end of his Jencil over the page, pretending to write.
We all saw it, yet not one of us dared draw his attention
to the fact. Meanwhile dher questions were being flung at
the Sergeant. When were we going ie\thgbz@ls next?
When woudd there be some tobacco in the prison shor?
When were they tak#ng us out for exercise ? The Sergeant

A
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invariably replied that, in a Soviet prison, eVery con-
tingency «was foreseen and things took place according
to a plan prepaged at the highest level. Thus, when the,
time came, we should have all three—baths, tobacco and
exercise. But prisoners of long-standing knew perfectly
well that, in accordance with the plan, of course, they some-
times took us to thegbaths four times in one week then not
for another six or seven months, till an epidemic of typhus
broke out. The same went for exercise. They would chase
us out every day for a week, then keep us in the foul air
of the cell for months at a time.

The Sergeant and the soldiers turned towards the
door and having said ‘Go to sleep !’ they went out.

The ‘door slammed shut and night began, differing
only from day in that a dim bulb now threw a yellow
gleam in our eyes while during the day the gloom of the
cell was only relieved by the odd shafts of light creeping
through the holes in the wooden shutters. People séttled
d8wn for the night. For sleeping we adopted what we
called the ‘Jack of Clubs’ system, By far the most economi-
cal method of using the space in a cell devoid of bedding.
The first men lay down on the right, heads to the wall.
"Fhe second row thrust their legs between them so that one
man’s feet were level with the other man’sface. The third
row lay with their heads to those of the second while their
faces emWraced the feel of the fourth row, and so on to
the oppgsite wall. There were in all eight rows, so clev-
erly arranged that the last like the first had their heads to
the wall. The formation was that of sardines in a tin. If

somebody wanted to turn over, he had to wait till the en-
tire row was }y to do so. THs was usually about mid-
night. ==

¢ Ilayonmy coat with my head resting o my bundle.
Shielding my eyes from the stabbing®light with a handker-
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chief, I't

ied to sleep. Another day was behind me. I was

one day nearer the end. But what end? Freedom or death?

I had been a long time asleep when,I was awakened

by a commotion in the cell. Raising my head from the

bundle, I rubbed my eyes. It was still night but everyone

had been awake for some time. They were all sitting on

their meagre bedding, ®yes turned tovgards the open door-

way, on the iron thresholdeof which stood a soldier, study-
ing a thin sheet of paper. *

‘No. It’s not you. Somebody else whose name begins
with “B,” ’ he said.

‘Bobrov !’ yelled a voice. ¢

Nol’ *
‘Baranowski,” shouted another.

‘No. o - .
‘Borodiehko,’ a third introduced himself.

‘No/!

‘Bogdanov.’

‘No!’ The soldier shook his head. ¢
‘Blumstein,’ squeaked the owner of that name.
‘Nol’

He was very hard to pleage.

‘Buryn,’ growled a hoarse voice from over by the
wall. .

‘What's that?’ the soldier asked.

‘Buryn.’ ¢ o

The soldier pondered awhile and, bringing the paper
up close to his eyes, made an effort to decipher the name
scrawled upon it.

‘Bu—Buryn?’ he asked.

‘Buryn,’ admitted the man with thg deep voice, and
rose to his feet, feeling that he was the %ﬁq@ion.

‘Hm .». oBuryn. It could be Buryn at that. What%
your first name?’ ®
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: ‘Boris.’ /
' ‘And your father’s name ?’

Terentle]

The soldier once more inspected the paper and Bori§
‘ Buryn, son of Terentiej, stood on one foot while he pulled

a long boot on to the other. He was a gigantic White Rus-
sian with a huge htad on ox-like ghoulders.

‘No, it’s not you,” decided the soldier. ‘Anybody
else?’ .

Silenle. No answer.

‘Come on there! Anybody else beginning with “B"?’

“There are no mare!’ shouted somebody.

Th® soldier went out. ,

‘Son of a bitch won’t even let you sleep,’ came a growl
from one corner. R .

The distutbed cell settled down to resume its slumber.
Feet to head, head to head, head to feet, and so on. In
less than a quarter of an hour the soldier appeared again
afd, smiling shamefacedly as though betraying a secret,
and gazing straight in front of h#n, he shouted:

‘What about Wittlin? Is there one here?

“There is,” I answered.
o ‘Then why didn’t you say so?’ roared the soldier,
looking at me suspiciously. .

‘T've just said so.’

‘Butebefore ?’ .

“You wanted the letter “B” before. My name begins
with “W.”"

‘Capital B and capital W are th® same thing.” He
waved his hand, satisfied at having finally found the man

he was looking for. ‘First name?’

' ‘W .

e ‘Father’s name?’ .
- ‘Antonovich.’ .
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‘ThXt’s correct.’ The soldier cheered up, grinned and
wiped the sweat off the bridge of his nose with his index-
finger. *
> ‘Come on!’

I began to dress. Slowly and thoroughly.

‘Get a move on!’ the soldier urged.

‘Coming,’ I shoutgd, tying my shees with laces made
from a bandage. I was an o]d experienced lag by this time.
After one and a half years of prison with questionings,
beatings and the ‘hold,’ nothing could surprist or upset
me any more. At last I was ready.

‘With my things?’ I asked, just in case.

‘No.’ \d

‘All right.’

Jumping over the heads, the legs and the bundles of
the men around me, 1 ﬁnally.stood in front®of the soldier.

We went out into the dark corridor which smelt of
decay. The jailer locked the door b__.ind us. I put my arms
behind my back in accordance with regulations and set off
with my escort. We walked along a passage with big,
studdeqd doors on either side, each of which bore a chalked
number. Behind each—men s8und asleep. The passage
came to an &d with a huge iron grill, stretching from
floor to ceiling. Here we stopped. The soldier whistled
twice softly, obviously a pre-arranged signal. A door-
keeper appeared and, with a vesy large key,e0pened a
small gate in the grill. We went through. The crash of
the gate being slammed behind us echoed loudly down the
empty tunnel of ife corrider. We tnrned into another pas-
sage and came to a second grill, barring our progress te
a flight of stairs. Here tje guard gave a different signal,
this time hissing shrilly through his tee other turn-
key, anotheg, gate: we began to mount the stairs. -

‘What is it ? Questioning 2’ I asked, wondering what



t.hey could be wanting with me, for the official prafeedings
were long. smce at an end. :

“You'll see.’

I tried to guess what I was in for this time. The sol-*
dier had given me the only answer I could expect from
him. I had only asked in order to break the oppressive
silence. What could they want ngw? Maybe they had
come across somethfng fresh. Rerhaps somebody had re-
ported me. But on what grounds? There would be more
exhausting *questions, more beating. What day was it?
Wednesday. Always was my unlucky day.

We came to the gnd of the stairs. Ahead of us
stretched® another corridor. Much cleaner, well lit and
lined with red carpet. Here were the governor’s rooms
and those of the judges and prosecutors. Also offices and
apartments for®the various dlgmtarles who came to visit
the place. The sentry on duty there signalled to my escort
‘that the prosecutor was busy with another case at the mo-
mant. The soldier then led me to the ‘waiting-room,’ a
. small cupboard of unplaned wood dixed to the wall of the
corridor. This article of furniture is characteristic of Soviet
prison equipment. It is usell to prevent waiting prisoners
from communicating with one another. The sdldier opened
the padlock, ordered me to get inside and l.ocked the door
behind me. He simply put me in the cupboard as though
I were an gmbrella. .

I stood inside like a mummy in its coffin, resting my
forehead against the rough boards. It was very stuffy but
I consoled myself with the fhought tha® at least, should
I faint, there was no room to fall down. After a while, I
heard the footsteps of the last gyisoner to be questioned
and knew it w shortly be my turn. Nor was I mistaken.
No sooner had the footsteps died away tha,n the coffin
was opened and 1 beheld the blueeand Ted cap of my
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guardiah from under which there issued a laconic, ‘Get
out!’ .
As I walked ahead of the soldier to the.prosecutor’s
*office, it occurred to me what a nice thir:g to have a well-
trained umbrella would be, always at the beck and call of
its master.

* [}
1

The Prosecutor’s stydy was a.high, narrow room
with brown painted walls. Opposite the door was a barred
window, half hidden by heavy drapery. Against that back-
ground stood a desk, a lamp with a green shade, a tele-
phone, a caraffe of water, together with a glass, the rim
of which was slightly chipped, writing materials &nd a pile
of documents. By the wall was a bookshelf, choked with
papers; in the corner, a stand on which hung a military
greatcoat. At the desk, in the uniform of 4 °colonel, sat the
prosecutor.

He nodded towards an empty chair and I sat down.

‘Smoke ?’ he asked with a friendly smile. 1

‘With pleasure . . if I had something to smoke.’

He took out a leather cigarette-case, revealing a
double row of white cigarettes with tips. He gave me 2
light from h%s own. .

‘Taste gogpd?’

‘Very good.’

Silence. The moments of waiting were uncamfortable,
for it was quite likely that this pleasant 1nterlude would
turn into a painful i mqulsmon, of the sort not mfrequently
followed by loss%f conscioushess.

‘Are you hungry?’
‘Of course.’ (Y
On the desk lay a parcel wrapped ianestia.
He unpacked it and took out two slices of bread amd
sausage. .
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‘Here, eat this.’ /

He did pot have to ask me twice.

‘All right?"

‘Marvellous.’

‘Listen,” he began, ‘you’ve been in prison eighteen
months now, and there’s no knowing how much longer
you'll stay there. Byt we know yeu're a quiet, sensible
customer and, for that reason wou could be released quite
soon.’

“Thank you.’

‘T'ake out Soviet c1tlzensh1p papers. When you're
tried you'll get two years, so, counting the eighteen months
you've done already, you would only have six months left.
Then you'll settle in whatever Soviet town you may be
directed to, and. you'll be. quitg free. Well ?

‘I don’t quite know,’ I said, swallowing a large piece of
bread which smelt of dripping. ‘In this place a man feels
like a prisoner of war—a captured soldier; but once he
tales out Soviet papers, it’s the end. Besides, Comrade
Colonel, if the Germans or the English had you in prison
and promised you liberty on condition that you reneunced
your Soviet motherland, would you accept ?

* ‘H’'m, very nicely said,” he approved. *Have some
- more.” He thrust the second slice of bread éowards me.

‘Do you know Kowalski?’ He shot the question un-
expectedly? ¢

‘Yeg, I know him.’

‘What is he?’

‘A convict—same as myself.’

‘T know that much, since he’s here with you. But what
do you know abopt him?’ ' '

Thcuewrreomt the slightest doubt now that we had a
sPy in our cell. Kowalski had been woundad, shot through
the leg by a sentry when he was trying to cross the border.
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The pris‘n doctor wanted him to be taken to the infirmary
but the political chief forbade it, so Kowalskjhad to lie in
Jthe filth and dust on the concrete floorgof the cell. And
since, at sick parade, the nurse only admitted the first ten
in the queue each morning, Kowalski could never get to
her. She usually saw only those who were fit enough to use
their fists and feet to eecure places among the lucky ten.
They would be given cod-liver oil which they used for
softening cracked boots, bandages for making sewing-
thread and iodized cotton wool which, together with straw
from the palliasse, they could twist in newspapers for a
smoke. Those who were really #l or otherw1se in need
of medical attention could never get it.

The wound in Kowalski’s leg suppurated, a wet rag
being hardly sufficient to keep eut infection, but the pa-
tient’s good humour never deserted him. He sang songs
and whistled merrily but never attempted to talk to any-
body for very long at a time. They all knew he was a village
schoolmaster, wounded while crossing the frontier. But
an attempt to slip acfoss the border was the most un-
distinguished of crimes and Jan Kowalski probably the
commonest of Polish names. So it was whispered that the
name and profession were false and served merely to con-
ceal some impertant personality.

After a time, Kowalski and I became friends. It all
began when I gave him my disidfectant garg® to bathe
his wounded leg. I was the only person in the celljin whom
Kowalski confided completely. One of the prisoners must
have reported this new friendship to the authorities and,
consequently, I had been called for questioning.

I sat on the edge 8f the chair, wondering what to
say. ¢ W -

‘Well,*what about this Kowalski?’ the prosecutBr
persisted. ¢
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‘A village teacher, wounded in the leg . . # shot in
the meangst Way possible.’

‘Why %he meanest way possible” ¥’

‘Because, ad he was running, the soldier shouted at’

\ him to stop, which he did. He was then ordered to lie

down on the ground and the guard shot him.’

Since the Wouﬂ.ded prisoner gepeated the story fre-
quently and to anybody it was safe to tell it.

‘Yes, we know all about that,’ said the officer, some-
what disappointed. ‘What else?’

‘Well, he is apparently a teacher.’

‘Apparently! And ¢n actual fact?’

‘W0 knows? He says he’s a teacher.’

‘Did he tell you that?’

‘He did.’ ..

‘Why do you stick together?’

He was wounded. I dressed his leg once, helped him.’

‘Nothmg else?’

s ‘Nothing.’

‘And what do you think abowt him?’

‘I don’t know. He’s a gentleman.’ .

‘What?’

« ‘A gentleman.’

‘English ¥’ o

‘No, not English. Just a gentleman.’

‘What do you meaa by that?’

You can describe anyone as such, regardless of na-
tlonahty

‘I know, but what do you understand by it ?

‘Well, a gentleman could be, for cxample, someone
like yourself, Colgnel.’

‘Like gneaddow,come ?’

e Well, you don’t shout, or curse or bgat people. You
asked m/o sit down, offered me asecigarette, bread and
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sausage.yAnd you speak like a cultured man. In other
words, you're a European or . . . a gentlemap.’

‘Hm, you really think so?’

‘Of course, if I didn’t I wouldn’t say so. I've nothing
to gain by lying. I've smoked the cigarette and eaten the ,
food.’

‘And you really know nothing gbout Kowalski? For
example, that he's a general or a minister masquerading
under a different name ¥’ .

‘Certainly not! All I know is that he's’ quiet, well
mannered and nicely spoken. A cultured man. A gentle-

man.’ o

‘All right,’ said the Colonel. ‘Go back to %our cell. -
Here, take these cigarettes with you. They’re the last I've

b

got. . .
I smoked the cigarettes with Kowalski, and the next
night I was called out again. This time I was taken to a
different room, where a sergeant was waiting. Against the
wall stood a chair, in front of a table on which was mafled
a board, roughly the Iight of a seated man. The board
stuck wp in the air like the raised lid of a class-room desk
or the ceiling of a doll’s house : from it hung an electric
light bulb. The whole affair looked like the retouching ap-
paratus in a phgtographer’s studio. The Sergeant ordered
me to sit in the chair and clasp my hands behind the back-
rest. My face was now right up against the bule. The Ser-
geant pulled the switch and a blinding light of some three
or four hundred candle- -power hit me in the eyes Instinc-
tively, T closed tRem and immedi fately I felt a blow on the
back of the neck, delivered by the Sergeant with the edge
of his hand. 0 N

‘Open your eyes !’ -

Another gainful blow under the left ear forced me
to look into the flamfing white glare of the lamg.\The sol-
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dier was standing over the desk, out of reach of ghe mur-
derous rays.

‘What’s Kowalski's name?’

‘Kowalski.’ * ’

My eyes closed again, but even through the tightly
clenched lids that terrible light was clawing at my pupils.
Another blow on th§ neck—sharp as though struck with
the blunt edge of a knife. N

‘Don’t close your eyes; you swine | What’s Kowalski’s
name?’ ¢

‘T don’t know Maybe it’s Kowalski, maybe not. I
don’t know !’ .

The®Sergeant switched out the light. I stood up and
reeled across the room. I felt blinded. I could shut my
eyes now, but under thejr lids fiery sword-blades criss-
crossed, plunged up and down, down and across, while
against an azure background golden rain poured into
depths of blackness.

® In the open door stood my escort. The Sergeant spat
on the concrete floor, rubbed the spittle with the heel of
his boot and swore horrlbly—thus proving that he was no
gentleman. .



SEVEN

The Cour't Is in Gession

In the tropical heat, the men either lay prostrate on the
floor, breathing heavily, or moved about slowly like drowsy
flies on a sun-swept table top.

For some time nows the.prison water-supply had
ceased to function and the guard left no more than one
bucket of water each day for the entire cell. The sick man
who, until then, had been wont to relieve his fever with
a rag dipped in cold water, was now denied that condbla-
tion by his fellow prisoners. The water, which arrived in
barrebs, was mainly used for cooking purposes, too little
being set asjde for drinking to permit the manufacture of
a cold-water compress. -

Nobody #ad washed for weeks. At first, when the
prisoners were going to the lavatories, they had taken with
them metal cups. These they filled with the®grey dregs
from the tanks which they reached by climbing amongst
the pipes, like rgonkeys in the tree-tops. Later, however,
they left the cups behind. The water was all gone.

As they filed along the corridors, the more enterpris-
ing would scan the spit#ons in searchwof clean water. All
in vain. They were filled with yellow samdr - __

. For stveml days I lay ill and helpless\with swolten
legs. The cause of my sickness was hard toN. It was
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probably hunger. My legs looked like tree-trunlgs and I -
could not walk. My condition deteriorated swiftly and, one
day, I fainted.

The nurse, who was summoned at once, brought with

Vher a hypodermic full of camphor. She arrived a good
hour after being called, accompanied by a sergeant. By
that time, I had longsince recovered and was engaged in .
playing a return match of chess,

The nurse, however, had brought a syringe. She there-
fore had to®use it, whether or not it was necessary. She
injected the camphor into me and the N.C.O. beside her
took my name. The nexteday I was removed to the prison
hospital. ®

I was carried by two of my cell-mates who acted not
so much out of kindness as in Jthe hope of finding a few
cigarette-ends in"the corridor. In due course, I found my-
self in bed: for the first time in many months undressed,
on a sheet, a pillow under my head and a blanket over
me.eOn the table beside me was a glass of milk and a crisp
white roll. In short, an idyll. .

There were twelve beds in the ward. AH of thgm oc-
cupied. Opposite mine, lay a'youth of no more than seven-
teen. He was delirious and tossing with fever.

During the afternoon, another patientgarrived. Look-
ing around and not seeing a vacant bed, the newcomer sat
down on a %00l in the coraer and waited uncomplainingly.
Once havmg been sent to ‘the ward, he could not leave
without orders. The matron Who looked in later in order
to take the sick man’s tempefature, consSled him by say-
ing that one bed would soon be free. The delirious boy
was going to die. , '

She knew awpat she was talking about. Late in the

evening, he begln to die sure enough. Heycalled for h1s
mother, w ﬁowever, did not come One of his nelgh
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bours hqpped from his place and removed the milk and the
bread from his table. After all, the dying;man did not
need it and it seemed a pity to let it go to waste.

A medical orderly was called to tie down the tossing,
delirious boy. His groans soon grew weaker, changed tof
a quiet moan, a sob, a low, snormg murmur, then died
away altogether. . ' .

The ward was silent except for the voracious gulp-
ing of the man who stole the bread.

The matron came in. She blew the flies’off the dead
boy’s face, lifted his lids and looked at the staring, glassy
eyes. Then she pulled a blanketeover his face.

In a little while two muscular girl orderlids arrived,
bringing with them a stretcher which was unfortunately
too broad to spread out gn the floor between the beds.
They found it no easy matter to get the corpse off the
bed on to the stretcher. Though they were strong girls,
they were panting and sweating before they succeeded in
arranging the boy’s remains on the canvas, taut between
the two poles. At last,%hey were ready and together 1#ted
up their burden. As they were going through the door,
one of them caught her elbow on the frame and the corpse
fell to the ground with a crash. The proverbial malice of
inanimate objects, no doubt. The girls picked up the body
and went out.

The patient waiting in the corner lost mo time. He
leapt from his stool, tore off his clothes, jumped into bed
and pulled the blanket over, him.

Presently .We heard his measured breathing as he
lay peacefully sleeping.

[ ] LY
The next day, I had a high temper e. Desp‘i'te that,
two officers argived bringing with them a pgper for me to
sign. *
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It was the charge-sheet presented to every fprisoner
before trial. ,

On the appomted day, the matron brought along my
clothes and I was*told to dress before going to court.

\ I dressed and left the hospital. The glasses of milk I
had drunk during the past few days had strengthened me.
considerably. My legs were back tp normal and I could
walk quite steadily. Apart from a headache and a high
temperature, I felt reasonably well.

The bfack prison van was waiting in the yard. I
mounted the steep ladder-like steps and climbed in. It was
very dark inside. Quiteepossibly, one could have looked
out' throp’gh the barred window but I had neither the

~strength nor the desire to do so. I was soon alighting in
the yard of the court- house. Asd gntered the hall, I swayed
and would have fallen had someone not supported me to
a bench. I don’t know who it was—maybe the escort who
sat down beside me with his rifle on his knees and the
tip ®f his bayonet in my ribs. We sat there like that for
a very long time—a few hours at Itast—before it turned
out that the Court was having a day off, and was ot in
session. , .

» I was taken back to the prison in the same van and
placed in a cell packed with more than two handred people.

.

That was the nethermost pit of hell. I was cheered by the -

thought of ®eturning to the Court the next day. And so it
came to pass. I was called out, given a piece of bread
and a cup of hot liquid and, again placed in that black
metal coffin on wheels, which deposited me in due course
outside the court-house. The Court was in session, and I
had to wait in the mussage for seyral hours before being
summaqued to thglongehall with its raised table draped in
down on a bench. Beside me stood a sq)-
ifle. I was no sooner seat®d than a woman in

dier with
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a fadedygreen coat approached me. She was small as a

dwarf and so fat that she seemed to roll rathersthan walk.

. Her hair was untidy and neglected. She looked fifty though

she was younger, prematurely aged by hard living condi-
tions. She reminded me of a fishwife. Smiling kindly, shef
asked me if I'came from Warsaw and named a few streets

in the northern sectorqwhere the poog Jewish families live.

She hailed from that dstrict. Having thus opened the
conversation, my new acquaintance who, it transplred was
my solicitor and appointed defence counsel, began to com-
fort me with the assurance that I had nothing to worry
about and would be best advised to confess everythmg

That would simplify the whole business and Soften the

judges’ hearts.

I felt a throbbing ip ény temples and flakes of black
snow fluttered past my eyes. I tried to look down on the
floor at the toes of my boots, but I could not see them.
If only the woman would stop jabbering and go away!

The official voice of the usher summoned all to stind.
The Court was in sesston. The soldier presented arms, my
counsel rose. I alone was too, weak to get up. Behind the
table sat the judges. The Prosecutor took his place on
their right; opposite him, at the other end of the table,
stood the yousg recorder.

The President of the Court ordered me to rise, then
asked me if I had received the tharge-sheet #nd whether
1 was familiar with its contents. I explained ghat I had
been brought straight from hospital to the Court and that
I had not read the papers which had been handed to me.

The Prosecutor then rose and pointed out to the
Court that since I hag signed the Socument I must of
necessity have read it, for that wasthe ggocedureJ could
therefore hoteclaim ignorance of the casel
ness—well, I was standing there in the Cour
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I must therefore be well enough, or the doctor Wcrld have
kept me ig hgspital.

The Prosecutors comments met with the general
approval of the Bench, and the President stated that it°

ymade little difference anyhow whether or not I had read

the charge since it was no more than a condensation of
admissions I myself jad made undef questioning. The re-
sults of those investigations I ksiew well enough, having
signed them a number of times already.

A judge spoke rapidly, using expressions which often
eluded me. Anyway, I felt ill; hot and cold with fever
and was shivering uncontrollably. I only wanted the whole
thing to Be over and done with and myself to be left in
peace.

The Pre31dent asked whether I admitted the truth of
my signed statements. Before I Could answer, I received
a sharp nudge from my counsel, like the prompting of a
class-mate, admonishing me to confess my guilt. I should
have admitted it anyway, since, once signed, my statements
could not be renounced, especially®in my present feeble
condition. The opposing 31des were far from balanced. I
could not keep my feet, did not understand What they were
saying to me and could not be bothered to answer ina
foreign tongue. 0 ‘

I pleaded guilty. The shortest, easiest and least weari-
some solutien. The Prosecutor rose to his feet and com-
menced hig address.

He spoke with fluency and feeling. I could not grasp
all he said, but I sensed that It was the speech of a clever
and skilful lawyer.

My counsel spake next. Smiligg and pufling, she dwelt
on my_willingnegs to zepent and my ill-health. She con-
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called ugon to serve the maximum sentence. I was soon
to learn, however, that with the best of infentions, it is
hard to make amends once the maximum sentence has been
*served. The President asked me if I had any special wish.
My counsel prompted me again, as though Iwere answer-¢
ing the teacher: ‘A mild sentence . . ." ‘A mild sentence’
I repeated after her. o '
The judges withdrew to confer. Everyone got up—
except me. Unable to stand ahy longer, 1 sat down.
The conference did not last long. Obviously, the
verdict had been prepared before the ‘trial.’ I, for one,
can hardly credit the existence ob a typist capable of pro-
ducing a couple of score of sheets in a matter o} minutes.
The Court returned. Once again those present stood
up and this time I rose wjth them. The President read out
the findings by virtue of which Wittlin, *T'adeusz, son of
Antoni, illegally remaining on the soil of the Soviet Re-
public of White Russia, accused of armed diversionary and
counter-revolutionary activities consisting therein that,
during the time of tht German-Polish war, he did com-
mandea detachment of partisans fighting against the Red
Army and Wh1ch destroyed two Soviet tanks, he being fur-
ther accused of attempted flight from Soviet-occupied ¢er-
ritories with the intention of betaking himself to France,
there to make known information to a foreign power, and
furthermore having been beforé the war a jotrnalist and
writer, a contributor to Fascist periodicals and,a jurist in
the service of ¢ L ic capita mt order . . . was condemned
to be shot. He 1 might appeal if he so wished for clemency
and a commuted sentence.
The case was clos‘d The judgesy the Prosecutor and
the Public Recorder left the hall. The fagce was oygr. My
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be successful. The soldier pushed me towards tEe door.
We left the puilding and climbed into the wailing van
which took us back to the prison. I was shivering with
cold and hunger. ¢
«  That feeling of hunger led nie to think I was on the
road to recovery.

° | .

I got out of the van in the prison yard. The soldier
led me past the kitchens, *the baths and the mortuary,
right round the main block which we entered by a small
door. We climbed upstairs and came to three cells set in
a narrow alcove—singles cells. The jailer opened one of
them and ¥ noticed the number—10. The door shut behind
me with a short, vicious snap. I was in the famous death-
cell. .

This cell was eight paces long and six wide. There
was no window, and air from the corridor reached it only
through small holes punched in the tin plating above the
doows. The floor was of black stone, while a refuse bucket
and an electric light bulb constituted the only furniture in
this primitive apartment. The walls Wwere newly white-
washed—to obliterate names and dates. That tight, dark
boxecould not be more suitably called than by lts Russian
title, ‘kamera. ' o

I spread out my coat in the corner, made my bundle
into a pilloweand sat downeto eat the remains of my bread.
I was neither afraid of death nor did I feel glad that the
end of my troubles was in sight. I sank into total apathy
but was nevertheless relieved to be alone. The silence and
solitude, so long denied me, 1 found soothing, as though
I had reached a calm anchorage after a stormy crossing.
I felt quite happy. Nor did I find myself reflecting that
this*was indeegfthe finish of my excursion igto &rime. My
head had sgfpped aching. I rolled a &garette in a scrap
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of newspaper, lit it and stretched myself on my coat. I
soon fell asleep with the half-smoked cigarette between

my lips.
Awakened by a violent pounding d¢h the door, I leapt
to my feet in a panic. I felt completely rested. '

‘What is it?’ I called in a frightened voice.

“Take your bread and tea.” ¢

Istood by the door waiting for it to open, but it stayed
shut. Only a small panel open&d and a pair of hands with
square black fingernails held out a tin of tea and a portion
of bread.

‘Drink up and give me backdhe tin.’

‘Right. When can I go to the wash-house ?

‘Why? Is your bucket full?’

‘No, but I want to wash.’

‘Like hell you do. Your number’s up. Hurry up and
eat your food, I'm coming back for that mess-can.” The
panel snapped shut.

The bulb in the ceiling glowed day and night. Hed it
gone out the darknes®would have been almost tangible. I
only knew it was the following morning by virtue of the
bread I got for breakfast.

Havmg eaten, I paced the floor, and aimlessly sosted
out my belong{ngs while humming a few tunes. I could not
visualize the fact that I was about to be shot. I tried to re-
member things, but my thoughes drifted andeit was hard
to call anything to mind.

I lay down and slept t111 lunch arrived, or “rather the
tin of hot water with a handful of barley floating near
the bottom of it. Somewhere around me, above me, below
ine, time flowed on. In the evening thesquare-nailed fingers
passed me a bowl of hot barley soup gnce again and a
couple of *hal§-rotten potatoes. Had it W been Fornthe
meals, I would nevér have been able to distingdwish between
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dawn and\dusk The hands whlch profered the food were
my only contact with the living. Clearly, I no 1bnger be-
longed to the world of man. The condemned cell was an
excellent preparation for death. There one ate, thought,”
moved but, at the same time, imperceptibly lost touch with
life. When, after supper, the hands took away the mess-
can and the Wooder; spoon, the voxce said, :

‘Get to sleep.’

The panel shut. Lyiag there looking at the white
ceiling, I reflected that, to all intents and purposes, I was
already in the grave. The thought left me unmoved. Any-
way, I was quite comfortable. I had eaten and had a
cigarette; I felt much better than before my trial. As I
drummed with my fingers on the wall, I scratched a long
mark in the whitewash. One day in the death-cell was over.
I took off my bdots and clothes and fell asleep.

On the wall above me there were now four long
scratches, side by side. It must be midday in the outer world
for I had just returned my mess-can, having eaten lunch,
which, for once, I had enjoyed. It had consisted of the
usual hot water and barley plus a succulent piece of fish
skia, that is to say, two courses. I took the chess-men and
the rag board from my bag and set them jip, meaning to
play a game of draughts with myself. Suddenly; I heard
the dry ratale of bolts. Inea flash, I had the pieces rolled up
and undel.' my coat. My heart began to thud laboriously,
quivering like the needle of a voltage indicator under the
onslaught of high tension. They were g8ng to take me
‘out and shoot me. I felt cold as ice. The door opened and
the guard told me &0 hand over iny chess-men. That was
all. .

¢ Nine myfls on the wall. It was almostenight, so I
scratched afenth mark and lay down <o sleep. Well resfed

o
L]
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in the peace and solitude of the cell, I felt much happif;r

in my m\nd. I even began to doubt Whethe.r they would

ever take me out. Perhaps they would just keep me here
sfor life. And even that thought didn’t darm me.

I fell asleep and dreamt of a green garden full of
flowers. It was warm and sunny. In the distance I could
see a red bus. All of a sudden it dros‘e straight at me and
hit me in the ribs so %ha.t I awoke in pain. I opened my
eyes. Standing over me were a soldier and a sergeant. The
latter had just kicked me. They both wore fevolver hol-
sters on their belts.

‘Get up,’ said the Sergeant,,giving me another kick
with the toe of his boot. I got up. °

“You Wittlin?’

‘Yes.’ .

“Your first name and father's name®

‘T'adeusz, Antonovitch.’

‘Come along.’

‘Shall I take my things ?’ I asked, knowing the answer
I'd get. .

It was as I expected.

‘No. You won’t need thém.’

I wenf out in the passage with the Sergeant in fgont
and the soldier behind. My brain was working slowly and
with dificulty.

We went down a steep iroa staircase which swayed
like a suspension bridge. Only then did 1 realize where
they were taking me. Little hammers began to pound in
my temples. T®ere was a rohring in my head like that of
2 furnace while an icy chill crept over my body.

I clattered noisily along a passage, my boots, which,
in the hurry, I had neg’ected to tie, properly, slipping off
my feet. Wee tr.aversed a labyrinth of corﬁﬂis and stars,

ndw turning left, new right, up and down. I was taking
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us a very long time. Instead of breaking me, however, this
via dolorqsahad quite another effect. I simply Eeased to
‘care, thinking of our goal as no more than affording an
earnestly desired %est. I tried to recall my mother and saw”
Jher as she was when she said good-bye to me for the last
time. In Zoha's apartment. She was wearing a dark coat
and a black hat. ¢

‘You've got to get away,e she was saying quietly.
‘Terrible things will be happening here very shortly. Es-
pecially as far as you're concerned. They’re looking for
you already and how long could you stay hidden? Get
away to-morrow at the latest. Afterwards may be too late.
If you can’t find a car, go by train or even on foot, but
go!l’

She hung a medalllon roupd my neck and I kissed her
hands for the last time. She smlled affectionately. Then
she got up, saying, ‘Look after yourself, Tadeusz,” and
quickly left the room. I did not even ask her whether she
had enough money to get home and she had such a long
way to go—almost to the other er'd of the town. When 1
realized this, I ran out after her but she had already dis-
appeared in the crowded street. -

e ‘Look after yourself, Tadeusz.’

There was no end to those corridors. Left turn, right
turn, right, left, straight ahead then down and up and
down agaim and straight ahead. Flights of stairs, long
ones and ghort ones. Then single steps invisible in the dim
twilight. I tripped contmuously My boots slipped off my
heels, one of them in partlcular So as not to lose i it,  began
to drag my foot along the ground. Our route stretched
out hopelessly. Weewent down ingto a cellar, past a niche
wherg stood a barreb falling apart with the damp, and
acifoss a mouldering wooden threshold begond which was
a dark vault. Instead of the usual stbne under foot, this
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floor was of hard, dry clay, littered with fragments of
broken bRicks. The place was lit by an electgic,light bulb
and looked vaguely like a disused kitchen.

* In the corners under the ceiling hung great triangular,
dﬁsty cobwebs. On the walls were gas or water pipes.,
There were no traces of blood or brains. Perhaps because
the walls were newly whitewashed. §Ve had reached our
goal. I stopped—withoutorders—seeing that we could go
no further. ¢

‘Stand over there,’ ordered the sergean.t, tilting his
chin at the opposite wall.

Obediently, I took a step forward. The Sergeant
drew his revolver and slipped the safety-catch. The soldier
took off his narrow belt. I was told to turn round, place
my hands behind my back,and put my forehead against
the wall. The soldier then bound my arms, twisting the
strap round my wrists in a figure of eight.

Pressing my burning forehead against the damp wall
cooled it pleasantly. I made a tremendous effort to gather
my thoughts together Yor the last time, to pray or some-
thing, ebut my brain refused. to function. Between my
shoulder-blakdes, I_felt a strange sensation, like small
quivering rings probing my skin. -

A shot ragng out. 1 hunched my back, burying my
head in my shoulders like a man sheltering from a storm
under a tree which is struck byelightning. B I did not
fall. The bullet had struck the wall above myg head. A
second shot! A third!

“What? Stil alive ?’ asked the sergeant. ‘Then get out
of here,” he added, putting away his revolver while the
soldier undid my wrist .

The strange execution was ovet. As we left thegellar
—that plale of abortive doom—1I was }qaying lik? a
drunken man. Soon®we reached one of the upper floors.

L}
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It Wa:, obvious that T had been led to the ‘execution’
not only By ¢ roundabout route, but that we hld passed
through the same corridors many times. A torture quite
beyond comprehdnsion. We stopped outside the judge’®
study and the sergeant went in. After a while he came out,
led me in and then left the room.

Behind a desk with a green-shaded lamp sat the judge.

‘Sit down,’ he said. I sat down. If I hadn’t I would
have fallen.

‘We have received an answer to your appeal,” he
went on. ‘Comrade Kalinin was kindly disposed to your
petition and has commuted the death-sentence to twelve
years’ hatd labour in a closed camp. You will go to Sucha
Bezwodna,’ he said and his voice seemed to come from
“very far away, from the top,of a high mountain. ‘You
won't be too badly off there. Right, sign here.’

Holding the pen with difficulty, I appended my sig-
nature.

o ‘Very well, you can go,’ he said, putting away the
paper in his brief-case. *

I got up and went out. In the corridor the soldier
who had tied my hands in. the cellar was waltmg for me.
‘The sergeant’s job was apparently done. He Rad vanished

‘What did you get?’ asked the soldigr. ‘Fifteen?’ :

‘“Twelve.’

We walked towards the gate leading to the court-
yard. Bolts rattled and we were out.

The night sky spread above our heads—a May sky,
star-spangled. The shlmmermg light of e pale moon lit
the dried-up prison gardens where the clumps of un-
trimmed shrubs looked like forgotten graves.

A grey sack waselying on one of the stone steps.

“Yours ?". asked the sold1er, touchinggit with the toe
of his boot. ‘Right, pick it up.’ o
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I bent down and did so. It was my kit-bag.

‘Ge\ going!’ P

He strode along quickly and I had trouble keeping

*up with him. Ahead of us, clouds of gre¥ steam were curl-
ing upwards and I knew I was bound for the bath-house. .

'y
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I'mounted the stone steps to the bath-house entrance. The
scent of steam, damp and carbolic filled my nostrils. The
hall was packed full of men I did not know, faces I had
never seen—the prisoners from fhe other cells. They were
all due for transportation and they filled the air with a
noisy, joyous uproar. Sometime acquaintances bumped into
one another again, loudly recalling their previous meet-
ing® in other towns, prisons or cells. Separated brothers,
fathers, sons and friends were here reunited. After greet-
ing each other warmly they would indulge in a carefree
exchange of information regarding their regpective sen-
tentes, and the names of the localities to which they were
to be sent. They bandied such phrases as, ‘Sacha Bezwodna
—fifteen years,” “Twelve years—Archangelsk district,’ or,
‘Ten year®—Novosibirsk,’ as thoughtlessly as though
they weregsaying, ‘I'm off to the Riviera for the summer,’
‘Switzerland for six weeks,’ Qr ‘A month i‘n-Paris.’

They were as merry as guests at a reunion dinner-
party. Those who were under the impression that certain
persons held high Positions in the outside world as like
as ngt encountered the supposed dignitaries here in the
prison bath. Frequently, someone would neticé the person
who had denounced him or the mah who had testified
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against him in court, only to suffer the same taté as him-
self. In Axch cases, they made a mutual prgtegce of not
seeing one another. But the rest of them were nothing
but a bunch of happy schoolboys who had gone up a form
and were now about to set off for the holidays. And, in-‘
deed, every man jack had been graded and issued with a
free ticket. But there was yet anothgr reason for all this
merry-making. The sight,of another man’s misfortune is
the best of all consolations. The men talked about any-
thing and everything and the entire prison system of scru-
pulous isolation foundered completely. It was hard to see
why the authorities could not hawe managed this business
of transportation some other way, but perhaps they
thought that convicted men who would shortly be packed
in cattle trucks were no lopger dangerous

The carefree conversatlons, however, in no way in-
terfered with the process of undressing. The convicts
pulled off their clothes—patched with rags and burnt by
disinfectants—tied them in bundles on the benches, plac-
ing their shoes undern&ath. Then they moved round hap-
pily, ngked and grimy.

Attentxon!’ roared an official voice. All heads were
turned towards the door, by which stood a soldier.

‘Hand in gour receipts,’ said the soldier. ‘You're go-
ing to get back your personal belongings.’

These words caused anothes paroxysm of dappy emo-
tion. People began to fumble in their shoes or to undo
small handsewn amulets hung round their necks and in
which were hiQden the preQous receipts. They crowded
round the soldier, terrified of being too late. The moment
it was a question of getting something«riends became cool

or even hostile towards“each othery even though all that
had to be déne was tohandina rnnm?d- The soldier wacd
patlently till he had%ll the receipts in his possession, then
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away he xnt He was no sooner gone than two more
soldiers camg in, wearing blue and white str1p¢ aprons.
They were carrying wooden stools and hair-clippers. The

stools were placed under the dusty windows and the bar—'
bers summoned their clientele to a free but compulsory
*haircut. The men walked up in line, like sheep for shear-
ing, and this opergfion, hkew1se, was performed with
lightning rapidity. The very sape palr of clippers which
a moment previous was shaving the arm-pits and abdomen
of a fellowprisoner was now in close contact with your
own face, neck and scalp. A rampart of grey, white, black,
brown and yellow hair yose round the stools, till at last
the barbérs had finished.

‘Anyone else?’ they asked, glancing round at the liv-
ing skeletons which, deprived qf their growth, now looked
even skinnier, But younger—unrecogmzably so. Rejuve-
nated skeletons!

‘Nobody else,” a few voices replied.

o The shorn sheep began to file out of the room and on
to the baths. There a hunchback ir? an apron handed each
man a piece of soap, reeking of fish-oil and no larger than
his index-finger. The bathroom was a large stone-paved
hall, from the walls of which jutted small pattitions, like
stalls in a stable, with wooden footboar;is and showers
overhead. :

Severgl men crowded into each of these stalls at the
same time and stood waiting. The first few sprinklers be-
gan to drip. Large single drops merged to a thin trickle
which in turn became a grey®orrent of 'sCalding water. It
was impossible to stand under the downpour, let alone
wash in it. The other showers were not working at all and
the naked men crowded under them in vain. But all ob-
sta€les can be overcome. There was anothgr way of takmg
a bath in the circumstances, besides dashing in and out of
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the showers which were workmg, and bemg’thoroughfy
scalded.\\ few men had pieces of rag which they soaked
in the boiling stream, then smeared with soap. With these
sthey lathered themselves from head tq foot in the hope
that the water would cool down a little and enable them to
wash the soap from their bodies. Unfortunately, no sooner®
had the prisoners smothered then’bselves in dirty grey
lather than the wate? stopped running. In an effort to
coax a last few drops so as toswash the soap out of their
smarting eyes, the bathers, grey-streaked with foam, ham-
mered on the pipes. No luck. The scanty supply of water
was exhausted.

A soldier came in and drove out the dripping pris-
oners with a volley of curses. They looked even more
grimy now than before their baths. We all thronged into
the hall where, amid viSlent imprecatiofis, the prisoners
attempted to rid their bodies of the dirt and soap. They
could not dress since their clothes were being disinfected.

~ After a while, the hunchback who had distributed the goap
came in and flung a smngle bundle, containing everyone’s
clotheg, into the middle of the crowd. Everyone thrust
forward, eager to recover hi§ own rags, but the clothing
was scalding hot, wet and stank of carbolic. Many of the
articles, staine:i brown with patches of acid, tore like
tissue-paper as they were opened out.

The soldier in charge of usappeared in the doorway.

‘Attention!’ he yelled. ‘All those who gave up their
revplhfé P

Silence #&%cended on the crowd. The SOldlCI’ called
out a name.

‘Here!’ came a voice from the tRrong.

Half-dressed and Nolding the ;semainder of his rags
in one hand, the man in question left the room. ATr a
while, the soldler came back and fetched another, then a

P
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third . .\a seventh . . . an eightieth . . . and, atlast,
myself. , »

On a bench in the corridor leadmg to the yard lay a
heap of little bundles. The first of these was mine. ‘The
soldier untied it.

“This strap yours?’ he asked, picking up a belt.

‘Yes.’ ° .
‘Cigarette-case yours?'
‘Yes *

I took my things.

‘The watch yours?’

“Yes, it’s mine.” o

“Take it.’

I picked up all my treasures, as happy at having re-
covered them as a child with 1ts.Chrlstmas presents.

‘Shaving tackle, brush, neck-tie, suspenders,’ the sol-
dier enumerated. ‘All yours?’

‘Yes, they're all mine.’

o ‘Sign for them.’

I laid my things on the benck*and took the proﬁered
pencil.

‘Sign here, where it says “Received by 2 He
* poimted to the place with his finger. '

I signed.

‘Right,” he said, scooping my property towards him
with a sweap of his hand which left me in no doubt as to his
intentions,

‘What are you doing?" I shouted. ‘Those are mine!’

‘Nothing’s yours,” he 2nswered phlegmatically. ‘A
prisoner’s not allowed to have things like that. Even if I
gave them back to You, they’d only be taken from you be-
fore the convoy leaves. Oh hell, ®ake these and clear off !’

He picked my tie and suspenders frgm the heap of
stolen objects and flung them at me. *

L]
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I went out in the yard where all those Wﬁ) had pre-
ceded me‘n enacting the foregoing comedy wWerg standing
in a long line. We waited there till everyone was out of the
Baths. Then we were sent to a so-called ¢ransit-cell where
we made ourselves as comfortable as possible on the floor.
We had no idea how long we were to be there. The would-
be prophets amongst us and those wlo claimed to be ex-
perts on prison routine maintained that they would have
us out of it in under an hour, although it was just as likely
we would be there for the next few months.

*
[

Two sergeants were calling the roll. As ach man
answered his name, he received the stereotyped order,

‘Get your things and dear out!’

Laden with his possessions, he would go out to the
passage where the N.C.O. in charge was forming the pris-
oners up in ranks. The cell emptied quickly. Only a few
were left behind—those whose papers were not in osder
and those who were tob ill to move. The latter were be-
yond caring what became of them, and the authorities, or
once, were in full agreement.

Out of the passage into the yard. It was a beauvsiful
May morning gnelling of grass and spring. One of the
prisoners began to hum a popular tango, ‘Look at the
lovely world around you. . . .» We all knew we were
about to embark on a long train journey and ghat from
that day onwards we would have all the sunshine and air
we could wisi"Tor. ’

The yard was swarming. The draft being prepared
for transportation was %igantic and would almost empty
the prison entirely.

. Ashe *strglled about the yard, the prison gove\rnor
smoked one cigarett®after another, which he selected from
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a variety (} silver and gold cases. Against the wall stood
a table litteded with heaps of documents. Clog by, two
soldiers were carrying out a final search of the prisoners.
A pile of confiscaged objects, such as tin spoons, aluminiung
cups and wire-framed spectacles lay at their feet. Anything
made of, or containing, metal was taken.

Beside anotheg group, which had already been
through the search, there stopd,' like a modern slave-
trader, a young lieutenant—the draft-conducting officer.
Guards and escorts surrounded the prisoners, holding in
check on their long leads half-tamed sheep-dogs and giant
Alsatians which lay with their heads on their fore-paws.

" Theé hours dragged pagt. Sprawled on the grass, the
men waited to be taken to the train. I took off my cap,
closed my eyes and turned my, face to the sun.

‘How're you feeling? All rlght?’ asked someone in
Russian, nudging my arm. :

I opened my eyes. A sergeant with a merry smile was
stamding over me. ‘

' ‘I'm quite well, thank you,’ I®answered.

‘Why are you sitting with your head bare?’ ,

‘I like it that way.’ ’

= ‘] dare say, chum, but it won’t do you any good. I'd
advise you to put your cap on. You've beep sitting in a cell
for months and now you come straight out and expose
yourself te the sun like this. You shouldn’t do it, really,’
he said wjth genuine concern. ‘The sun is high—it’s past
midday, you know, and there you sit bare-headed and your
hair cropped at that. You nYight get a heZ¥ache, a touch
of sunstroke or even inflammation of the brain. Be a good
fellow and put you? cap on.’

He spoke in all seriousnéds and with sincerity. It
would have been difficult not to comply gith*his request.
So as not to offend the kindly soul, leput my cap back®on.
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‘Now that’s much better,’ he said with 5tisfaction.
‘And if Ypu want the sun on your face, just ®ug the peak
of your cap over a little to one side.” Having given me this
kind advice, he went about his business with an easy mind.

A pleasant, decent sort of chap. Only how did he
come to know me? I could not remember where I had seen
that honest face before. °

Sitting there idly,. I $ried to reconstruct in my mind
the circumstances of my previous encounter with that sol-
dier. And at last it all came back to me. *

It was he, and no other, who had once stood behind
my chair in the Prosecutor’s office-s—he who had beaten me,
beaten me thoroughly over the neck and head—in no way
concerned, moreover, at the possibility of my contracting
inflammation of the brain.. He had hammered me system-
atically and with conviction, until I had lost consciousness.
But obviously, apart from his honourable profession, the
Sergeant was a decent man at heart: he had been worried
in case I should get a touch of the sun as I sat there onsthe
grass in the soothing warmth of that May morning!

Akind-hearted, compassionate fellow.

After & final search, we were all ready for loading.
The draft was, divided into battalions, surrounded by
guards. In the ranks, we were required to kneel or to sit on
our heels—this was extremely uncomfortable ower a period
of time. One’s legs soon began to ache. The only method
of obtaining relief was to address a complaint or petition
to the officer m:harge of the®draft—which entailed stand-
ing up. A schoolteacher in front of me took advantage of
this privilege. *

‘Citizen Command®, he begar piteously, as thc‘oﬂi-
cer drew ndar, gduring the search I was deprived of my
spe.ctacles and I'm atmost blind without them.

I3 L
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‘WerNhe rims metal > asked the commander.
‘Yes, wire frames.’
‘Regulations forbid the possession of sharp instru-
ments and metal gbjects by prisoners on draft.’ »
‘But without them I’ll be falling over all the time and
*I'll be quite useless for work.’
This argumentgonvinced the officer. Nevertheless, he
hesitated. - *
‘Is that true? It’s as bad as that ? he asked.
‘Certainly. Without my glasses, I'm a helpless crip-
ple. -
The seemingly megciless officer was touched by the
sad pliglt of the prisoner whose dim, red-rimmed eyes
bore witness to the truth of his statement. The commander
walked over to the pile of confjscated articles and brought
back the vital pfir of glasses. °

‘There you are, take them and wear them!’ he said

graciously. :

« The poor man was dehghted He took hold of them
eagerly, wiped them on his sleeve and adjusted them on his
nose. Very shortly afterwards however, he was oncg again
on his feet.

«What is it now?’ asked the commander Tmpatiently.

‘Citizen Commander,’ stammered the prisoner pla1n~
tively, ‘these aren’t my glasses.’ :

‘Whag about it? If { give them to you, they're yo‘l;;;_
Don’t worry, nobody’s going to take them away from
you.’ :
He could not see what $he prisoner w™ getting at.
‘Thank you, I know,” assented the poor man, ‘but
they're no use to me. You see, I'm short-sighted and these
are for long-sight.” * ’

~ ‘Stop bothering me! Glasses are glasses—short-
sighted or long-sighted, it's all thes same! You warfted
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spectacles—you got them. What more do fou want?

Theyyoung officer, who had evidently newer needed a
pair of spectacles, was very annoyed by the discontented
gecipient of his favours. '

* ‘But I can’t see through them,” groaned the man.

‘Can you see me?’

. ‘Yes, I can see you, Comrade Cqmmander.’

‘Well then, if you®cap see me—that’s all you need to
worry about. You've got eyes lke a hawk ! And stop mak-
ing a damned nuisance of yourself ! *

Thus having spoken, the officer turned round and
walked away briskly. .

L

The sun moved slowly down the sky till it was hidden
by pink clouds. The whole h.ve cargo of over two thousand
men had been thoroughly checked and ws due to leave
at any moment. A grey-haired old man rose to his feet in

* order to attract the attention of the young lieutenant in
command of the draft. o

‘Citizen Commander,’ he asked, ‘my son is in the

“other group over there. I am old and ill and my son could

look after me during the journey. Please have me trans-

ferred to th® other group or have my son sent over hare.’

‘No. It’s not allowed !’ replied the officer to whom the
separatlon of father from son meant less than nothing.

“Once you're in this group, you séay there.) o

‘But the governor promised me that my gon and I
would travel in the same truck,’ the old man despairingly
protested, and®taking advanfage of the approach of the
prison governor he turned to address him.

‘Citizen Governor! Isn’t it true tRat you promlsed to
send me and my son awa® together ?¥

‘I'm your commander!’ the lieutenant interrupted.
‘YolU're not in pl’isonnow but on draft; and I'm the draft-
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conductin?ofﬁcer! As for him . . . he pointed to the
prison gqve¥nor, a major with many decoratigps, ‘as far
.as you're concerned, he’s a’ mere nothing—old rags and
ribbons. He doggn’t count. I'm the only one who coungs
now. And I don’t approve. Understand ?’ "

From the pocket of his tunic he took a whistle and
blew it. That was tlee signal to get ready. o ‘

The leading detachment pjck&d up its kit and the first
hundred men, myself incldded, moved off. -

We marched surrounded by almost twice our number
of soldiers armed with submachine-guns. In addition, there
‘were dogs on the leashsand plain-clothes men with drawn
revolvers. The gate-keeper,opened one set of gates and
then another in the outer wall, beyond which lay freedom.
In a swirl of dust, scooped fgom the sandy road by our
shuflling feet, we marched out of the prison.

Behind us came the second detachment, then the third
. . . fifth . . . tenth, and so on, till the yard was com-
plaéely deserted. There remained in the prison only
N.C.O:.s, jailers, guards, orderliesand—the governor, ‘old
rags and ribbons'—a mere.nothing. .

«]t was a long march to the train. Surrounded by
guards, the weary prisoners trudged through the small

suburban street,-while passers-by stood on the pavements

and watched. Their faces betrayed neither sympathy nor
surprise Qut complete indifference; it was as though they
were watching a herd of cattle. The reaction of the pris-
oners at the sight of free peoBle was totally ®fferent. They
looked around them with unfeigned wonder, for during
their many months®in prison they had had time to forget
the existence of men' who movell without restriction and
of women in colourful, flimsy dresses. *

Although the clothes worn by the poor people of the
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provinces were anything but elegant—simple,/cheap and’
very ordingry, in fact—to the convicts who wefe Qeginning
to forget that there was any‘other existence except the
ckab grey life of a prisoner, they appearqd as the raiment
of wondrous beings from another planet.

The town, which consisted of ugly detached one- or
twaegtory houses, once white but new dirty grey, co-
operative shops with sHelygs yawning and little apparent
excuse for remaining open, rough streets and broken pave-
ments, innocent of all greenery except for a modest strip
of grass or a stunted tree—where the only attempts at
beautification, if one could call it that, were scarlet banners-
with propaganda slogans or pprtraits of Lenin and Stalin
—this inexpressibly doleful town, representing the world

‘outside,’ sent the stragglmg herd of deportees into rap-
tures.

Unfortunately, they were not long allowed to enjoy
their first sight of the town. The procession turned down
an empty street, under a bridge and into a vaulted sewer
where the prisoners had®o wade up to their ankles in mud
and excgement. The dogs kept up a noisy barking and the
sound echoeéd dully through 'Ehe tunnel. When we re-
emerged above ground, we were halted and ordersd to
squat down. It is always thus: at any halt you must at once
squat down, not because those in charge wished you to rest,
but to stop you thinking of trying #o escape. To get up from
the sitting position and leap away to one side bgfore dog
or bullet reached you was an impossibility.

On this 6Ccasion, the pfisoners had scarcely obeyed
the order beforce a stout officer in the uniform of a colonel
of the Security Police appeared on th®bridge above their
heads, and began to addr8s them. It Was not a speech, just
a flood of tHe mpst vulgar abuse. The prisoners, sitting in
the damp cloying drain, oblivious of the filth adhering to

PN
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their rags)just sought to.recover their breath after the
exertions,0ffthe march, and looked with utter iadifference
at the stout officer hurling ifsults at those who were being,
to him, rightly, qeported to Siberia. As his fury increasgs,
he became almost blue in the face, and soon we were
watching him and wondering whether he would first have,
a fit, or choke on tife foam that was appearing on higJleps.

Eventually the speaker tjred, panted and stopped.
The prisoners were orderéd to their feet and urged into a
run that soon brought us out on to the highway, where,
in the distance, we could see the station buildings and the
long red snake of a goaeds train.

Thirty-six prisoners wgre pushed into each truck and
the doors barred. In each truck were two tiers of wooden
bunks fixed to either wall and, i.n the corner, a tin trumpet
having egress trlrough the floor and intended to serve as a
lavatory. Day and night, light was admitted by a small,
barred window, for it never gets dark in Siberia during the
summer. The purple twilight lingers all night.

The journey lasted a month. 1t took us through towns
as similar as identical twins, through villages, past fields
of corn, fields of evenly ploughed fallow, abogt which was
a seriking lack of life. There were seldom people to be
seen, sometimes none at all. At the pointsgome old country
crone, her head wrapped in a shawl, would be' standinglikge
" a statue, elasping a flag, a yellow rag tied to a gnarled
stick picked out of the wood, which she held, aloft as a
signal to the engine-driver, not merely while the train was
approaching, but until the whole several Sore of trucks
had disappeared over the horizon. Then we came to a
world of strange $ad settlements without names—only
numbers. The inhabitants of th#e places, who were work-
ing in wooden powerhouses or locomogve ‘sheds, wore
quilted coats and trousers, while fut-coated guards with
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rifles surveyed them constantly from the topﬁ)f wooden
towers. BF night, the settlements were lit  the beams
of searchlights, sweeping th! mesh of barbed wire en-
n{lglements which surrounded them.

Further on still, not even these punishment camps
were in evidence. The train chugged slowly along a single
traek laid by the hands of condemned men through the
silent tundra. In whateVerdirection one looked, there was
nothing to be seen but the modrnful birch trees, tall and
white, reaching skywards or leaning at an z;ngle in the
soggy red moss. Utter silence and not even a bird in sight
to show that man was there. .

At night, when the traig stopped at its secret halts,
the guards would tap the carriages with mallets, rousing
the sleeping prisoners to.make sure that none had at-
tempted to escape. Occasionally, the body of a man who
had died would be slung into a wayside ditch, or somebody
who was giving trouble would be transferred to the pun-
ishment coach—the prison within a prison. .

The food consiste®of hard broken biscuits, sugar and
small fish which were swallowed whole. Water was scarce
and some d‘ays there was none. _

Once during the journey the doors were flungwepen
and we were orgered to get out for searching. The train
«atgpped on a high mound, at the foot of which those in

command of the draft stationedethemselves. We all had
to leap from the open trucks and roll down thg slope to
the feet of our guards. Anyone frightened of jumping was
urged on by ®he of the dog® How they enjoyed seeing a
grey-haired old man flop from the train and bounce down
the bank like a rubber ball, with his &p fluttering behind
him and his bag rolling M front. At'the foot of the slope
we had to sq‘uatpn the ground, as we had when we emerged
from the sewer, and*or the same reason. Then we had to
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erawl back\p the bank on !111 fours. Eyes, nose, nails and
mouth wereYall full of black grit by the end of jt.

Every morning at da¥n, when the doors were un-
barred so that a pag of biscuits could be thrown in Why
the guards covered us with their rifles, a young corporal
would climb into the truck. Fe was tall and fair, pretty
as a girl, with fresl®rosy cheeks untouched by razorJetis
tunic bore several decorations,for sport. He was filled
with an honest, sincere erthusiasm for everything going
on in his cofmtry which, of course, surpassed all others in
culture and civilization. He was glad to answer the ques-
tions put to him by the prisoners surrounding him, and
always with a smile. He would have been prepared to chat
freely for much longer at a time had it not been for his
duties and the presence of the g:;ards. .

‘What's it like in these camps?' he was always being
asked.

‘Don’t you worry about the camps,” he would console °

his disteners. ‘It’s true they’ll make you work but there’ll
be plenty of food, a bed for evefyone, and once a week
they’ll take you to the baths, give you clean linensand in
winter you'll be issued with caps, coats and bogts. There’s
alsome library, a gramophone with records, a radio and
newspaper. There’s a shop where you can gpend the money

you earn on whatever you like—same as a market. Lhgle

there’s anenfirmary ande*a rest-house. On your free day,
you can gp to the cinema; but the greatest attraction of
all is something you won't find in any capitalist country—
that’s a telephone. And you'} be allowed tS®alk through
it.’

He spoke in alf sincerity and with deep feeling. But
the childish youth offered no sufgestion as to whom one
could ring up, with whom one might hold a Jonversation
and what matters one might discuss. He merely wished to



126 /9 RELUCTANT TRAVELLER IN RUSSIA

dazzle the foreigners with this'evidence of Sofffet civiliza-
tion by which he himself wgs so obviously epthralled.
When some of the prisoners"ﬂentioned that they had al-

ady had a few opportunities of using a tglephone, he only
shrugged his shoulders condescendingly, dismissing their
clalm as no more than an idle boast. To all questions re-*
gaiding the labour camps of Siberia,dhe answered with a
care-free smile,

‘Don’t worry your heads about it! They 11 let you talk
on the telephone to your heart’s content.’

‘It’s all right for him,’ they would say as soon as he’d
left the truck. ‘He's only got to sge us as far as our hard
labour, then away with him pack to Moscow, Gdessa or
some other place.’

But the corporal did ngt get back. He stayed with his
charges in the camp. Havmg been too gentle with the
prisoners during the journey, he was found to be unfit to
perform the duties of an escort. An escort should never
attempt to console his slaves with the prospect of uging
that product of Soviet genius, of which the decadent West
knows pothing, the telephone.'

.
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The Vision - -~

After four weeks in oug prison on wheels, the doors were
opened 2nd the journey, we, were told, was at an end.

Not far from us was a green copse in which, like red-
dish mushrooms, there sproutgd neat little wooden houses.
It looked cosy®and inviting, much like a country health
resort. The stillness which enveloped the place was only
disturbed by the ceaseless rustle of the trees, and the air
wag full of the scent of resin. This hamlet was called
Kozva. *

The prisoners got out of the trucks in silence, and
marched off with their kit in a solemn proggssion. The
engiae of the deserted train gave a hoot and set off on the
return journey, towing the empty red wagons behind it
as easily as a child hauling a string of match-boxes. Qug
last link with freedom dissolved before our eyes.

Our way led through the copse with its quiet dwell-
ings and into a dark forest of pines, which echoed with
the noise of invisible axes. Fhen the path rew broader
and opened into a spacious clearing, a soft damp meadow
of yellow grass. TWe further we marched, the more our
feet sank. Water sputted up frosn under our boots, trans-
forming the meadow into a morass. A smgl'e false step
was enough to plunge a man up to his WalSt in mud. Un-
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able to extricate himself, if his’companions faftd to comé€
to his aid in time, he was los ’

Happily, we soon saw if§ the distance a pale gleam-
g road made of felled branches, stripped of their bark
?% secured with stout pine logs. This led to the camp.

Here, unfortunately, there was no sign of neat little houses ®

.W&Qelectric lighting, glass windowgpanes and shutters
with cut-out heart-shapts. In a space cleared of trees stood
a few score of huge canvas tents, each capable of accom-
modating two hundred men. °

Once inside, we found ourselves under a flapping roof
supported by a number of poles. The tiered rows of bunks
were spread with fern and pine-fronds, while the floor
was of sand sprinkled with pine-needles. In the middle of
it was a stove with a high chimney-pipe, red with the heat
of the roaring fire. There Were men sitting®round the stove
on heaps of fire-wood, each man holding a jam-tin of
snow which he was engaged in thawing. It was the month of
June and a warm summer at that. .

In the intervals, while bread and hot soup were being
handed round, the new arrivals strolled through the clear-
ing, visiting friends in other tents, walking in the fresh

‘air, talking and resting after the journey, as they watched
the steel-grey Rlver Pietchora flowing steadily below
them.

Only prisoners allocated to ¢his particulargcamp were
required to work. Those of us who were merely in transit
and bound for other destinations were not burdened with
duties. - e

This glorious idleness resulted from no feeling of

compassion on the part of the authoMties. It was just not
worth while setting in metion the immense administrative:
machinery fequlred to form fresh labour battalions, when
th&@drafts in transit were shortly to be embarked in galleys.

4
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and disper\d throughout te many and varied camps of
Siberia.

Kozva, a locality situfed in the so-called ‘autono-
mous’ Soviet republic of Komi, was a grass-grown wastge
a dumb wilderness sparsely populated by deported prison-

*ers whose tents and huts were surrounded by barbed wire.

There were many such compounds. At the entranc;,to.

each, on the heavy log gate guarded by a sentry, was a
vivid poster exhorting the*wretched prisoners to engage
in joyous, dévoted labours for the greater glory of their
beloved Soviet Union. o

These camps, whicgh stretched for miles, were so ex-
tensive thlat even inside therp a prisoner had the illusion
of freedom. Only the wooden watch-towers, with sentries
perched in their crows’ nest, dispelled such a fantasy. How-
ever, surveillance was less strict here than elsewhere, for
Kozva lies in an area so forsaken by God and man that
escape is impossible. Although, at first sight, the place
seerged no more than an ordinary forced labour camp,
similar to thousands scattered thr8ughout Russia, it was,
in fact, of particular imporsance, being the main djstribu-
tion centre for all convicts deported to Siberia

Mere, the prisoners were dispatched by trades ac-
cording to the demand in particular camps for carpenters,

joiners, drivers or mechanics. Industrial workers and pro-__

fessional naen alike were treated as general labour and
divided upjnto the strong who were fit for heavy work in
the mines, the weak who could be employed in the forest,
and those who were so.worn Qut as to be unfifor work of
any description, :

Selection was mfde by a medical commission, consist-
ing of a nursing orderly with a Resl Cross armband and the
rank of corporal, whose inspection amounted Yo no more
than a cursory glance at each prisoner.®Nor was his verdict
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of any practical value, for agsoon as the pr!oners came
to their final destination, thdy were employéd as the au-
thorities 8n the spot saw fit.

) Walking aimlessly by myself through the surround-

ing countryside, I came upon a strange co’ony. Isaw village
women wearing white blouses embroidered with multi-*

.cs@red crosses. They had flowered kerchiefs on their

heads. Some were cafryipg children in their arms. The
men wore white linen trousers; black waistcoats and wide
straw hats with a blue ribbon. There were also boys in
homespun pants and blouses caught in at the waist with
a cord. They were all bare-footeg. Peasants from Bessa-
rabia! When the Soviets had occupied that paTt of Ru-
mania, to which they had for years been laying claim on
the grounds that it was ighabited solely by Russian na-
tionals, in order to provz to the world that those areas
contained no Rumanians, they had deported entire vil-
lages. :
Any attempt at lengthy conversation with thesg un-
fortunates would have %roused the suspicion of the nearby
sentrigs and would undoubtedly have led to reprisals. So
I preferred to make a hasty withdrawal.

On my way back from this educational excussion I
was confronted by an odd sight. Walking light-footed over

«the thin carpet of snow, which covered the path trodden
~—

between the tents, was a beautiful young weman. Her
chestnut hair, set in European fashion above a glear, white
forehead, framed delicate, subtle features. Her graceful
figure was Wthed in 2 darl® evening frock, silk stockings
shone on her slender legs and on her feet were lizard-skin
shoes with high heels. She had a grey*squirrel coat thrown
over her shoulders. ° *

She ws walking slowly, giving the impression of a
lady deep in :iought, strolling home from dining with
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friends or f§om a visit to thY theatre. Even the bucket she
was carryjng in her hand dffl not dispel the illusion. The
ragged men who passed Hgr—half-savage Trkomans,
Uzbecks, Tad]leS and Chinese—stared at her as thou
she were some strange creature from another planet. They
stopped in their tracks, craning their necks as she went
by, like country bunepkins at their ﬁrst sight of a gayﬂ&e
in a zoo.

With her eyes fixed ‘on the ground she moved on
slowly, to vanish at last behind the canvas walls of the
women's tent.

Not for a moment.lmagmmg that I should soon see
her again, I wondered whether she had really been there
at all or whether, perhaps, it was only a trick of tired
eyes, dazzled by the distant Vid’llte shimmer of the snow-
capped Urals.

*

oFar below us flowed the broad river. We marched
down the steep slope of our hillsifle clearing to the river
bank, where some way from the shore and linked to it
by a gangway, three barges lay rocking at agchor.

Aes we drew nearer, it was obvious that the barges,
which from high up on the hillside had appeared small and
slim, were, in reality, of colossal dimensions, but the gang-
way prove@to be no more than a narrow plank, pliant as
a spring-board. This plank rose almost vertically from the
low beach to the towering gunwale and it gave under our
feet like the string of some glant bow, aime®™®at the sky.
It was a wonder it did not snap under our weight, as we
embarked, and plune us into the water.

The prisoners héld on to eaeh other, each man fixing
his eyes on the shoulders of the man in front of him 50,28
not to look down at the swirling, brown tide below. In"an
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unbroken line, like rats on afhawser, we boafded the old
craft and were glad to settf down in the hqld. It was
amazing Yo see just how mahy galley-slaves such an ark

Sqould accommodate. It took all day and night to load the
three barges. Once aboard, the men lay down in the bunks
below decks but the guards detailed to look after them®
WO;Q so busy that they forgot we #eeded food. Under
battened hatches, we*wgited in vain for bread till the
anchor was weighed. Parched’with thirst, we listened to
the noise of the waves lapping against the'sides of the
barge.

At daybreak, a long blast op the fog-horn preceded
a sharp tug at the hawser. Jhen we heard the loud mo-
notonous plash-plash of the waves, stroked by the bot-
tom of our boat. Once the barge was in mid-stream, we
were allowed on deck where water was being brought to
the boil on iron stoves.

The three enormous barges, roped firmly together,
crawled on their way like huge black tortoises. Theygvere
hauled by a small, squ%t tug with the icy name of Polar
Ranger. All round us the surface of the water looked flat
and motiogless—only the steep banks on either side seemed
to slide swiftly behind us. -

A soldier gatched over us as we throng d round the
stoyes on deck. He stood on the roof of the wheel-house,
looking down on us. His raggedecoat was heldet the waist
by a string like that which was fixed to his rifle in place
of a sling. The prisoners assembled at the feet of the sol-
dier loomnii®™® above them, %ke tourists in front of a me-
morial. They lifted their heads to jeer at him.

‘Hell of a fine belt you've got Phere! Where I come
from, the Eeasants leadetheir cattlé to market on a rope
llke that !’
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‘And v&‘ere did you buyjthat sack on your back? And
those old galoshes you've gf§t for boots?’

At first, the soldier trd to ignore the bgrrage of
mockery. He rem.ained stoically silent, glowering at t
mob like a chained bulldog tormented by urchins. He
Swaited patiently for us to finish drinking our hot water .
and clear off, but tH prisoners had no intention ofe¥€
persing. All too seldom was thgre'a chance to jeer at a
representative of the oppréssors responsible for bringing
them so far north. The laughter which had at first been
timid and intermittent now grew louder as the taunts
were multiplied. It becaane challenging and spiteful, with
every guffaw sharp as a wasp gting. There was no escaping
this mockery.

‘Silence I’ roared the soldies at last. ‘Remember you're
convicts bound for Siberia !

‘And where are you off to? America?’

‘Ah, but I'm free.’

sWhat do you mean, free? Who's free in your coun-
try? Fine sort of freedom to fight Yor!’

‘Shut your face!’ snarled the soldier. .

“T'ell me, does your gun really fire? Loolv as if it's
made aut of an old poker.’

‘Mind it doesn’t fire at you!’ threatgned the guard.

‘Try it out. And is it true your army ’planeg.are
French? e .

Suspecsing nothing, the soldier eagerly assented.

‘Of course they’re French. They're all French.’

“You're right enough theft—the same b188&y ’planes
Napoleon left behmd at Moscow !’ .

A wild roar of laughter shook the barge and the steep
riverbanks threw back the echo 8f it. .

Then something incredible happened, Two bright

®

’
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heavy tears rolled down the ¢pldier’s cheeks 41d the grea.t
hulking p.casant started to wiep like a child.

> The cold of those white Siberian xlights with a pale,

sickly gleam by which you could read, pierced us through

« 2nd through. The prisoners, inadequately nourished by’
Myegater, went below decks to sleep®off the hunger which
was becoming ever more, acute.

A draft of women convicts was separated from us
only by a thin wooden wall made of planks. Behind .it
were a few score of thieves, prostitutes and other assorted
criminals : Russian, Ukrainian, Caessack, Tartar and Azer-
baijan. Locked up in such clgse proximity to the men pris-
oners, they were yet more restless than the latter. Their
long sojourn in captivity &iad affected them quite differ-
ently : more than food and sleep, they desired men.

One of the planks dividing us was soon prised free
and a woman crawled through the opening, to find herself
amid rows of men, lying one beside the other, like beown
loaves on a baker’s sflelf. We heard no affectionate ex-
changes, but a few heavy sighs, quickened breathing and
a hasty swuggle followed by a moment of silence while
one lover changed places with the next. This scenescaused
no undue commption. The barge was wrapped in darkness,
many of the men were sound asleep, totally unaware of the
amorous delights available, afd the womam moreover,
was dressed no differently from the men. This daring es-
capade might well have passed unnoticed by the authori-
ties had Tt ot been for the Mnalice of man. Someone whose
moral susceptihilitics were above average or who, perhaps,
was himself incapable of such amorous pursuits, ran oft
to report. We heard th®rapid tread of army boots and in
ryshed the sojdiers who, obviously well directed, made
straight for the scéne of the crime. They caught hold of a
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man by the feck and flung bY§n on the floor thus revealing
the girl. She betrayed no far. She was a street-walker.
That was “what had broughf her to prison, to #rial, and
now to Siberia. Nothing worse could befall her.

A soldier grhbbed hold of her legs and started %o
dull her, but she was perfectly willing to go of her own
accord, which she di# with an impudent smile of triugp#”
What could they do to her ? But th& authorities were well
able to deal with the case. *

With the soldier as escort the girl set off in the direc-
tion of the ladder, parading between the rows of men who
surveyed her with regretful longing—sorry to see her
leave so son. She was taken yp on deck and there ordered
by the soldier to remove her padded jacket, her blouse, a
sweater in shreds and her vess. Thus stripped, she was
placed in the bowand made to fale up-river. She was going
to freeze, so that she might cool down a little. /

In the grey, misty silence of the Arctic, the half-naked
womgn with her shameless smile and hair streaming in the
wind, the full, white flagons of her®reasts thrust proudly
forward, seemed to challenge the forest deities lurking in
the tundra, slowly gliding towards her. e

Behind the girl stood a soldier, silent, sullen and in-
different. He was not a man, not even a m‘ale with whom
she could go. With bayonet levelled at the girl’s bare hack,
he stood thgre motionless s though carved out of wood.
The punishpent lasted one hour, and the frozen girl had
hardly gathered up her clothing to go below when another
woman was sent up to take %er place on t®™%nusual
pillory.

' 4

.' \
Days and nights passed. Eaclemorning we were given

dry biscuits, herrings, sugar and herbal butter together
with boiling water. Several times a d2y the lavatory on
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deck was open and we weff furthermore ’ermltted fo
lounge, walk about the decl, sing, play cardg or smoke
and even shave with a piece §f smuggled glass.

At the end of ten days, the.barges. drew inshore and
we could see creatures in amazing purple hats with veils.

« They looked like revellers at a fancy-dress ball wearing
%or.gen’s hats of a bygone era. Thes® hats, consisting of a

wire frame covered by a,thick veil which was tucked into
the collar of the shirt, were a’ protective measure against
mosquitoes and were worn not only by the soldiers apd
their superiors but also by the slaves. Work was impos-
sible without them, for the hovering swarms of mosqultoes
were ever ready to strike at, eyes, mouth and nose.

The barges slowly made fast to the shore where
guards were waiting withdogs, restless on the leash. The
old men and cripples as well as the women and children
were to land here, for this locality was given over to
lighter agricultural work.

As the guards shouted their names, the prigoners
filed down the planks®and formed groups on shore under
the eyes of the sentries. In a broad meadow stood a band
of child™n, young lads and girls—adolescent criminals—
while some distance away were gathered the oldeand in-
firm and behingl them a close-packed throng of women—
olddhags and young girls together.

They were ragged and dérty but strong and mascu-
line in appearance, wearing trousers, army jagkboots, pad-
ded jackets and caps. On their backs they carried bags
and bundr containing thér belongings. Only one particu-
lar girl kept vgell clear of the rest. She sat all alone, at a

_ distance, on her suitcases which were colourfully spangled

with hote], labels from ®aris, London, Moscow and New

- York. A lightfur cape hung from her shoulders. With her

chin in her hand, she sat there staring silently at the river.
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That was tl§e woman I hadMfirst beheld, like a vision, on
my way back to the tent.

No sooner had the draft allocated to this®rea been

disembarked than the tug gave a sullen hoot and chugged”

onwards, pulling behind it the three barges—like a grifny
“child with three kites on a string, all too unwieldy to take
the air. . -
A young man stood beside,mé on deck, leaning over
" the rail. He was handsome; clean-shaven, with hair neatly
¢pmbed and he wore a military uniform which still bore
traces of the insignia taken from him at the same time as
his freedczm. The youngaman kept his anguished eyes firmly
fixed on the lovely girl driftjng ever further in our wake

with the fast vanishing shore. Lounging at his side was

Shevchenko, a squat, tousle-haired Ukrainian in a torn
coat—a professional bandit, a'gent provocateur and .in-
former.

‘You, Yermulayev!” he said, and his lips twisted into
a cyaical grin, “You were_in love with her.” He nodded
towards the woman. ‘You #.,j0te het letters and love poems
and you got nothing for it. Me, I went to her ong night,
took her and had her.’ : P di
_ “Pou’re lying!" shouted the youth almost in terror.
‘She would never go with you. She’s so fige, so beautiful.’

‘So fine, so beautiful,” mimicked Shevchenko, wilfully
tormentinge Y ermulayev. ¢Maybe she would go with me,

- maybe shegwouldn’t, but I didn’t ask her. I just went up

to her while she was asleep, my lad, shoved my fist over
her mouth and that was tha® She could har®®Breathe.
As for talking love to her or writing poems, I didn’t try,
since I don’t know how to write and I can’t\talk American.’

‘Shut your filthy mouth!’ e N

‘If you want me to, I will." Shevchenko shrugged.
‘But it was I who had a real America®, not you. Tell me,
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is it true she worked in the fAmerican Emb‘ssy and tht
militia took her off the traif§ at night, when' she was on
her way %o Leningrad fromfMoscow? Quiet like, so no
“one would know what'd become of her? That's what 1
was told anyway. Neat work, eh? Yo! should know all
about it. You were talking to her in German or American.®
“Wid she ask you to let her Americen king know where
she’dbeen taken? Come on now, own up !’ He laughed.
Yermulayev wiped the tears out of his eyes with the
palm of his hand, glanced coldly at the criminal and then,
L
with a sigh, he whispered gently, even amicably:
‘Ab, you swine! But why didn’t I think of treating
her the same way myself ? Hell, what a fool I*am . . .
what a fool ! )
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- As we plgﬁghed northwards up the Pietchora we met the
rivers Usa and Katiu, then, dimbing into the Arctic circle,
we followed the Inta through to the Great Inta, which
river is so broad that one carthardly see from one side
of it to the other. After three weeks’ sailing we at last put
in to land, at a harbour called the ‘T'wenty-seventh kilo-
metre.” This meant that the punishment camp for which
we were destined was some twenty-seven kilometres dis-
tant. o . ¢ _

Twenty-seven kilometres through a wood did not
seem very much at first. It was hard, therefor#%o under-
stand he sudden solicitude of our escorts who decided to
take the sick and the feeble a roundabgut way by boat
and to divide the remainder into small groups to hg sent
in daily b#®tches. This considerate treatment was fully
comprehensible, however, when it transpired that on our
twenty-seven kilometres through the forest WWW
to negotiate a treacherous swamp by way of a path fit ~
for three men abreagt but along which tRe guards drove
us in files of six. They did so intentionally so as to dispel
all thoughts of escape. The mef, as they mgyrched close
packed along the narrow path, knew wgqll that a siggle
false step meant total immersion in that quaking bog of.
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yellow-black mud. From timg to time, a mag would fall
exhausted, only to struggle §p again, k1cke<¥ by the sol-
diers, tak®a few faltering steps, fall again and once more
be kicked to his feet. Many flung their bundles with all
thdy possessed into the black abyss of the bog—lacking
the strength to carry them any further. Then their boots®
‘Would follow, as they tore them from their sorely aching
feet.~ i

The column, which had'at first marched in close
order, spread out into a long line which gradually changed
to a broken chain of weary loiterers, kept together in the
rear by the lowered bayonets of the guards. At last the
road came to an end. The escorts, anxious to teach our
goal as quickly as possible, whipped up the pace of the
marchers. The proximity @f the camp which was hidden
from us by the intervening tree-studded mbrass was at last
revealed by the barking of the dogs guarding the labour
battalions, the clatter of axes, the screech of saws and the
sight of treeless areas through which wood-cutters gvere
carrying the newly felled timber.

The column mounted a wooden highway which
brought W to a clearing. There, behind coils of barbed
wire, stood a collection of huts. Unspeakably weasy, the
prisoners-were taken in to be fed.

In the large dining-hall, decorated with propaganda
slogans, were long rows of tables and benches.gWaitresses
brought round bowls of hot soup, fish cutlets and potatoes.
Stone mugs of hot tea with sugar and raisin buns consti-
tute : a veritable h®me-coming party, a feast such
as the prisoners were never again to see.

While wehvere eating, the comtandant of the camp
walked mto'the hall andescanned the faces of the new ar-
rivals in the hope of observing their wonderment at the
sigﬁt of such a magnificent repast. But their ashen faces
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, .
and feveris eyes betrayedonly a bestial hunger and a

deadly weariness. The comrhapdant strolled up and down
the hall a few times, then, t'.lrning to the prisofer nearest
him, he asked,

‘“Taste good? ¢

‘Yes.’

‘Do you like a® this?’ The eyes of the commandaﬁ'
indicated the plate, cup, spoon gnd fork.

"The copvict shrugged his shoulders. This was not the
- wildly enthusiastic answer expected of him. The bewil-
dered commandant gazed at the assembled prisoners who,
with heads bent low ower their bowls, appeared quite un-
moved by the wonders of culfure and civilization surround-
ing them. Then, as he walked towards the exit, he said
with pronounced dlsappomtment

“That's what you get for" giving them a restaurant,
real plates, service and treating them kindly, They don’t
even appreciate it. What an ungrateful bunch !’

* .

The mine in which I was working had a shaft over
. two hundred feet deep. It was a damp, blackemell. This
pit pr@duced no coal as yet for we had first to cut through
layers of wet clay, earth and gravel before reaching the
coal face. The rubble was hauled to the surface in 2 huge
tub, let doswn from above on a massive chain, the upper
end of which was attached to a roller made from a tree-
trunk. The tub was pulled up by two malaria-stricken
horses plodding round in cir8les. When the m;;‘full
one of the miners stx;lck an iron bar with a hammer. This
was the signal to haul away. When th&contamer had
been emptied by the surface-workers, the maryin charge of
the horses gave a similar signal and the tub was again
lowered. One had to be on the looR-out while this was
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going on so as to avoid bemg‘crushed for thi bucket wa$
heavy.
The tiners used to desc d by means of ladders fixed
Nto the slippery walls of the pit. Although it was quicker
and less exhausting to go down in the bifcket, dangling on
its chain, than by ladder, the former method, being con-*
“Sdered dangerous, was strictly forbddden. How strictly
could"be seen from the signboard at the entrance to the
pit on which was written: ‘Warhing! The tub is to be used
only for carrying soil, and workers are forbidden on paig
of punishment to ride in it. One ring above ground is the
signal for lowering, two rings below signifies ‘‘tub full,”
and three rings—"‘men riding in the bucket.”’

The mine was equipped in the most primitive fashion,
the gallery floors often congisting of no more than a nar-
row plank thrown down on the wet, slipptry mud, or of a
log stripped of its bark, on which it was necessary to tread
as warily as a tightrope-walker. Quite a few of the many
and apparently shallow patches of water were really so
deep that a false step tould prove fatal. Once, a sentry
was myrdered by the miners and his body thrown into one
of these yyddles. No trace of it was ever found.

Not far from the main workings there wam, true

®  enough, a shed that trembled with the reverberations of
an engme of some sort. That shed housed a generator
which s supplied only the searchlights on the sengry-towers;
even the camp commandant’s office was lit Py parafiin
lamp. As the power-house was surrounded by iwo fences
of barb®wwire, those who worked there were strictly iso-
lated from the remainder of the convicts, and the many
guard-posts, 9/ched like dovecots on\ their tall poles, kept
unauthorlzeg persons at g distance.”
Once, at dawn, as the night shift was finishing and
the bucket was returmng to the surface, Bobrov fainted.
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He was herless for so l(‘ng that we thought he was
dead. Py

His workmates took him up and laid bém on the
grass, hastily built a rough stretcher and-carried him back?
to camp. The doltor was called and diagnosed a heart*at-

*tack, promising to have the sick man taken to hospital.

" Instead of the amimlance arriving, however, the doctd® .
reappeared shortly afterwards accémpanied by two ‘Of the

camp officers. It would Re’more accurate to say that they

appeared with him rather than he with them, for the look:

on the doctor’s face was that of a schoolboy who has just

had a telling-off. The officers gazed sympathetically at the

patient, then approached his bunk with all the compassion

of nursing sisters.

‘Hm . . . yes . . . wegk heart,’ said one of them,
looking at the s’k man. He tufned to the doctor and con-
tinued, ‘It's not so very terrible. It'll pass off. This cli-
mate’s to blame and the food. You've got to admit it’s not
quitg what you'd get in a Moscow restaurant—and the
work’s a bit on the heavy side. N® doubt about that. But,
after all, this isn’'t a health resort or a hotel, just g labour
camp and a coal-mine where people have got #® work to
speed#the development and to increase the growth and
the power of the Soviet Union. I've got a weak heart my-
self for that matter, but I don’t try to get myself taken
to hospita, because I'm working for the good “of my
country. Sp don’t you be too generous with your hospital,
doctor. Keep it for the people who really need it, or you
might find yourself down the mine. Give thoes®®h three
days off duty. Let him lie down and rest—there’s no need
for him to go to the sick'bay. Now don’Nyou worry, old .
man,’ he said to the patient giing him adyencouraging
smile, ‘everything’ll be all right. You just he here for three
days, have a good rest and by the entl of ®hat time, you'll
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be beggmg to go back to w 'k out of sheer boredom.?
With that, all three of them went out. ’I‘le sick man

was my chpsest neighbour. I looked after him and took

Shim his bread, soup and watkr. Bobrov, an engineer by

profession, had also been a colonel in tie Red Army. He
was an intelligent, quiet chap who didn’t say much ande
rely joined in a conversation. It toak his illness and my
nursig to bring us together

‘It’s true this place i$ no health resort,’ I said as we
Jay resting beside one another. They told* me that m
prison during an interrogation and they gave me a thmg
or two to remember it by. Look.”

I took the sick man's hand and laid it on *my head
so as to let him feel the marks on my scalp where I had
been struck with the butt of a revolver. But when I looked
at my neighbour’s face to s®e his reaction,*he seemed to be
smiling indulgently, as though he were a grown-up and
I a small boy presenting his knee, scratched by a fall.

‘What a babe you are,’” he said, with sympathy and
understanding. ‘Take adook at this.’

He lifted up his hand and showed me two small
parallel sgratches on his wrisf, about a finger's breadth
away from each other. The marks looked likeaneedle
scratches and were hardly neticeable in the half-light of
the hut. There were similar traces on his other wrist.

‘You see,’ he explained, ‘these are also squvenirs of
an interrogation. They cut the skin and drew the sinews
with hooks. I've got the same marks on my back. Of
wura?ﬁauwascu everythieg. Later, in court, they gave
me fifteen years. I've done seven, though I’ve not been in
this camp a ye# yet. I was on the®White Sea first and
then in the S(K:ieckian Islands. Yo've heard of them, I
suppose? They were the worst of all at one time. If a
marPhadn’t the $tremgth to work full out during the day,

-
® .

¢
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they didn’ t&dmlt him into t.he camp at night; so he could
not get tQ the cook-house for, his meal, but had to wait

till the gang came out to work again the next da¥. He then ,

" rejoined them and carried on if he wasn’t found frozen to
death or had be#n eaten by wolves. It’s all very welf to

®*punish a schoolboy by making him stand in the corridor,
but it won’t do in Si¥eria. Before they sent me therc,'I wil
in solitary confinement in Lubjanka prison, where there
wasn’t a sound to be hear‘i.'Th_e prisoners were not allowed
Jo talk to themselves, nor even allowed to cough. It used"
to make me happy just to hear one of the guards. cursing
outside in the corridor.,

‘M}.r crime wasn’t so very awful,’ he went on. ‘As a
married man, an engineer and a colonel living in-Moscow,
I was entitled to a three-rooaned flat. I had one in' the
centre of the city in a modern house and with a good view
of the Kremlin and the river. One day Vorobiej dropped

in. He was the regimental education officer. He made °

out fe’d just called by chance as he was in the neighbour-
hood and felt like saying hello. Actually he'd come for a
purpose, namely to see what way I was living—what books
I had on my shelves; in short, to carry out an #spection.
It was®quite understandable as the education officer was
also the political watchdog of the regiment. He was
charmed with my home, but expressed doubts as to whether
it wasn't pgrhaps on the small side for me. Especially, he
said, as he presumed my family would eventually increase.
Children would arrive in due course dand it might be hard
to find a larger set of rooms later on. Fortuna®# enough,
he happened to kno;v of a set which were more com-
modious and sultable in every way—not¥Nctually in the
centre of the town or even in a ngodern ho&but to com-
pensate for that there were five rooms in the set. He was
prepared to fix up the whole thing oh my behalf and he

°
. L 4 *
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himself would take over my c.ﬁd rooms which he though¢
quite adequate for a single man. I told him nBt to bother
as I was pgrfectly satisfied Lhere I was and had no inten-

™ tion of moving. I was a bit sh&rp and Vorobiej understood

that he’'d do well to leave. He excusedshimself, advised
me to think it over and let him know when I'd like to havee
* look at those five rooms. After which, he went. But
that Wasn’t the end ofsit. Vorobiej not only took a liking
to my home but also to my young wife, Maryla. My wife
swas of Polish extraction, the daﬁghter of a Kiev doctor.
She was really exceptionally beautiful and might well ap™
peal to anyone. One day she told me that Vorobiej was
running after her and that she often found hirf waiting
for her outside the house. On a few occasions, while I was
in the office, he had telephoped and asked to speak to her.
Once, when my wife was n8t at home, Vosobiej showed up
again. We started talking about something quite trivial,
then he asked where my wife had gone and finally proposed
—no more nor less—that I should divorce her and move
into those five rooms sa that he could marry Maryla‘and
take over my home. As he was smiling all the time he was
saying this and was up to his eyes in vodka besides, I
thought he was joking. Finally, however, as he insisted on
having an answer, I let him know my ideas on the subject.
I stood up, punChed him on the jaw and threw him out.
He was drunk—but not so drunk that he didn’t know what
he was saying or what he’'d come about. He didn’t resist
when I grabbed hold of his collar, but he did assure me
thal I"~have cause to remember him and that I'd pay
dearly for my pleasant attitude towards him. He kept his
word. I used tg/go along to the Insthute of Physical Cul-
ture, where J practised gymnastics,‘fcncing and ju-jitsu,
which was taught by a Japanese. The instructor was ar-
resfed shortly #fterwards and I followed. It was a funny

\/
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thing that nobody else takmg the course was interfered
with; at least, if they were, their names were never men-
tioned durmg the enquiry or ,ater at the trial® I was ac-
cused of spying for Japan and for being an accomplice of
the instructor to %vhom I was alleged to have given infor-

*mation. Just what information they didn’t specify. The
chief witness was Worobiej, the political watchdog of tHE
reglment—and he was qulte suffickent. You know tfle rest
of the story, \

A medical orderly approached the bunk with two"
small bottles, sent by the doctor—tincture convalariz and
adonis vernalis—to be,taken by the patient every three
hours with a spoonful of ho.t water.

The orderly put down the medicine and went out.

[ ]

PY * @

The prisoners, exhausted after the day’s work, lay

sleeping soundly. The hut was lit only by two tallow can- *

dlesgsuspended from the ceiling by a thin wire and by the
red glow from the stove falling 8n the pile of white fire-
wood in the centre of the room. The sound of heavy
breathing mingled with the rumble of snores.Now and
again # man would sigh deeply, cry out in his sleep, mur-
mur drowsily or scratch himself in a subconscious effort to
ward off the bugs.

Aposgolidis, a smallp puny Greek with black eyes like'
those of a bear cub, awoke, sat up in his bunk, pulled on
his boots and wandered outside, still half asleep. When
he came back after a minutesor two, the Warmme
crackling stove embraced him agreeably. Apostolidis
paused, picked up a couple of sticks frowg the heap on
the floor and, lifting the lid of the stov\ith a stump
of wood, threw them into the fire. He wiped his hands
and sat down on the nearest bench. *
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The cheerful glow caressed his aching feet, narrow

chest and wasted face. Then his eyes closed‘and he fell

. asleep, degpite himself. Ala! he was not long undisturbed.

e Lichatchov, who was & professional brigand, got Y

down from his bunk without a sound and in stockinged
feet tip-toed across to the little Greek. He crouched bye
e bench and, slowly inserting two firegers into the pocket
of Ap®stolidis’ trousers, brought out a small rag purse on
a long tape which was sewed ihto the pocket. Delicately,
*he undid the string round the nefk of the purse and drew
out a card about the size of a postage stamp. In replacing
the empty purse in the sleeper’s pocket, Lichatchov awak-
ened the Greek and, realizing that he had beef robbed,
the horrified Apostolidis set up a hue and cry.

‘Stop! Give it back to,me!’ he yelled in a frenzy of
terror, seizing Lichatchov®by the sleeve ®f his shirt. But
the brigand was tall, strong and broad-shouldered and the

* feeble Greek had no hope of regaining his property. Nev-
ertheless, he would not let go. .

‘Hand it over! Thief!’ he screamed. ‘Thief, thief,
thief!" | ¢

Thewshouting and the noise of the tussle woke up the
rest of the hut. -

. ‘Help !’ cried Apostolidis. ‘Help me! He’s stolen my
bread card!’

The theft of bread was tangamount to sacgilege. Had
Lichatchov been trying to murder the Greek out of hatred
or by way of revenge, probably few would have ¢ run to
thevimme aid. The principle of life in camp was ‘every
man for himself.” The theft of a bread card, however, was
a crime capabj¢ of driving the star‘ving prisoners into a
frenzy. Theghut shook wgth the drufnming of feet as the
prisoners leapt from their bunks. In the twinkling of an
eyey Lichatcho? was set upon by a furious mob, a few
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dozen strong. They laid hold of his head, hands and feet,
threw him to the floor, beating the breath out of him and
tearing at him ferocmusly 'fhe huge woodefl structure ,=
[ shuddered with the grim commotlon of a man bemg °
lynched Whether or not the uproar was heard all over
®the camp or somebody went and informed the authorities
a posse of guards guddenly invaded the hut armeg wit
truncheons, and the prisoners, under a rain of blows that
fell indiscriminately on ileads and shoulders, fled back to
«the shadowy security of their bunks. On the floor by the
stove lay the remains of Lichatchov—Iliterally torn to
shreds. Beside them steod Apostolidis, trembling in every
limb, wide-eyed with horros.
‘What’s going on here?’ asked one of the guards.
‘He stole my bread card,and I called out for help,’
Apostolidis explained. ‘My card must be still on the floor
if it hasn’t been trampled to pieces or stolen by somebody
else.
-« The guard made no reply, his very sxlence exonerat-
ing the murderers from blame. While the administration
of the camp was in the hapds of officials and minor func-
tionaries, the guards—being sentence-expired”criminals
themsélves—had the same mentality as the prisoners, who
were often their fellow countrymen or egen fellow villag-
ers. To commit murder as a reprisal for the theft of a
bread car® was, in their eyes, a perfectly normal reaction,
the only rsght thing to do. No sooner was peace restored
than the guards left the hut. —
Not long afterwards a%two-wheeled cart, drawn by
» a mule, pulled up astside and in came a couple of men
who took.hold of Lichatchov's corpse B\‘he feet and
dragged it away. It was thrown on the caM like a sack

- of oakum. o -
When dawn came, the prisonérs went to work as

L ]
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usual. The authorities had no intention whatever of hold”
ing an enquiry into the death of Lichatchov, the murder
being adeguately justified bg the alleged theft of a bread
card. ’

* Brawls and fighting were comparatidely rare in camp.
Hard work in the mines or the forest under the eye of an®
Armed guard resulted in such exhausti®n that the prisoners
were [eft with neither the Jstrength nor desire to quarrel.
Only a question of food could ?ossibly lead to an out-
break of violence.

Men who subsisted on starvation rations were loath
to sacrifice a crurab of black bread qr a spoonful of watery
soup. When, at the end of a shift, the prisoners, mess-tins
in hand, stood waiting for food in a queue several hun-
dred yards long, their haE-piness was tinged with exas-
peration. The tickling of anticipation in throats and nos-
trils at the delicious aroma of cooked barley or potato
* meal was almost unbearable and those behind became tem-

porarily the implacable enemies of those in front.
As one after anotlfer the prisoners appeared at the
cook-hause Wiﬁdow, the cook filled each mess-tin with soup
and slapped down a portion of salted fish on the lid. Even
then, you dared not rush back to the hut for féar you
might slip or fall over a root and, in falling, go hungry.
One day, as he was walking along carrying his pea-
soup, bjulgashin, a powerfully® built and hadf-civilized
Uzbek, accidentally collided with a Kirgiz galled Mi-
nyeyev who was likewise returning. Minyeyev’s mess-tin
swung on’its handle and sonte of his soup was spilt. Djul-
gashin suffered similarly. The mutgal loss was of too
serious a naturg/to go unpunished and Minyeyev, catching
Djulgashin bff the arm, spood pointing in speechless fury
at tl;e wet patclz on the ground. His look was most elo-
quent. The two men‘laid down their tins and heedless of
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‘the fact that what remained of their soup would soon be
cold, and.qulte forgetting their hunger, faced one another
squarely. Their small, slant e§es, half buried ender their
narrow foreheads blazed angrily; the nostrils of their
short, square no8es were flaired like those of wild beasts
*®and their lips, compressed in blind rage, were merciless
and cruel. There thty stood in threatening sdence, for afl
the world like a couple of Wolves #bout to bark and snarl
before launghing themsslves at each other’s throats. And
Jthat was what they did.
The first insult came from the ommously pursed lips
of the Kirgiz: .
‘Scum !’

His voice was a slow r.nenacingly quiet murmur.

‘Refuse!’ came the reply The frozen anger which
so possessed thém that they were unable to move was not,
however, sufficiently thawed by this initial exchange for
the real fight to begin. It needed the stimulating flood of °®
abuge which followed to free them from the curse of im-
mobility, to loosen their muscles®and set their hands flail-
ing. The first insults, like the first drops of }ain,_ upleashed
a torrent of oaths and abuse which became imtreasingly
vulgar] elaborate and obscene, as the protagonists ex-
ploited the ample resources of the Russjan language. Sis-
ters, wives and children alike were referred to, in the
most repuchensible ternts, then came the graves of their
fathers and mothers, who, if not dead already, were bid-
den make haste.

- The exchange of abuse was somewhat‘pr‘cﬁ-a‘cted.
Djulgashin and Migyeyev were taking their time. Each
one allowed the other to finish his sally. Exch granted the
other time and opportunity forg primitive Nind to devise
a retort no less disgusting. Their words came slowly and
carefully, not loud, but quiet like the Wary steps of two
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bulls circling each other before charging with horns low-e
ered. The pair of them had the mentality of savhges. They
were like g couple of centabrs, incarnate half man, half
beast, with little more intellec®than a pair of buffalos.

oAt last when the supply of curses, degrading similes
and vile abuse with which each had favoured the other’s
?latives was exhausted, they turned #heir attention once
more t8 themselves. There was hardly an animal to which
each did not in his turn likén his%opponent, though not one
of the animals mentioned could posibly have taken offence
at the comparison. ,

With every alternate sally, fists were more tightly
clenched, arms raised as if to do battle and heads thrust
belligerently forward. It was obvious, however, that the
moment of greatest tensionhad not yet arrived for they
drew apart once again, thei®grip relaxed, #nd they ground
out a series of fresh insults:

‘Son of a dog.’

‘Son of a mangy bitch.’

‘Tail of a pig.’ e

‘Misbegoften son of a she-ass.’

“Yousheap of cow-dung! *

‘Swine I! .

‘Filthy beast!’

“You . . . you . . . you bloody intellectual !’

And that was the culminating thrust, the ngost offen-
sive pigce of abuse imaginable, defiling the subjgct to such
an extent that naught save blood could atone. He who
had Beh so basely dubbed ‘intellectual’ flung himself on
his adversary in a blind fury. Like a couple of mastifls
they struggled gnd rolled on the gi‘u:md, locked together
in a fatal emwace. So inc;nsed were they that it was ob-
vious this was no ordinary ‘scrap,’ but a fight to the death.
Ovei®and over fhey rolled, clamped tightly together—a
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#wo-headed monster in conv:ﬂsions, four legs kicki.ng, four
threshing aPms on a single trunk, inseparably linked.

Their caps flew off, and wherever they rglled, they

| left a brown trail of blood¥rom split lips and battered
noses. Happily, she combat was of short duration. Ip
«came the guards at the double and using their rifle butts
indiscriminately and#kicking where they could soon render®
both men unconscious, picked up the bodies like a €ouple
of rag-bags and carted them off to ‘solitary.” On the
ground whete they had¥ fought lay their padded caps,
soaked with pea-soup, and the two empty mess-tins.

That fight, which was watched from a distance by
the other® prisoners, was sornethmg quite out of the ordi-
nary. It was talked about until late in the night. .

‘Strange the way they weng on insulting their mothers
and fathers but®* never laid a*hand on each other until
somebody mentioned the word “intellectual.” All the more
strange because neither of them can read or write,’ I said, *
setthng down beside Baklanov.

Nothmg strange about thatg he rephed gravely. ‘If
I use a rude word about somebody’s motler, it doesn’t
mean much. It doesn’t reafly mean anything and isn’t an
insult because, not knowing the woman personally, I’m in
no position to say whether or not, for example, she walks e
the streets. But if it's a man I can see, % fellow I know
personallyband I call himean intellectual, I'm insultthg him
to his face,.because the word “‘intellectual” stinks of capi-
talism. Clear?’ .

‘As a crystal,’ said I, dgawing my tattered bianket

about me.
) [ 4
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ELEVEN .

The Incomparable Physician
. { ‘

Outside, suspended in the pale brilltance of the polar night,
was a grcy mist like that of an early morning in autumn.
There was still an hour to go before our day began, but
the prisoners were prematfirely roused from their heavy
sleep by a noise and bustle unusual at that hour, as a hun-
dred or so men crowded into the hut. It was a fresh draft
for which insufficient accommodation had been prepared,
and which was now bemg distributed among the almeady
overcrowded huts. The men were all young, dark-haired
and wedl built. Their choice of dress was extremely odd for
an arctic expedition, ranging as it did from summer hats,
hght suits, sports shirts and elegant walking shoes to shirt-
sleeves and military uniforms with Soviet insignia. A few
were @@rrying guitars and mandolins. They were speak-
ing some incomprehensible lahguage whicl® at first,
sounded like German but which, when one listened more
carefully, was akin to no European tongue. Latvian!
~ Chased iz sut of the cold, tifey thronged the hut, shouting
and pushing, finding room where tlwey could.

Each of ghe permanent residents promptly removed
his shoes frn41t under his®ead and put them on, since in a
comgnotion likegthis things—and especially shoes—were
apt to disappear. It was also wise to keep an eye on one’s

-
-
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blanket, bundle of spare clothes and the iron pot and
» ) S
wooden spoon—all one’s goods and chattels in fact, for

once lost they were irretrievaBle. J
That day the Latviand received a double ration of
bread and fish afd were exempt from work. The lightly-

*clad civilians were young men picked up in the streets ofy,

their native Riga while they were out walking. As f‘or the
soldiers, that was another story. °
The Sqyiet authorities, in forcing Latvia to become

.another voluntary republic of the Union, also formed an’

independent Latvian Red Army with compulsory conscrip-
tion from the age of eighteen. The young warriors re-
ceived arms and uniforms, ;similar to those of the old
Latvian Army, except for the red facings on the sleeves,
collars and caps. After a few weeks’ intensive training, the
Free and Indep.endent Latvian Red Army took part in
large-scale manceuvres culminating in all sorts of athletic
contests for which valuable prizes were awarded. After
which they were ordered to hand in their rifles and uni-
forms. The Free and Independent Latyvian Red Army was
then covered with maching-guns and finally wound up in
Siberia. In that way the entire youthful element, alone
capable®of armed opposition, was dispatched in one gulp.
To the Latvians revolution was an acquired taste; the
Russians remembered how at the time of the Bojshevik
revolutionsthe older inhaBitants of this most recent Soviet
Republic had become adept at the spilling of blood in the
interests of the new order. , o
Thanks to the large rati®ns of bread, fish, sugar and
margarine, the Latvians soon brightened up. No wonder:
the journey was over, they had food and hedding. They
became almost merry and the airgwas full of their laughter
and lively discussions. The strains of a mandolin ¢puld
be heard and a clear, young voice raised in song. A few of
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them started to shave in front of a triangulgr scrap of
broken mirror. From one corner came the pleasant chirp-
™ ing of a mYbuth-organ. ‘
» The following day the Latvians continued their rest. ’
They were even issued with a ration of tobacco. On the
<hird day, however, they were split into labour battalions®
and segt out to the river where, stan:?ing knee-deep in icy
water, they had to fish%out theJogs as they floated down-
stream. They were still clothedgin summer wuits, sports
shirts with ties and had only their brown walking shoese
on their feet—or else they were wearing light field-service
uniforms. When the young men began to demgnd more
appropriate clothing, they received the answer that the
stores were empty at the moment, but that as soon as
supplies arrived from Mogcow they would get plenty of
everything. Unfortunately, no one had any idea when the
supplies would arrive, so they would just have to put up
with things for the time being and carry on with their
work—since that was the purpose of a labour.camp. More-
over, there'd be no food for people who did not work.
After a week under such conditions, the Latvians
o mutinied. One frosty dawn while Siberian logs were being
efficiently dealt with by Latvian hands, somebody gave a
long, shrill whistle. The guards were immediately dis-
armede The savage Alsatian was caught by the hind legs
and had its brains dashed out dgainst the nedrest tree.
The rebels, now in possession of the guards’ rifles,
hadeno sooner dug themselves in on a hill than the ground
shook under the feet of afl approaching detachment of
soldiers. The insurrection, howeve® was only a final de-
spairing gestyre. No means of escape existed and the out-
come of the ?:ttle was oMvious from the start. There was
a rapid exchange of shots and on both sides dead and
wounded lay stretched in the snow.
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+ By that evening all Latvians were locked up in the
isolation th——even such as had had nothing to do with
the uprising, even those who, had been workgng in the
camp for years. Latvian? Lagk him up! In accordance with
this principle, Dry Zeunis, the camp doctor, some time pro-
ofessor in medicine at the University of Riga was likewise
incarcerated and hisinfirmary closed and padlocked. The™
camp had now no doctor. There peing no doctore there
could also be no sick, for® ther® was no one to examine o
them, to enter their namgs in the book, release them from.
*duty and send them to hospital. So men went out to work
with high temperatures, sprained hands and swollen legs.
If you dd not work, you got no bread ticket and you
starved to death. Such a stfte of affairs, however, could
not last long, Soviet labour camps being prlmarlly in-
tended to prodwce the maxim®m possible.
One night, the group leader entered the hut, holding

aloft a carbide lamp. .
‘Hey, there! Any of you a doctor?’ he shouted No-
body answered. .

‘Is there a doctor amongst you?’ he repeated.

All of a sudden I glilnpsed a spark of hope.. Thad =
been fedling trees for several months and had just about
reached the limits of my endurance. A few more months e
and I should probably die of exhaustion®but here was an
opportumt‘y not to be migsed. ' .

‘Who s making all that row? I enquired from my
high bunk n a drowsy voice, as though I had only Just
woken up.

‘Is there a doctorp came another shout from be-
low.

‘Why ? Somebody ill ?’ I asked, speaking slowly, with-
out undue concern and in a ratﬁer superior manner.

‘We need a doctor !’ o i
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“Then I can help you,” I consented magnanimouslye

‘Where's the patient?’ [}
“T'o Rell with the patient! Are you a doctor or not?
Speak up!’ (]

* ‘Yes, I am,’ I admitted reluctantly. ¢But if there’s no
atient, why are you shouting your head off in the middlee
of the night? Can't a man even sleef®?’
‘“What’s your name?’
I gave him my nanle and he wrote it down on a

*smooth board which served himbs a sheet of paper.

‘Don’t you go to work to-morrow. Wait here till they
call you,’ he said, and he left the hut, bearing W1th him his
brlght sphere of lamplight.

‘Whether or not I get caught out to-morrow,’ I
thought to myself, ‘at anyerate, I've got one day off.” I
straightened my cap, turn®d over and, fr the first time
in many months, slept soundly and well.

At dawn, when the men marched out to the forest
as usual, I ate an unhurried breakfast, then went to the
barber’s to have my hair®ut. Out of sheer boredom I s.pent
some tigne in the kitchen peeling potatoes—for which they
gave me a bowl of pea-soup. It was like being on holiday.
They came to fetch me round about midday. =

‘You re to go to the commandant at once. He said to
call you.’

The commandant’s office was in a small hquse with a
veranda. As I walked towards it, I tried to collect my
thoughts, but I had no idea what I was going to say. ‘I'll
cook up something on the spot,’ I decided. ‘First see how
the wind lies.” I bore one piece of adgice well in mind. This
was a hint given me by the murderer Wolodzka, one of
my cell-mates at Minsk. Jf you're ever talking to one of
our commandants, said Wolodzka, ‘never be polite. They
don’t like well-bYed intellectuals. When he starts cursing
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ou, just let drop a word o.r two about his mother. He'll
respect yow then when he sees you've a tongue in your
head and‘that you're not a milksop.’ Wheneve; I had oc-
“casion to act on this advice,§t stood me in good stead.
I mounted §he veranda, knocked on the door end
went in. Behind the desk sat a middle-aged man with fine,

regular features. I sid good-day and gave him my name.”

I kept my cap on since it was not gque of the local ctistoms
to uncover when greeting *somebne. The officer returned
my salutation and pointgd to a chair. I sat down confi-
*dently, placing myself well back on the seat, not perched
on the edge.
The commandant ‘studied my face for some time be-
fore asking, ¢ ‘
“You a doctor?’ .
‘Yes.’ . : i
‘Hm, maybe you're only a quack?’
‘No, I'm a doctor, a physician.’
‘Sure?’ He didn’t believe -me. ‘A doctor or only a
doct8r’s assistant ?’ .
He called it ‘doc-as,’ one of the mnux‘herable short-
cuts favored by current SOviet usage.
‘'@ no “doc-as” !’ I bristled, wounded in my pro-
fessional dignity. ‘I said I was a doctor and 1 meant
doctor.’ *
He narrowed his eygs, puffed out his hps and, shak-
ing his held. doubtfully, he said,
“Hm. Somethmg still makes me think you’re lying.’
“Then I'll go straight bagk to the hut. I didn’t come
here to see you of my gwn accord. You sent for me. That’s
right, isn't it?’
‘Yes, that’s trud enough he admitted.
‘Am I asking you for anyth’ng? I went on heatedly.
‘I've been hacking down trees for so lofy now I cal go

- .
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back and hack some more. If you hadn’t woken me up lagp
night, I wouldn’t be here.’ h
Thisgeemed to conviace him. Nevertheless he tried

once more. '
* ‘And you're sure you're not a ‘‘med-brother” ?’
Med-brother was what they called a male nurse.

‘Med-brother,’ I replied, ‘is prftically the same as
an orderly, and I'm a physman

‘I see. And where did you learn to be a physician ?’
* ‘Well, obviously, at a univdrsity.’

‘At a university | Well, well, aren’t you clever! What
university ?’ .

Warsaw.’

‘Warsaw, you say.’ He *bent low over his desk then,
trying to catch me off my gward, he suddenly snapped,

‘Do you know anything about medfcines ?’

‘Of course. A fine doctor I'd be if I knew nothing

* about medicines.’

‘We'll see about that. Wait outside.’
I went out on the v®randa and shortly afterwards the

«=. commaadant appeared and nodded to me to follow him.

We went towards the hospital., Once there, the officer
called the dispenser and told him to test me. The<errified
old man who had been deported ten years previously,
solely because he was the son of a manufacturer and had
studied chemistry in Germany, opened the medjcine-chest.

The shelves were covered with flasks gnd bottles
standing in neat rows and each bearing a label with a
T.atin inscription. 1 had noe difficulty in reading them—
Valerian drops, bromide, iodine, ginc ointment, opium,
Dover’s powders, Rivanol, protargol, boric acid, salts,
ether—the normal requigites of any ‘household medicine-
ches£ R

Taking the bottles, boxes and packets in turn from
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the shelves, looking as wise as I could and snifing the con-
tents, I expMined the uses of each. The fact that I could
read Latin was, to the commaadant who only knew the
Russian alphabet, ample p#bof of my qualifications. I
passed the examingtion with distinction, received the keys
ef the infirmary, and the very same day installed my be-
longings in a priva® apartment beside the consulting-
room. I was now the doctor; I coul-d go no higher. *

I was given Romancev as‘an assistant. He was a
young Ukrainian from K#ev who, before having been de-
ported for five years for returning to barracks late, had
served with the Red Cross on the Finnish. front. As a
trained médical orderly h1s knowledge of medicine was far
superior to my own. [ therefore decided to live in peace
with the man: o

The next d2y I began rectiving patients. As I was
putting on my white smock, I observed a look of horror on
Romancev’s face. It seemed I was putting the smock on
back to front. After all, not everyone knows that a doctor’s
coat is tied at the back. Outside %the door stood a long

queue of sufferers waiting Jmpatiently for my salutary __ .

aid. I told them to come in one at a time. One man had a
sore thremit, one had cut himself, another had something
in his eye, somebody else’s nose was bleedmg, while yet
another had diarrhea. I spent half the day bandaging,
smearing og ointment ande taking temperatures. The sick
register filleg rapidly with the names of the doctor’s de-
lighted patients. Equally delighted was the doctor himself,
who had had no idea what a wanderful doctor he was.
Stiopkin, a giant ofa White Russian, came in towards
evening. He sat down on a stool and began complaining.
He had a cough, he szud catarrh and a température; his

ears were ringing, his head ached and his chest was whgez-r

ing.
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‘Do you want to get off work to-morrow?’ {
‘Yes, but I want you to stick some cuppjng-glasses
y PPing-g
on me.” » ’

‘Right you are. Lie dovn.’
® The giant stretched out on the Wwooden settle and

« dragged his shirt up over his neck, exposing a back like

the top of a table. I took the glass.es out of their box,
twisted the cotton wodl gn to the copper rod, dipped it in
the methylated spirits, lit it and began cupping for the first
" time in my life. I held the glas?in my left hand, the fire-
tipped rod in my right; flame into glass, glass on to back,
and so it went, one after another, until, unfortu.nately, at
the seventh glass, I got my hands mixed and, instead of
the cupping-glass, I applied the rod with its blazing wick.
With a wild roar the roasted giant leapt from his
couch, and, still half nakea, with the cupPing-glasses cling-

, ing to his back, dashed out in the open.

‘Wait!’ T yelled after him. ‘You'll smash all my
glasses.’ ‘
The poor man, however, threw himself on the ground,

e writhing as though possessed.

Romancev had a lot of trouble the next day finding
those glasses. -~

I filled the,days which followed with a similar devo-
tion to duty, always displaying an amazing degree of
competence and a wide range of*medical knowlgdge. There
were no accidents and few mishaps. My injections were
apt to be clumsy, and on one occasion I poured into a pa-

eimams¥e mmrm Aot T el LT . ~ .1 )
~CUCIUS €y€ Qiops MCnded®ior U1 nuse. un anotner oc-

casion, while I was painting a patignt’s throat, the cotton-
wool swab, soaked in iodine, slipped off the stick and was
swallowed by the unfortgnate man. I explained that iodine
wag very healthy and possessed strengthening properties.

One day I had a visit from the Tartar, Araslanov,



THE INCONPARABLE PHYSICIANy 163

o was a section leader in the camp and who used to give
me a hard, fime of it when I was working in the forest.
He came for help. He had pains in his back and couldn’t -
bend down. I laid him on th® table and massaged him so
energetically, not forgetting to pummel him with my fiSts,
that Araslanov not only found it impossible to bend down-
but also to straighten up.

Every week the cook would drop in and ask for'a few
crystals of potassium permanganate I used to give him
what he wanted without ®ver knowing what he did with
it. One day, however, I asked him out of curiosity. The
cook explained’ that thoge workers who achieved one hun-
dred and ﬁfty per cent. of their prescribed task receiyed a
bonus in the form of a cutlct This was indeed a valuable
award, for no other deportees ever saw meat. Since, how-
ever, this dish was prepared *rom the flesh of horses
which had succumbed to malaria, the cutlets were first
treated with disinfectant in order to kill the germs. After
hearigg about this, I understood why the best workers so
often complained of sickness. *

One night, I was awakg:ned by a violent knoching at g
my door.

‘De®or, get up !’

I opened the door. On the threshold, stood a soldier
with a lamp and a rifle.

‘Get ygur clothes on 2nd come with-me,’ he said.

I dressgd quickly and followed him outside.

‘Where are we going?' I asked as we left the barbed
wire entanglements behind us #nd struck off along a path
leading to a well-lit coleny of small bungalows.

‘To a woman voluntary worker.’

‘What’s the matter with herg Sick ?’

‘Sick my eye! She’s having a kid.’

A cold sweat broke out on my forehead. God Al-
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mighty ! What was I going to do? I had no 1dea how fo
set about it.
‘Wh didn’t you tell the before?’ I cried in the depths
of despair. ‘I'd have brough% my instruments with me!’
* “Instruments! What the hell do $ou want with in-

e struments? You a musician or somethmg? Going to give

her a tune?’
SWhat am I to ule Jheni My bare hands?’

‘The woman’s got scissors, rags and hot water. What
¢

more do you want?’ .

‘How do you know so much about it ?’

‘Becaust my woman had sixeand I never galled any-
bodyw Did it all myself.”

‘You're a clever chap. Do you like spirits ?’

‘Course I like spiritsgWhy ¥’

Because if you help me I'll give you a glass to-
morrow.’ ‘

It was a wild promise, since there wasn’t a drop of
spirits in the camp. We halted, rolled a cigarette, Jit up,
inhaled the sfrong, bitter smoke, spat on the ground and

waeeambletl on our way, not hurgying in the slightest.

When, half an hour later, we arrived at our destina-
tion, the process of labour had already begun. TRe soldier
stood his rifle { the corner while I threw off my jacket,
rolledup my sleeves and then, calling loudly to one another,
by way of mutual encouragemént, we went tq work. Our
ghastly performance is better left to the imagination. Suf-
fice it to say that I lost more sweat than had I been car-
rying bricks. In the end, ho®ever, complete success crowned
our efforts and between us we ha increased the popula-
tion of the Soviet Union by yet another screaming Bol-
shevik. 0

e The daygcontinued to drift past amid the eternal

.cupping-glasses, enemas, drops, powders, sticking-plaster
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agd bandages. My patients developed a genuine affection
for their dp®or. Foremost among them was old Allardan,

a Turkoman. I made such a mess of setting hjs broken
index-finger that the bone g#ew at an angle, as a result
of which Allardapy was released for good from the batk-
breaking labour in the forest, given light duties in the
kitchens and was refdy to sing my praises on every oc- *
casion. . i

One morning they br:)ughf in Kozakov. His foot *
was badly gashed. I stopped the flow of blood and dressed *
the wound. When I had finished, the patient was taken to
the 1solat10n hut. It segmed that Kozakov had split his
foot on purpose with an axe, with the object of being ad-
mitted to hospital where they would feed him better and
not send him out to work. Instead of being placed in hos-
pital, however, h& was lodged if! solitary confinement—on
a diet of water with forty grammes of bread per day. /

That afternoon an inspection took place. The inspec- *
tors commented upon the evidence of tidiness, cleanliness,
and industry, as well as the good treatment accorded the
patients; they looked approvingly through the sick rggister -
and examined the contents of the medicine-chest.

‘An®what’s this here ?’ asked the chief inspector, just
before leaving, and he pointed at a large tm box standing ®
on top of the cupboard.

I took jt down and opened it.

‘Grey gjntment,! I said.

‘No, it’s not grey ointment. It's Dr. Wilkinson’s omt-
ment. What do you use it for

‘I don'’t use it at gll.’

‘Is that so? Very interesting. And what should Wil-
kinson’s ointment be used for?’

I looked rather sheepish, ha\’ing no idea what to say.

“You're a fine doctor if you don’t even know that!’

-
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he proclaimed. ‘In the Soviet Union every child knoys
that Wilkinson’s ointment is used for treatind®scabies.’

He gmiled grimly and walked out with the others,
slamming the door ominousk.

* Group-leader Titov woke me up a five in the morn-
. ing. .

‘Hey, you—doctor! Get up £8 rollcall and clear
your things out of here, From to-day you’re back on gen-
eral duties. You'll be dlggmg coal.’

The idyllic existence waseat an end. I put on my,
padded trousers, jacket and boots, took my little iron mess-
can to the coek-house window whege I was given my break-
fast—sticky dollops of dough made from grey flour. Then
I went and stood in the ranks of my detachment as the
guards counted us lntermmably At last the escort slipped
the safety-catches of their rifles, declaified the usual for-
mula about people trying to escape being shot without

* warning and the detachments set off, in silence, with drag-
ging feet.
Through the grey’ mists of dawn the mine Workmgs
Qg 00 ML ahead of us in the, distance. We marched on
through the dead, frozen stillness, deep in thought and
clutching our scraps of black bread. Only the &g on his
®  lead barked loudly.

‘Dr Wllkmson, I thought. ‘You and your balm for

the treatment of scabies, to hell with you bo,

[ ]
*

Although in Siberia during the summer, there is no
such thing as night, neverthelessmnight-blindness is com-
mon enough. It afflicts every inhabitant of Siberia and is
due in equal measure f° the local climate and the lack
of v1tamms The symptoms of avitaminosis—otherwise
known as scur‘vy—mclude wounds which will not heal,

L
~

-
.
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syppurating boils, bleeding gums, loss of teeth and, in the
advanced s#ges, lameness, loss of control over arms and
legs, stiffening of the joints and ‘night-blindnegs.” Those
who fell victim to this last gaffliction used to set off for
work in the morngng, perfectly normal and healthy, #nd
at night return—sightless, tapping their way with heavy
sticks. The sympton® develop at dusk and disappear at
break of day. During the Sil'aerian summer when, to%ll in-
tents and purposes, there is no dirkness, the victims lose
their sight about the time ¢vening should fall and retrieve *
1t when, according to clock and calendar, it is once more
. dawn. V . ‘ .

Once contracted, this disease rapidly worsens, but a
small dose of vitamins can sOmetimes cure it complétely.
A spoonful of cod-liver oil powred into a gaping wound
would cause it t& heal, while £ few spoonfuls, taken as
medicine, were sufficient to relieve the blindness. Unfor-
tunately, that excellent medicine was in short supply.

At dusk, as one procession of blind men wound its
way sfowly out of the woods, another sightless crocodile
set out from camp to work. The men walked slowly, one
behind the other, hands res.ting on the shoulders of the
man in fr@nt. Even so, unable to find the way out through
the narrow gate, they invariably walked into the barbed
wire fence, cutting themselves and bumpl.ng against one
another. In_such a conditbon they were obviously “of no
value as a lahour force.

The camp authorities, fearing for their own skins,
had to think of some means of ignproving the health of the
workers. If the output gé the camp were to fall below the
prescribed minimum those in charge would lose their posts,
and change from dign.itaries to deportees in the process.

One morning, the second-in-command of the camp
climbed into a motor-boat and set off downs®ream. Expgrts

L4 .'l
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maintained he was off on a four-day trip, since at t
days’ distance lay the base where oils and v®mins were
readily agailable. A weekepassed and the emissary failed
to return. In the camp, the $umour spread round that he
had fled to America, to Alaska. Therg were even those
who stated they had heard the oﬁicer declare that intere
tion before setting out. But ten days having elapsed, the
office? returned. Though he brought with him neither vita-
mins nor a barrel of oil, he had solved the problem no
less efficiently. He had, in factparranged for a barrel of
milk to be delivered daily at the camp from the nearest
peasant settlement in the locality, It was well k.nown that
a fey glasses of milk would suffice to relieve the most
persistent night-blindness. This milk, regarded as a medi-
cine, was placed at the digposal . ..ie doctor, who had to
decide who was going togrink it. At tHfat time I, myself,
was performing the worthy function of doctor.

The next day, a bearded water carrier arrived with
a barrel of milk on a two-wheeled cart. He put doyn the
fwrrel in the hall of tfe infirmary. It contained reindeer

wmlk——-—th&:k and yellow, with an indefinable odour. Milk

‘was hardly the word for it, but like the miraculous waters

of Lourdes, it was to restore sight to the blind. ™called the
storekeeper who, at that time, had nothing to sell but cig-
arette papers and tin spoons, and told him, on orders
from above, to take the preciots barrel and igsue the milk
to the men when they returned at night. I ggve him a list
of the names.
From that day onwands a new life began in the camp.
I went on prescribing thc imilk toshe worst cases amongst
those who reported to the shop at the end of their day’s
work, and the throng of blind men daily stumbled along
the half- rotten duckboards, each man holding a container
of some sort, Whether mess-can cup or rusty preserve tin.
ht -
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‘Rhey hurried towards the wooden kiosk and lined up in
front of th® window where the milk awaited them.

That reindeer milk really did possess giraculous
properties. Only three days#-that is to say, three rations
scrupulously measgred out—were needed to cure the bitnd-
ness and the men could go back to work with their sight _
as good as ever. | !ade sure of a fair share for all by
striking the names of the cured from the list and suBstitut-
ing those of the more needy sufferers. There would soon
.have been general rejoicing in the camp, not only on the*
part of the cured deportees but also among the camp of-
ficials who’d been sparegl disgrace. It was nat to be.

After a certain time, Volkov, the shopkeeper, stout
and red faced, a clever professwnal thief and a prlsoner
of many years' standing, appeared clad in a" new, warmly
padded jacket. Day by day he Began to grow fatter. With
comparable rapidity, the yellow reindeer milk, drained of
its fat, took on a white and watery appearance. In addi- *
tion, Yolkov suddenly began to smoke cigarettes; not those
made from coarse tobacco twist®8d in scraps of newspa-
per but real, factory-produced cigarettes—a brand calleg
‘Rocket’ ; several times, too, he smelt of vodka. Moreover,
Nina Pa¥%lovna, a young student from Odessa convicted
of political offences, a delicate girl with large wistful eyes, *®
clean and quiet, who had hitherto preferred to slave away
painfully rgther than submit to the attentions of the group
" leader, nowspaid frequent visits to the shop and could be
seen at evening making her way to Volkov’s quarters. It
really was wonderful what tha¢ reindeer milk would do.

Sad to say, howewer, it grew ever more watery and
entirely lost its beneficial effect. It had become nothing
more than a foul, malodorous hquld which did anything
but restore sight.

Furtively at first, and singly, then ogenly, boldly and

- V4
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in unison, the sick began to complain. But complaints an’

grievances aired to me could in no way affect e existing

conditionsg I was just a cenvict, like a shopkeeper him-

e sclf—with this difference, I whs new, without connections,
an Mntellectual and a foreigner whose kpowledge of Rus-
o sian was faulty. I could not attempt to combat the in-®
fluence of Volkov, a wily criminal who was more than at
home ™ the camp. It was equglly unthinkable to deprive

Volkov of his right to distribute the milk. Such a step

‘would invite the hatred of Volk®v and his associates and

might even lead to my murder. Besides, the eyesight of the

camp officialsy who had no right ;whatever to {he milk,
had likewise shown a sudden improvement; they were not
going to see their milkman changed. In reply I said,

‘What can I do, old Qan? I only put your name on
the list and prescribe the milk. I don’t dish it out. I can't
tell Volkov how he’s to behave—I'm only a convict my-
self, same as Volkov and you.’

After waiting in vain for some change, the ypfor-
tunate sufferers lost pafience, and the half-blind victims

g the decepti.on decided to tgke matters into their own
hands and teach the shopkeeper a lesson. It happened one
evening. The men were making their way to Yhe shop
window with their flasks and flagons and, as usual, carry-
ing sticks. Only the latter were not ordinary walking-sticks
but heavy, gnarled branches tht would have drelped no-
body to find his way, but that made excellent cudgels. That
they were intended for use as such was made quite clear
by the way they were waved in the air.

The little kiosk stood on themorass itself and was
linked to terra firma by four planks, leading away from
it. Volkov in his wooden hut, like a large owl in the hollow
of a giant tree, was hemmed in on all sides by a scowling
mob of criminal$ who, all in all, were no weaker or worse
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than himself and who had decided to deal with Bim once
dnd for al.

I stood by the window of, the infirmary and watched
the gathermg with some igterest. The Jow g‘rowlmg of
the men soon gaye way to the thunder of curses aceom-

opanied by the lightning flicker of falling cudgels, bent upon
wiping the rickety $wut and its crooked guardian off the ©

face of the earth. - .
‘Come out of it, you swind,’ they yelled. ‘We've got
an account to settle!’ .

)
‘You bastard! Drink our milk, would you? Grow fat

on our medicine, eh?’

“Trhde our milk for cigarettes, Would you?’

‘Swap it for vodka, el’?’ °

‘T'reats himself to a worgan—a prostitute at that—
and pays for it with our health!’ A

‘Come out of there, you bastard, or we’ll smash you
and that brothel of your to smithereens!’ .

The plight -of Volkov, completely surrounded and
with®no hope of escape, secemed dound to end in tragedy.
If he came out, they would tear him to shteds, and if he
did not, they would batter him to pieces as well as his
puny shebter. If he denied ever having touched the milk
they would not believe him, and if he admitted his guilt
they would kill him without any compunctYon—and rightly.

But Volkov knew how to handle the situatlon. He
threw opegl. the door of his hut which was raised above
the ground on heavy poles, like a lighthouse rearing above
a sea of swamp. Standing upgn the topmost step, as on a
rostrum, he lifted his Jushy eyebrows in amazement and
addressed the crowd in a calm, steady voice.

‘Comrades! What's all the fuss about? What do you
want?’ ¢ b

‘What do we want? You ask that,%ou swine® You
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drink our milk, trade it for smokes and vodka, feast your
woman on it, water down what’s left of it for ®s and the
you have the face to ask us what we want!’

‘Comrades ! Wait a minuge, please! Not so loud ! Not
all at once! I can’t understand you if ypu all talk at the
. same time !’ he replied, stretching out his hand in front ofe
hlm, like an actor politely quieting a} audience clamour-
ing fo® an encore. ‘I'llygive you my answer right away!
Do I dish out the milk, o} do you?’

. “You do, you son of a bitchy!” roared one man, wav- .
ing a knotty stick above his head. ‘And you drown it in
water ! o .

‘Hm. I drown it in water, you say. And what else?
That T have vodka, new bodts, cigarettes and a girl? Is
that the trouble ? Hm. And sould any of you act differently
in my place? You’d never t&uch the milk,”I suppose—give
it all to the others and not taste a drop of it? Which one

® of you'd do any different to what I did, I ask you? Who'd

deny himself cigarettes, vodka and a girl if he had the
chance of ’em? There’s ah old Russian proverb which® says,

g OU ANt sit’ in water w1thout getting wet.”’

Volkov’s words had the same effect on the seething
temper of the crowd as cold water on red-hot irof. Raised
fists and cudgels sank slowly as though the men’s arms
were drained of Strength. Their voices died and violently
gesticulating hands, heads and bodies froze into immo-
bility. A long deep silence settled over the noisy gathering.
It was broken at last by the ringleader who spoke in a
gentle voice:

‘Well, comrades, there s no mgpre to be said. Volkov
is quite right. It’s too bad, but that’s how it is. So let’s just
form a line as usual and you, Volkov, call out the names on
the list and dish out the milk you've got ready for us and—
damn your eyes®

. N~
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The Kis; . . )

The polar dawn struck the black sky liké the mordant
lash of a fiery stock-whip. The band of light coiled and
twined like a monstrous thong—one could almost hear it
swish through the frosty air. Then the light changed from
purple to gold, gold to yellow, yellow to silver and then
to a flood of milky-white brilliance which, with colours ,
swirling like the reflections in a waterfall, raced finally in
a whéte river across the awestruck heavens.

‘You won’t be seeing that much longer, came a cheer-
ful voice close behind me. » . eV

I logked round. Grisha, young and handsome with
blond hair was standing behind me smiling.

*You Poles will soon be out of it,” hg went on.

‘You may be yourself,’ I said encouragingly,

‘Me»What do you’mean? he asked in amazement.
‘I’m not a Pole, just a Russian and, besides, I've got fifteen
years—you know what for.’

I knew Grisha’s story. e was an aircraft fitter and
at one time had been Working in an aircraft factory. The
engineers at that factory had been imported from Ger-
many. Having exploited the kngwledge of these foreign g
technicians, the Soviet authorities had jhen imprigoned

them on charges of espionage. Almost the entire personnel
, 4
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of the factory had been transported on the same pretext
It was a wise move, for the engineers, as direc®rs of the
factory, digl, in fact, know*its secrets, even if only those
e concerning output which was tMeir own responsibility. That
information might endanger the régime were the Soviet
« Government to permit them to returgy to their own coun-*
- try.

Gtisha was my friend, if,one could call anybody a
friend in a labour camp. The powers that be in such in-
stitutions took care to render stch intimacy impossible, ,
for friendships might breed the danger of mutiny, con-
spiracy and eseape. All deportees im general, andgpolitical
oftendgrs in particular, were prevented from staying long
in any one camp. Indeed, most of them spent half their
sentence in transit from orfe camp to another.

® o .

This constant re-shuffling of prisoners—in addition

to the informers, spies and agents provocateurs disguised

“as prisoners—conspired to evoke a perpetual spirit of dis-
trust inimical to the growth of friendship. A secongd and
equally effectiye method of combating any thought of
e tual assistance amongst the prisoners was the system of
. separate cook-houses and a variety of bins cgntaining
graded food according to the output of the workers. Thus,
there were ﬁfteeg bins of which the first, and worst, con-
tained, apart from a tiny piece of bread, only watery soup
and a mouthful of fish, constitufing the so-callgd ‘punish-
ment dinner.” Little more was forthcoming frem the sec-
ond bin, which was intended for the weakest workers who
had only the strength io cafry bricks or collect firewood.
They were given a slightly larger r®ion of bread and their
soup was less transparent. Woodcusters, road-builders
and miners ate food pregared in the better bins. Besides
breag, soup and %ration of fish, they received either cooked
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black potatoes, or soya, or barley, or peas, and a kind of
paste mage of dark meal.

The fifteenth and best bigp was reserved for the sick
and for nursing and expecfant mothers. It wis for that
reason that prisoners wilfully contracted pneumoniaeand

e«many of the women got themselves with child solely in

order to be admitt® to hospital where as well as having °

no work to do they were well fed; .
Those workers who'excedded the prescribed daily
output were rewarded with a sweet cake or a horse-meat
cutlet. Whereas in the past a worker of more than average
phy51que, whose output was consequently in excess of the
required®minimum, could easily assist a less well endowed
comrade by crediting the latter with his surplus, tfe new
system of edible rewards prgcluded such charitable be-
haviour. Friendship in camp® restricted itself therefore
to a mutual liking, pure and simple, involving no responsi-

bilities or, at the very most, the performance of insignifi-*

cant actions.
*The polar dawn pourcd whete amongst the clouds as

Grisha and I stood side by s1de with ralsed heads watchin ng_ g

the phenomenon.

‘Just look at the way the light’s twisting about!’ he
said, then, harking back to our interrupted conversation,
‘No, my friend, I won’t be leaving this pl&ce. My posmon s
different from yours.” o

‘I know, I admitted, ‘but I heard that if you write
out an apphcatlon to volunteer for the front, they'll release
you, the same as us.’

‘Yes, that’s rightg

‘Well, then.’

“They’ll only release common criminals and not those

convicted of political offences,’®he explained. ‘And, any-
® L ]
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way, Wl"ly should' I volunteer? What for? To defend
them?’ He tilted his chin in the direction oft.he arme8
guard standing on the watchtower. ‘Am I going to shed
my blood Por those swine? L;]{e hell! Here, at least, I've
gotea safe job. And as for them, I hope they cop it and *
the sooner the better. No, pal, you don’t catch me volun-e

® teering. Your case is different and y&.l’ll be going out in
the woeld—but not me, So long.’

. We shook hands and he went off to the hut with his
blue airman’s jacket and his round pilot’s helmet. Its dan-
gling ear-flaps danced to the rhythm of his light, youthful
steps. .

b .
. %

Lonka sighed, hunched his shoulders and buried his
chin in the upturned collar &f his greatcoat.

‘To be an agricultural engineer, you've got to take
*a course at a so-called Higher School, a university to all

intents and purposes.’
‘Same with us,” I chipped in.
- - ‘Is that s87? I studied at one of those places. I used to
work very hard and I was mad about my future profession
from the word go.” He stubbed a piece of charred wood
e which had fallen from the stove with the toe of his boot.
‘I didn’t have nfich to do with my fellow students and
spent mdst of my time doing priwete study. I lived with my
old mother of whom I was very fond. You kno.v?r how it is.
My elder brother who's a major in the tanks used to help
my mother a bit. Then therg was my married sister living
in the same house, but she didn’g get on well with my
mother. You know, children aren’t always keen to help
®  their parents. Well, it was hard on the old lady. I used to
™ console her by telling heP that as soon as I'd finished my
studi®s and got % job she could come and live with me. I

. N N
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had only a few months to go to my Xnals when I met
"Fania, a fellow student at the school but one term my
junior. I won’t describe her aseit doesn’t matter. Enough
. that she was twenty and vegy beautiful. She really was—
I'm not exaggerating, a brunette and such a—oh, well,
snever mind, it makes no difference. Besides that, she was
really the first girl 1’d seen very much of. It wasn’t sur-
prising then that I fell madly inJove with her. F never
thought she cared for me. You ste, on the whole, I'm very
shy, and then Tania was tall, while I'm rather a titch®
Even at school, the boys used to call me “sparrow.” It
hurt me 2 lot. But somgtimes our most secrét wishes come
true. Tania loved me too, and when one night at the pic-
tures I told her I'd like her to be my wife, she agreea very
gladly. Shortly afterwards weswere married. Tania came
to live with us #2nd my mothé took to her like her own
daughter. I got my diploma and started work in a plan-
ning office. In the evenings I used to help Tania with her *
studies, as she was still getting ready for her examinations.
Tania’s cousin and a friend of h® used to come and visit

us. They were taking the same course as my wifg and L .o

taught all three of them at the same time. I was very
happy. I Rad work which I liked, a wife whom I loved and
a mother who could share my happiness. We lived like
this for five months till one night two *militiamen came
to the houge with a plaimclothes man and took me away.
I was in prison for six months before I found out why I'd
been locked up. It was only while I was being interrogated
that I learnt I was an enemg of the people because I'd
criticized the institutiom of.collective farming, Article 58
of the Criminal Code, Paras. A and B. Back in my cell,
I remembered having said in the family circle that a
farmer on his own land would wdrk his fingers to the bone,
but on a collective farm where everythind’s common.prop-

/ s .
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erty he's hardly hl(ely to bother so much. And so if there’ s
a storm during the night or a cloud-burst and h#g potatoe$
are lying Qut in the field er the freshly mown hay is in
stooks—none of it being his @wn property—he’d sooner
stay in bed with his wife in the warmth of their cottage

o than chase about in the cold to rescuegwhat’s not his. Ande

for that reason—because of the peasant character—col-
lective®*farming is not she best,thing for production. But
I was at a loss to know who could have reported all this.
Only the family had been present at the time I'd said it.
I couldn’t think who it could have been. It was in court
I learnt that while, in fact, only gnembers of the family
had been present, it was they who had done the reportmg
The chxef witness against me Was my beloved wife, Tania,
a professional agent whoehad even had her suspicions
about me at the university.amd had only’married me the
better to keep an eye on me. The two fellow students, her

* cousin and his friend, were likewise officials of the Security

Police. At the trial all three of them swamped me with
. . . ° - . . -
their evidence. Tania, having given her testimony, asked

w. _far a divorce as she no longer, wished to remain the wife

of a criminal, and, in addition, she had now done her
job. She was given an immediate divorce withodt my con-
sent even being asked for—I just ceased to count when
they gave me ten" years. Well, that's it. I'm now in my fifth
year. I'm not really too badly dff,” he added gontempla-
tively. “I've got a job in the office; I'm not ig the forest
or the mine. My only worry is my mother. The poor
woman has had no idea whaé’s been happening to me since
the moment I was taken from home. I didn’t see her in
court the day my case was heard, angd from here, as you
know, you can’t send letters or let anybody know anything.
va.that you're gomg t6 be let out fairly soon, and you'll
be going to Buzlluk, you'll be passing through Orenburg,

NS :
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or Chkalov as it's called now. Please tﬁop in on"her and
tell her I.’m still alive. The address is, Number 7, First
of May Street. You'll remembgr my name—Shapochkin.’

Outside, silent darknesg settled down arovhd the hut.

‘Well, I'm off,” he concluded. ‘All the best to eyou
«and when you’re tn Chkalov, please don’t forget to do me
that favour.

He repeated the name of the street and the number,
got up, twisted a strip of blankqt round his thin stalk-like
neck, squeezed my hand and walked out slowly in his highe
cap and the.overlong black coat with its sheep-skin collar.

Out of the hut he went, into the snow,and the dark-
ness, intd the blue-whlte Siberian winter—a small, sad
man who looked like a kindly but ill-treated goblin’

. . L]
Amnesty. Such a thing %as unheard of in Siberian
labour camps. Nothing of the sort had ever occurred since

those institutions for the seclusion of man had come into*

existence. Rumours and unfounded hopes of premature
relea¥e had been cherished on tlee occasion of May Day,
the anniversary of the November Revolutibn and_ Stalm s
birthday, year after year, but when, year after year, they
had proved utterly vain, prisoners ceased to console them-

selves with such fancies. In the same way, from the mo-

ment Poles first found themselves in th® ranks of the de-
portees, they one and albsaid they would soon b& back in
their own.c.ountry. The old, experienced convicts laughed
at this. In the early days of their sojourn in Siberia they,

too, had entertained®similar, hopes. Soon, however, the

rumour concerning thg liberation of the Poles began to
reveal some basis of fact. The news was quietly whispered
around that the first drafts had already been let out of

Pl

a—

neighbouring camps. It seemed®this had been mentioned =

on the wireless, though no one had act#ally heard®it. A
s .
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deputati(‘)n, consisfing of five of the Poles most highly
thought of by their fellow countrymen in the cemp, went
to the commandant who rgceived them politely and de-
clared thathe, also, had heard.the news but had been given
no definite instructions as yet. As soon as he received clear
. orders he would free all concerned. He' took the oppor-
tumty of confiding that he, himself, alt’mugh the comman-
dant and subject to diffegent condxtlons, had also had more

* than enough of this camptand would gladly get out of it,

the sooner the better. The more so because his wife had
written to him saying that she was in difficulties and hav-
ing to work in,a factory as an ordinary hand in order to
support herself and their child.

The delegates returned f¥om their interview with the
commandant, beaming witheelight. The commandant had
also heard about the releas®; it was thefefore not just a
rumour. The next day they were all locked up in the isola-

*tion hut on bread and water—for all meetings and deputa-

tions with the exception of those previously approved by
the authorities are forbidten in the camps, as indeed®they
are throughout the Soviet Union.

The behaviour of the guards varied according to the
nationality of the prisoners they were dealing %ith. To-

® wards the Russians, their own people, they were com-

pletely callous, tfeating them like beasts of burden. On
the othe? hand, they showed sucle respect for the German
colonists, who had been born and bred in Rusgl.a for gen-
erations without, however, becoming in the least russified,
that they did not even swegg at thém. They were afraid
of the hot-blooded and vengeful Isatvians, ever ready to
throw themselves at the sentries. They joked about the
Jews, for a bespectacled book-keeper struggling to carry a
tree trunk or an old mefchant falling exhausted by the
labou? of diggin® trenches was a comical sight in the eyes

. N N .
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of men blessed with their sense of humo\r They hated the
Poles wha, to their own detriment, worked quickly and
competently. However, from the moment thaf it became
obvious the rumoured amgesty was assuming the vivid
hues of actuality, they began to flirt with the Poles as With
*rich relations paying a visit. The Poles were no longer
driven at their work; they were allowed to go more fre-
quently to the baths and,to the dbarber, while dtring a
conversation the guards woyldloften honour one with a
« paternal slap on the back. A a result the whole discipliné
of the camp relaxed. The older convicts, seeing all this,
consoled,themselves with the thought that éhe Poles, once
released from this camp, Would find themselves ot at
liberty but quickly and unexpectedly transferred to an-
other. The same thing had haappened to themselves in the
past. Those whd survived the construction of the White
Sea Canal had been brought back to Moscow and thence
dispatched to fresh camps, where they were given new’
sentgnces.

But at last the day came aftd the camp was in a tur-
moil. A commission arrivgd and began making veleaggs.
One after another the group leaders would shout out the
name of a man asleep in his hut, or sick in hospital or
locked in the isolation cells—or even run out to the forest
or the mine and fetch the prisoner in qucstlon back from
work. o * _

The farst draft consisting of over three hundred men
was made up of prigoners serving so-called ‘children’s’
sentences—three to five yeaws for paltry crimes such as
crossing the frontier o not being in possession of a pass-
port. -

I therefore nursed no hopes. However, they came to
fetch me at dawn. If mistakes dceur anywhere, they cer-
tainly do in the Soviet Umon. At the sdne time as 1 was

) 7 .
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released they set Jree a Russian who had been ten years
in the camp for attempting to escape into PersM». His re-
lease was opviously a mistake due to his name being Wis-
« niewski, which was Polish. Fertune is blind and treads
strafige paths. There were a lot of othej Russians in the
«camp with Polish names and who wgre even of Polish
descent, but they were not set free.
I %as summoned ¢o the office and opened a door
* marked ‘Security Police.’ Wreedom was at hand. Behind
the desk sat a young, dark-hairedenan with laughing eyes,
Captain\ Chapygin, as well as two female clerks, one of
whom was wearing that acme of elegance—a Rat. The
Captain, having checked my particulars, asked which I
chose—to join the Red Army, the newly formed Polish
Army, or to stay on in the® camp as a free and well-paid
worker. The last course, which may appear strange, was by
no means inconceivable. The proposal was readily accepted
.by many who had previously served the authorities as in-
formers and who now preferred not to leave the camp for
fear that beyon::l its confines their erstwhile fellow workers
%  might steing them up on the neagest tree. When I expressed
. my wish to join the Polish Army, I was asked, “‘Why’
' ‘Somebody’s got to join it,’ I said. ‘If everybody joins
the Soviet Army,there won’t be any Polish Army and
Comradg Stalin has ordered its formation.’

The Captain did not quarrél with that agswer, but
smiled and handed me a document with which I was to
report within two months to the Poligh staff in the Buzuluk
locality. He then wished me good luck and held out his
hand—a signal honour and proof®that the prisoner was
now unconditionally recognized as a free man.

I left the office and yent to the cashier who paid me
the mgney I had earned first as a woodcutter, then as a
doctor and ﬁnally as a miner. 1 was supplied with rations

- \ \
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for the journey from the store close by} then promised an
#ssue of fyesh clothing and new boots before I left, for the
liberated prisoners as they trayelled across Russia were to
be living advertisements for the excellent clofhing issued

*  to deportees in the Siberian labour camps. It was an empty
« promise. Nobod¥ got any new clothes, but, for all that,
everyone was happ’/ enough to be going, even in the rags

they had been wearing for months. o
All formalities havmg befn completed, nothing re-
mained save to take leave of one's friends. .

I went to see Sturm, the engineer. We talked Russian,
as he did not acknowledge his Polish origins. He was
known, ﬁowever, to have been born in Warsaw whence, as a
student at the Polytechnic atd an active communist*full of
enthusiasm for the new order, he had gone to Russia. He
was arrested asshe was cros#ng the frontier and accused
of espionage. When he defended himself in court by de-
claring that he was an idealistic communist and for thate
reason had fled from a capitalistic country, he was told
that%f such were the case he shosld have stayed in his own
country and helped prepare the revolutioh and not have g
come to the Soviet Union’ where everything had already
been dorfe and where they had got on nicely without him
in the past and would continue to do so in the future. He e
was sentenced to be deported for ten yeats. Having served o=
his term, and being certain that he would now be®released,
he was to.l;i that whereas he would cease to be regarded
as a prisoner he was nevertheless not at liberty to leave
the camp. This time he was there for life. From then on-

~ wards he worked as areengineer and was well paid, though
he had nothing to spend the money on.

While I was having lunch in the cook-house, Natasha ©
Stepanova came in and asked % have a word with me in
private. Natasha, who had been condefined years®efore

5 ¢ .
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for a poTitical ofidhce, worked in the camp as a store as-

sistant, issuing food to the cooks. In a small hutegeparated

by a wall from the storerogm itself, where it would have

been risky fo talk within sight and earshot of everyone at

large, she gave me a bag of sugar and a sweet-cake which *

she had baked herself, after which she®asked me to lete
* her brother know about her when I g%t out.

‘Write down the acldress,’ she whispered imploringly.

» ‘Chelabinsk, Wasienko St‘reet No. 74, Siemion Stepano-
vitch Dzerzavin—and I'm his 31stcr, Natalia.’

‘I’ll remember.’

‘Wouldn'{ it be better to Wl‘ltC it down, though [

‘All right,’ T consented.

‘Only, what if there’s ®a search?' she whispered.
‘They’ll find it.’

‘If I hide it well, they vVon t,’ I reasstired her. ‘Don’t
you know how letters are smuggled out of prison?’

* _ She didn’t know, having been sent straight to the
camp after her trial.

‘You write with an imdelible pencil on a piece of §amp
cloth which yoti sew into the lmmg of a garment,’ I ex-
plained. ‘No searcher will ever feel that. I'll write down
the address and sew it in my cap.’ *

. ‘Thank you.’ She smiled prettily. ‘Have you a needle

wm and thread? *

‘I tBink so. If not, I'll borrow them.’

‘Wait. I'll give them to you.’

She took a spool of thread from a wooden box and
broke ofl a length of it which she wrapped round a sliver
of wood and handed to me togethes with a needle. I shook
hands with Natasha and went out. .

I spent the night in a hut reserved for those who
were leaving. Nobody sleft. We repaired our clothes, sang
songs %nd kept tRe stove blazing, to do which we all but

) '\\ .
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demolished the building. Oh, what a d@ight it was—with

the lack f fuel as an excuse—to smash the bunks and tear

up the flooring, and, in the morning, batter the now use-

less iron stove, dig out its brick foundations Zhd send its
% tin pipe crashing to the floor with a kick. .

. T used up alfthe thread Natasha gave me, sewing my
tattered trousers thrOugh which my underwear, in no less
ragged a condition, was clearly vigible. While I was hunt-
ing for some thread of my ow, I lost the needle. As a -«
result, I could not make a not[of her brother’s address
to sew in my cap as promxsed To quieten my pangs of
consc1ence, I resolved to memorize the infgrmation.

At dawn, just before we set off, they held a roll-call.
There was no search, exceptby one sergeant who cdme up
to me calling ‘Wittlin?’ snatched the cap from my head
and tore out theslining. Than® goodness he found nothing
suspicious inside. He wrenched it again, more violently
still, and ripped out the wool and rag padding. Still he was®

‘unlucky. Disappointed, he flung the cap, now in shreds, at
my feet in the snow. o

There was no doubt that Natasha whs employed as 4
an informer and that she it was who had denounced The.
Certainly, no one could possibly have overheard our con-
versation in the deserted store. .

As our names were read off the lis® we were formed s
ap in fours and, led by two soldiers, who were inarmed
and unacc%;npanied by dogs—their only purpose being to
show us the way—we started on the return journey, that
twenty-seven kilometTe stretch which had once seemed so
utterly devoid of hopae

As the detachment was marching through the camp
for the last time, Natasha ran out of the store. No sooner
did she catch sight of me marcRing happily in the ranks,
than a bright smile lit her gentle, swarshy face. SBe ran
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along bdside us, gftking up the step like a girl seeing her
fiancé off to the front, and whispered, % .
‘You’re going, my deay. Look after yourself and safe
journey!’ ®
® |, “Thanks! All the best!® ,
“You haven’t got a cap,’ she sald rore disappointeds
than surprised.
‘Roesn’t matter. I don’t suppose I’ll freeze. I'll buy
» another on the j Journey with some bread.’
. ‘You haven’t forgottén what I asked you to do, have
you?' she reminded me shyly.
' ‘I haven't forgotten—Slemlon Stepanov1tch Dzer-
zavin, Chelabmsk Wasienko Street, =4. His sister Natalia
is well? .
“Yes, that’s it. Thank gyou,’ she said with a sob. ‘Do
you think I'm a swine and that I reported you?’
Not knowing what to say, I shrugged my shoulders.
*Anxious not to appear as stupid as she had thought me,
I replied:
‘I'm too old a birdeto be caught that way. I &idn’t
. Wr.ite it down.’
*The pace of the detachment increased. Soon we would
be through the wooden stockade gates and beyond the
e barbed wire entanglements. Natasha quickened her steps
w= and, running bestde me, flung her arms round my neck.
Out lips met. We might have been lovers. .
[ ]
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The Road to Eféedom

° . 4
When we had been travelling a week, the train st.earhed
into the station at a place called Kotlas. It was early one
dull morning and the houses 6n either side of the tracks
gaped at us soullessly from the black sockets of their
shuttered windows. Dozens of men in tattered clothes
poured from the train on to the station which was em-
bellished with a few wretched Lrees. Nothing remained
to grace the abandoned red trucks save empty tins, cig-
arette packets, a few boargds from the broken bumks, ghe
Well-trod(jen straw, damp with slush, and the stove over-
turned on the floor. .
At first the men stood around helplgssly, each grasp-
ing his bag of personal belongings and the inevitable mess-
can, surprgsed that no one was taking any notice of them.
After a while, they began to disperse, in groups or singly.
Some went away, justas they were, dirty and unkempt, in
search of a photographer, so #s to have a souvenir to take
home to the family—4as a present, perhaps, for Christ-
mas was not far eff. Others went to buy things in the
market, or to a restaurant, the ba.ths or the barber’s. Those
who had gone to find out about the next train for Buguluk,
came back with th’e news that the booking-office was closed

. ”
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till the following
no train going there. .

The grey town of Kotlas is a port on the northern
reaches of the River Dzhving, It was the first settlement
of ftee people encountered by the deportee returning from
the Urals; for those proceeding undergarrest to the labour®
camps, it was the last glimpse of freedom. From Kotlas
onwards there was onlyea singlg line going north, and that
was exclusively reserved fpr the transportation of prison-
eérs. The trains set off full'and rgturned empty. But from
Kotlas, which is in the region of Archangel, southwards,
numerous rail soutes give access to the free worldy Even at
Kotlas:, however, on the very threshold of liberty, one
could easily be given a fresh ‘sentence on some pretext or
other—hence, many of the’new arrivals, panic stricken at
the very thought of it, were solely intenf upon getting as
far away as possible. The sooner the better.

I left the barber’s shop and went into the town.
Passing the railway bridge, I crossed the market square—
a silent wilderness of deserted booths—and entered a
regaurant in the station down by the river. It was on the
first floor of a wooden building. Heavily made-up wait-
resses were serving bowls of soup in the large dining-hall,
the ‘walls of Wthh were decorated with nymphs and fauns
at their ablutions. You could order as much soup as you
liked, onjy you had to be quick about it before ghe supply
was exhausted. Accordingly, 1 surrounded myself with
six plates of soup and began my gneal. I had my own
bread with me and for a few roubles I was able to pur-
chase a glass of red wine. The only difficulty was to deny
oneself the pleasure of ordering several. As I sat there
drinking, I congratulated myself on having emerged from
my t1;1bu1atlons with a Whole skin. I wished myself a

similar run of gbod luck in the.future The wine which

. - .

ay and the station-master had heard of
[
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was a deep purple and strongly alcoljolic went® quickly
te my hegg. Feeling that I had triumphed over the Soviet
conception of justice, I found the world not a bad place
after all. I sat there till evening, when they befan to turn
€\ people out in order to tidy up before dinner. There avas
«o help for it. Onte [nore out into the frost-bound streets.
I picked up my bag and mess-can and staggered back
through the town. The colgl air hit,me like 2 hammer. My
only conscious thought as I stpmbled light-headedly in
the direction of the station wad for the safety of my kite
bag. I knew I would meet some of my friends there and
hear what chances there were of continuing the journey.
It was a stralght road and there was no risk of going
astray. It led through-the arket to the snow-cSvered
park, on the far side of whichelay the railway station.

As I expected, several df my travelling companions
were there, either standing about, uneasy and helpless, or
else stamping up and down the platform. They resembled ®
a herd of cattle terrified by a premonition of unknown
dang®. What was the matter ?*[t appeared that during
our absence in town our more far-seeing cdmpanigns who
had remained in the station had witnessed the arrival of
a luxurio?s passenger train, and had bought tickets and
left straight away for Buzuluk. And that, by all accounts,
was to be the last train going there dir®ct. The general
dismay of those left beltind was therefore quitt under-
standable.® .

Meanwhile, groups of friends from the camp were ar-
riving every minute—clean shgven, bathed, fed and photo-
graphed. Every one ofethem listened to the tragic news
in undisguised terror. As the crowd grew, however, our
spirits rose. So many men all bound for the army would
certainly not be left long in sucl® conditions. They would

have to run an extra train. L e .

’ o o
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Tht stationfhaster, surrounded by the protesting
multitude, declared his own standing to be inigﬁiciently
high to enable him to take independent action, but assured
us that if ¢he authorities provided the trucks, he would
male the necessary arrangeme’mts Without specific instruc- #
tions, however, it was hard to do anythlﬁg He spread hise
hands despairingly.

Itywas dusk. Once more }zunger began to gnaw and
it was time to think abou§supper. Just then, as though to
spite us, a steamer with Shviet recru1ts put in at the pier
and the harbour restaurant was entlrely reserved for the
young soldiers, There was only one other restaurant open
in the whole town and that was a tenth-rate soup-kxtchen
It was®a long way off, througlf unlit streets of dirty hovels,
on the edge of a wide vacaat patch of ground in the mid-
dle of which stood a primit®e shelter over a ditch dug in
the earth, for the people of Kotlas knew nothing of sewers.

A large signboard inscribed ‘Soup-kitchen No. 2’
marked the entrance to a low, single-story house in front
of which stood a long qffeue of people waiting patfently.
As he entered®each man was presented with a tin spoon,
on.s.urrendermg his cap as deposit. Anyone failing to re-
turn the spoon as he left forfeited his cap. Soorfa number
of tustomers were leaving bare-headed. That didn’t worry
them much, for thost of them had a spare cap in their kit
and the} were glad to come by*a spoon—such an indis-
pensable article on a long journey. The staff 9? the soup-
kitchen, seeing what the game was, had recourse to an-
other method. Anyone failjpg to return his spoon had to
pay a fine of ten roubles, whicherovided the staff with
an additional source of income. If you happened to turn
your head away before you had finished your meal, the
waitress would swoop ¢h your plate and remove it, to-
geth® with the $poon. You could kick up a fuss and com-
. . N\
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plain loudly that your food had been tgken away before
you had fgished, but nobody believed you. You paid your
fine at the door and if you went on being awkward, the
militiamen took charge of ou- Thus, it cost tWwo roubles
N\ to eat in the restaurant ‘and ten to get out of it. ®
. I left the scup-kitchen and returned to the station
where, every few hours, fresh drafts of freed prisoners
were arriving from differegt campg. The little statson was
thronged. Amid the constant uppoar and bustle, relations,
friends and acquaintancgs, rcu[ited as by a miracle, joy*
fully embraced one another.
Night fell and, crqwded together in thestuffy waiting-
. room, the men settled down to sleep on the floor in front
of the closed ticket-office, fotming a queue in anticipation
of to-morrow’s sale. An icy wind blew in from the plat-
form. As the night wore on, the cold grew more intense.
Somebody slammed the door. Those who were thereby
prevented from forcing their way inside could be heard®
shouting and cursing out in the street. They had now to
sleep®in the park, in the cold.*The air in the crowded
waiting-room was so foul, the windows being tightly s}ut,
that it was better to get out of it, even though one knew
the door would only be opened to let one leave and there
was no chance of being re-admitted. =
Unfortunately, it was not safe to walk about the
streets. There were num&rous patrols on the look-out for
tramps anddf you were once picked up you could say good-
bye to your freedom for a long time to come——perhaps
for ever. Nor was there any place to sit down. Every
niche, every arch, evefy street bench was occupied by
civilian refugees oy evacuees. Surrounded by bags and
boxes, crates and furniture, they slept amid red quilts
and palliasses on which old men #nd groaning women with

their children swathed in kerchiefs were feclining instate.
’ . -
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The door of the sky-blue harbour restaurant was still
open. They might still be selling wine or plateg, of soup.
In the darkened dining-ha]l the tables had been pushed
together afld the chairs pxled in a pyramid on top. Only
twosor three tables near the service counter were still #
o gleaming with cloths and cutlery. I goﬂld see bottles ofe
» vodka, plates, knives, forks, tomatoes, cucumbers, fish and
a fragnant dish of scrambled ¢ggs as well as bread and
* butter. There were soldiery sitting at the tables. They were
still wearing their caps, x&;t their sheep-skin coats were
unbuttoned. On their knees and clinging drunkenly round
their necks wege the waitresses. From the shadowy walls,
satyrs, fauns, nymphs and shepherdesses gazed down upon
them. "There was obviously ndthing to be gained by intrud-
ing. Besides, such situations are best left alone, whatever
the latitude or longitude. © d
At dawn the travellers began to string out in front of
*the ticket-office. The queue stretched out of the building,
along the broken fence round the station garden and so
into the town. After a fe% hours, the office finally opened
anithe.ofﬁcial'began selling tickets, as slowly as possible
in order to enhance his own prestlge It took him an hour
to dispose of a few dozen. He then announced that all the
® seals were sold, closed the hatch and covered it with a
~= stout board which he secured on the inside by means of an
iron bar. Outraged hammering? accompanied by curses
and abuse, was of no avail. The cashier did nqt.even hear
it, for he had left the building by another exit. Notwith-
standing, no one vacated higplace i in the queue. For all we
knew the cashier might well retumn, having been ordered
to sell some more tickets. Then, to hgve lost one’s place
would be nothing short of catastrophe. So we all stood
there waiting, without khowing for certain why. Then a

train drew in. The crowd rushed it from all sides before
. . e N\

- . -
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the engine had even come to a halt. But the coachds, which

viere packgd with refugees, were surrofinded by conduc-

tors, railway staff and militia. No one could get on with-

out a ticket. It transpired, however, that apar® from the
\ few dozen lucky people whb had got to the ticket-office
d&hat morning more than two hundred others also had
tickets, though no ofie knew how they had come by them.
After a short halt, the conductors helped to thrpst the
passengers inside by placmg a knee in the small of their
backs, squeezed in themselves,fslammed the doors shut,
and the train pulled out® Thode who tried to ride on the
steps were hit over the head by the condyctors, leaning
out through the half’ -open windows. Their caps were
snatched off and tossed as fa® as the station building; while
the militia caught hold of theis legs and tugged.

I stood and evatched the ®rain disappearing round the
bend, amongst the black silhouettes of sheds, ramps, water-
tower, the low thicket of the points switches and beneath
the raised arms of the signals as they bestowed a last
blessifg upon it, wishing god-speed as it went on its way,
taking with it our last faint gleam of hope. The station,
which so recently had been' the scene of commotlon, Was
once more*silent and deserted.

‘Well, how go’s it? Still alive and kicking?' ™

Somebody slapped me on the shoulfler and I looked o
into a pair of roguish eyes, twinkling with genuine delight
at this me'e;ing. I recognized that shrewd, young, ever-
smiling countenance at once. It was Fonka. We had known
each other in the camp.

Fonka, a professmnal thlef had had rough luck on
his last outing. Fortunately for him, he found a good law-
yer whom he lavishly rewarded with stolen money and
thanks to whom he was given a®child’s sentence’—three

years in Siberia. That was where we hademet and Fnka,
’ . . .
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at the Yime, was already a convict of some standing. He
had, in fact, corrﬁ)leted his sentence a few wee S previoys
and being a common, not a political, criminal he was now
free to goshome. As usual, he was smiling as he stood there
stagnping his feet in the snow” ’

After spending the day together® roaming through
the town we stamped our way throligh the night, round
and rQund the snow-covered park which was thronged
with homeless wanderers. Fresh goods trains had been ar-

eriving, Joaded with thoufand of freed prisoners.

At dawn I went to the milifary stores to draw bread,
while Fonka who, not being a soldxer, was not entitled to
a ration, agreed to hold our place in the ticket queue—
for which service he was to teceive half the bread. When
I got back with the loaf, | saw him wedged in the crowd
not far from the office whic®, however, stubbornly refused
to open. '

‘Open your knife and cut yourself off a bit,' I said,
handing him the loaf.

He took out a knife, cut off a slice which wa® much
less than half or even a quarter and began to eat in a
leﬁlrely fashion, as though hé had just had a good break-
fast. . .

* ‘Where did you get it?’ he asked.

‘In the barfacks. Second street on the left behind the
square.® o

Away went Fonka. I doubted whether hg¥vas follow-
ing my directions. He could scarcely hope to be given bread
at the barracks. It was issued by™wo soldiers under the
supervision of an officer who earefully scrutinized the
papers of all applicants, and during the day the queue
had grown to immense proportions so that, however
quickly it might be issuad, Fonka would never be able to
sque®ze into the line before dawn the following day.

. )

- -
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A sudden ripple of excitement ran through the crowd
afound thesbooking-office. The window opened and busi-
ness began. Standing no distance away, with my mind full
of pleasant thoughts, I fingeged my money-bag in anticipa-
\txon The first contented customers were already wander-
thg away, tickets cla.sped between their teeth, buttomng -
up their padded jackets from under which they had previ- -
ously extracted rag wallets. But ghey were not putting
away those large, close-printed travel forms. They would

+be read from end to end, and gue delight taken in their®
possession.

In a,little while I, myself, would be séarting to un-
ravel the contents of a similar document, I reflected. Now
I was only ten away from that most desirable little win-
dow, nine . . . eight . . . seen . . . then the window
closed relentlessly and up went the board and the bar.
All tickets were sold out and the waiting-room had to be
vacated, for, in accordance with the new sanitary regula-
tions, 1o one was allowed to sleep there.

I was no sooner outside in”the i icy embrace of the
frost, than I'spotted Fonka. He was Walkmg alongewitl,a
smile on his face and two whole rations of bread under
each arm. It was no use asking how he had got hold of it
all. Aniyway, his methods were 1n1m1table

‘We're going to sleep like kings to-nlght he gaily ==
announced,,

‘Did ybu get a room in exchange for bread?’ I asked.

‘Room be damned, he replied, shaking his head con-
temptuously. ‘We'll be sleeping with women.’

» ‘Have they somewfere to live?

‘Oh, you inteldectuals are just like kids. You don’t
understand anything,’ he snorted, llke an impatient school-
master whose pupil has been grapplmg in vain for an] hour
with the multlphcatlon tables ¢
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‘We re not going to sleep with girls—the way you
think. Just with women—Ilike I told you. Thegae comiftg
down to the kiosk as soon as it’s dark. Then you’ll see
what a ni§ht we'll have.’

* In the park stood an old dilapidated bandstand, just’
a circular roof on eight poles coverigg.a decayed woodeft
floor, two steps above ground level. During the summer,
on public holidays, a bgnd used to play in this stand which
had now been crammed with people for days on end. It
*was here that Fonka haﬁ fixe a rendezvous with the,
ladies.

They appeared at dusk. Three of them. Thgir collec-
tive ages must have totalled some hundred and seventy
years,. for each of them was well over fifty, while together
they would have turned the scales at several hundred-
weights. They were as big as boilers and fat, too, though
it was hard to say how they managed to keep so. It may
have been a residue from the good old days. They had
huge scarves and peasant kerchiefs wound round their
heads and they were carrying a large brown quilt. “Catch-
ing sight of Fonka, they camg up and addressed us.

‘Well, my lads, how's it to be?’ asked one of them.

‘See here, mothers, you'll get one and a Half rations
of Bread between you—that is, half a ration per face—
all right?

‘Right. Let's lie down and get to sleep.,,

We scooped the snow from the steps €Y the band-
stand by a communal effort, then Qne of the women pulled
out several old copies of Pravda from under her skirts
and laid them on the damp earth®We spread out the quilt
on the papers and the largest of the female boilers lay
down in the middle. To either side of her, or rather to
the shawls and kerchiefs"in which she was swathed, Fonka
and Y clung 1ik® leeches, While‘ the tvzo other ladies lay
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down at either edge of the quilt, sheltering our backs from

the cold Ry the application of their huge stomachs and

enormous breasts. So there we lay, Fonka and myself, for

all the world like a couple of currants in a bfn. It was
Nas warm as a feather-bed and we had not been so com-

fortable in years. Sogn our eyes closed and we were over-

come by a sleep which was peaceful, rosy and joyous.

o

It was broad daylight when we awoke and the others

. were already queueing—eithergat the ticket-office or at®

the army bread stores. When T got back to the station
with my daily ration, igstead of dashing straight to the
ticket-office, where Fonka was standing guard, I went
along the platform to find dut when the next train was
due to arrive. No one knew amything about a train, but
in front of the sta#tion-master's office there was a swirling
crowd of men, women and children. One did not need to
‘be a detective to deduce that the station-master was dis-
posing of tickets at more than the official price. That ac-
counte® for those hundreds of fassengers in possession
of tickets for which they had never queued and whe wege
always first aboard whenever a train arrived.
I'sque?zed in amongst the crowd and soon learnt that
anyone could get a ticket by slipping the station-master
a hundred roubles. The fee was not exdessive and well

-

worth paying. The travellérs stood, waiting for the $tation- .

master’s offie to open, jammed together like flies glued to
a paper. Suddenly, frarr;ed in the open doorway through
which wafted frosty clouds of, grey moisture, there ap-
peared a militiaman in Hs blue unform. The representa-
tive of authority loqked at the crowd and, as though sus-
pecting some underhand dealings, went away without a
word. That was more intimidatiflg than any attempt to

clear the corridor and drive the people #vay with Ricks
PY P)
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or the butt of a revolver. Shortly afterwards he returned
to confirm his sulpicions. He stood on the threghold, case-
fully observing the assemply through narrowed eyelids—
after whi®h he went away again. There was no doubt that
the gathering clouds would” soon release a thunderbolw
equally fatal to the station-master fot accepting and te
the passengers for offering bribes. The dense crowd in-
stinctigely scented danger. In 2 deathly silence they began
* to leak out into the street, as it were secretly, one after
*another, so as not to ris Walkmg en masse right into the
cordon of militia which might bé waiting for them outside.
It appeared that the station-master, who was in | compara-
ble danger, had observed the attendant enemy through
the garden of frosty flower® on the frozen window-panes
of his office, and, sensingsthe impending aggression, had
decided to defend himselff He opened the door of his
office and, standing on the threshold surveyed the assem-
* bly with a look of surprise.
‘What do you want here, my friends?’ he asked in
astonishment. * i
‘We waht tickets, Citizen Station-master,” came a
few humble voices from the crowd.
‘You've come to the wrong place then, tny friends.
e There's a ticket-office in the station. Right over on the
~= other side. You®have to go round this building and come
in from the street, not from the station,” he explained
benevolently, as though nobody knew the wheteabouts or
the purpose of the booking-office. ‘You'll have to go over
there and stand in the qugue.’
‘But people were buying tickets from you yesterday,’
cried one of the bolder spirits. .
‘Certainly people were buying from me,’ the station-
master admitted. ‘Motifers with babes in arms and fathers

carrYing their ¢hildren. Obviously, they can’t stand out in
. . .
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the cold all night or suffocate in the cr.owd outside the
ticket-officee Why, their young ones, the very future of the
Soviet people, might die in their arms. I helped these
people by selling them ticketg myself and I'll do’the same

o-day. If you can help people, why not? If anybody's
ttavelling with a smgll child, he’s only got to wait here,
write down where he wants to go and get his money ready.
But the money’s got to besdead night according ¢o the
controlled fares because I can’t give any change If any-
«body’s thinking of waiting for ghange, I can’t fix him up. *
Just remember, I'm doing the same to-day as I did before.
Not a kopeck more thgn you pay at the booking-office.
All clear? Right then, people with children line up along
the wall on the left!’

After these few words hg retired to his room, clos-
ing the door behin8 him. It was a cunning.move and would
undoubtedly get the station-master out of the fix he was
in. There was no one to check up on what he had done
the previous day and, anyway, who would punish a man
for devoting himself to the service of others?

The crowd put two and,two together, the words thgy -
had just heard and the militiaman hovering suspiciously.
They knew what the station-master meant and realized
that his decision would stand in the face gf any brxbe, no
matter how generous. Dlsappomted they slowly left the
hall, only afew women with infants and a couple “of men
with childret® muffled in scarves remaining behind. I was
amongst those who left,

I raced out of the statiom building into the town,
looking right and left as though searching for a victim to
pounce upon. In a side-street, near the railway line, be-
tween two rows of wooden cottages, I perceived the ob-
ject of my search—a woman swathed in sheep skins, w1th

a child on her arm, .
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‘Good-day to you, mother.’
‘Good-day, son.’ o .
‘Where are you off ta? Going home ?’ I asked.
“Yes¥but why . . . ? she queried distrustfully.
‘Would you come to the station with me?’ 4
The country woman halted, hgr ¥ace pale and het
honest eyes dilated with fright. She was certain that she
was tasking to a secretyagent. df she met the devil on her-
way she would cross herself, but at sight of a Soviet agent
“she dare not even do thay . _ .

‘What have I done wrong that you want to take me
along there?e

I'll give you thirty roubles

This was quite beyond “the woman’s comprehension.

‘What for?’ she askel, calmmg down slightly. “What
for? Can’t you find your Swn way to®the station? It’s
along there.” She nodded in the direction I'd come from.
“You go right, then straight on. Follow the lines.’

‘But I want you to come with me—so that I can take
the child.’ ¢

e ‘©h, my God,’ she wailed. ‘What is all this?’

‘Nothing at all. Anyone with a child can buy a ticket
without having to queue for it. That’s all. Nl give you
the 1 money 1 promlsed and the bread I've got here as well.’

The last argument did the trick. The woman as a
citizen of a country in which anything may hag)en, under-
stood without further explanation. We walled along to-
gether in the direction of the stgtion buildings.

‘And you’re not 2 scoundrel P’ she asked when we had
gone a little way. *

‘Of course not, but if you don’tsbelieve me, I'll pay
in advance.’

‘Oh no, that’s all rlght. There’s no need to,’ she pro-
tested ashamed of her susp1c1on
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‘Why? I'd even prefer it, so that people won't see.’

o Thelglack lump of bread and the r&d bank-note with
its likeness of Lenin changed hands—as did a small crea-
ture asleep in its wraps. I walked carefully with the child
in my arms, so as not to shp on the ice protruding from
the well-trodden $ngw.

‘I’ll wait here,” said the woman, as we approached
the ramp which marked (the beginning of the etation
proper. ‘If they see us together they might smell a rat
and/then we’d both be in for it. Jasha, as well.” She pointed
at the infant. ‘Why should he be taken away from his
mother apd put in an grphanage? What'sehe done?’

Her warning was apt. I hurried along to the station--

master’s office. When, pantihg and puffing out clouds of
frosty air, I at last found myself in the waiting-room,
there were only 2 couple of Deople left. The others had
apparently bought their tickets already.

I was the last. The door of the office opened and out *

came three women with children. They had their tickets
in thex? hands. The station-mast®r was letting in three at
a time so as to have witnesses to the fact that he was got
accepting bribes. For all the world like a proud, tender
father, I walked in carrying Sasha and, a little while 1ater,

re-emerged with the coveted ticket. I left the bu11dmg and ®

went back to the ramp, intending to return the gentle bur-
den which I had borrowed.

Whenk got there—my hair stood on end. There was
no sign of the mother! ;She’s dumped the baby on me!’ I
thought to myself in a panic.eDrops of icy sweat broke
out on my forehead as 1 dashed blindly down the road,
searching right and left. Then I caught sight of the dark
kerchief worn by Sasha’s mother—in the distance. Find-
ing it inconceivable that anyofe could be dealt with
promptly in an oﬂise, she .had preferred fo go for a walk

d
‘e
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rather than wait about in the cold. She had less than half
the bread left. * o .

I returned Sasha with my own hands. Then, as light-
heartedly & a student at the end of an examination, off

I went as fast as I could. There was heavenly bliss in my ¢

heart, a ticket to Orenburg in my pockgt®and a damp stain ®

on my coat.

[ ° .

* Having the ticket was not everything. It is easier to
t¥avel without a ticket, proxided there is a train, than with ,
a ticket when there is no train. And there were no more
trains. Those gseen coaches which hgd pulled out gf Kotlas
station the previous day were the last. On the other hand,
drafts ‘of liberated prisoners ¥rom camps up north were
arriving several times a d#y. In consequence, the air of
gloom which hung over this®sub-arctic t®wnship was en-
tirely dissipated. The merry voices of excited men in rags
%nd tatters could be heard on all sides; their clothes may
have been in shreds but the wearers were shaven, their
hair neatly trimmed and their spirits excellent. Evé&n the
very ill, Jeaning heavily on sticks, hobbled about, smiling
happily as they coughed. Many a man died in the morning
with that same smile on his face—out in the patk, on the

® station, queuing for bread or waiting for a ticket.

- The town s€emed to swell hour by hour as it filled
with these poor wretches. Then tife rumour got about that
the samtary commission was afraid of an ep;d‘emlc and,
if no other meaus of dispersing the growds could be found,
they intended to re-direct ghe newcomers to the camps
from which they had only just %rrived. Everyone was
seized with immediate panic. .

After several fruitless days, the homeless wanderers
witnessed the arrival of® very long train consisting of
more than two Hindred goods wagons, It came in about
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midnight. Those who were down to go as well s others
who had never asked anybody anything—people who had
bought aticket and others who had not a farthing in the
world—were all free to board it and travel agvay. It was
obvious that there would ot be room for everyone, and
there were few fmends sufficiently devoted to risk passing
on the news for feal they might themselves be left behind.

So people who were asleep were not woken up byt left to
slumber on, dreaming perhaps of the ] journey away from
this no-man’s-land between freedom and imprisonmens.
Bundles were snatched tip arfl the crowds stampeded to-
wards the endless strmg of black trucks which stood si-
lently Waltmg in a siding some distance away. The commo-
tion which had at first beem limited to a few people had
succeeded in provoking a vesitable human avalanche. A
herd of dark shapes, bumpif and colliding, as they slith-
ered across the frozen snow, raced for the trucks, clam-
bering into their black interiors and occupying the mose’
comfortable positions on the floor. The floors were cov-

ered with coal dust which smoshered the clothing of the

passengers, filtered into their kit-bags ‘n thch were
stowed their spare set of underwear, and thoroughly bPack-
ened theit faces and hands.

In the first rush the trucks nearest were fill2d to e

overflowing, while those further awa% gaped emptily,
After some brief but bister skirmishing and a fetw tussles,
to the ine%ifable accompaniment of oaths and blasphernies,
the crowd filled the train and the passengers began to
settle down for the long j journey. Someone had brought
along a few planks, ripped from a nearby fence, so as to
make bunks, while somebody else had managed to get
hold of an iron-stove pipe. There was plenty of time, for

the driver assured us that the engine was not connected ®

and the train would not leave before dawn. In Wew of
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these as8urances several people got out with tin cans to
go and draw drieking water which had been specially
boiled and was now being distributed. The kitcen where
they were hpiling the water was situated at the far end of
® the gtation. To get to it one had to cross several tracks &
under the wheels of stationary trams . .
The water seekers jumped down from their trucks
and squelched away into the ipky blackness. They were
. no sooner gone than the train started—southwards, to
feeedom.
\ . . *
Day and mght the train thundered along the endless
track. Now and again it slithered to a halt beneath the
iron branches of a signal, likeea serpent under a tree, and
lay still as though dead for hours on end. But at other
times it only stopped for a m®ment or two. There was no
knowing how long it would rest at any particular stop. We
swere told that the train stopped at points on occasion to
let through truck-loads of important supplies or coach-
loads of the more distingueshed Soviet refugees from® war-
) threatened towns.
'Du.ring such halts people got out to collect handfuls
of snow for water or else to search for food. It was always
e as wéll to keep an eye on the train at such times in case it
Jan away, as it m#ght do at any moment right under your
nose. At the least sign that this was about to happen ev-
erything was dropped and the passengers dashd back in
breathless haste, terrified at the thought of being left
behmd in that silent wilderness
" We had been travellmg a week since the day, or
, rather the night, of our departure, ang, apart from the
m® bread and soup issued at the one official stopping-place,
® Kirov, every man had hadeto feed himself as best he could.

Jumpimg in and eut of the trucks en route was difficult,
. .
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exhausting and dangerous. It was much better to.walt till
the traingcame to a station where it ‘would stop for a
reasonable length of time. One of the passengers had a
map, a small-scale affair, togn from a schoolbof’s atlas. He
® had traced the route on this map—from Kirov to Perm,
*Perm to Chelabihsl, Chelabinsk to Orenburg, Orenburg
to Buzuluk. .
That fabulous Buzuluk was situated in the region of
the Urals, and in order to get from there to Siberia it was *
» necessary to describe a semi-gircle. The map was passed
from hand to hand, the owner keeping a careful watch on
it all the time to prevent its disappearances It was a good .
thing to commit the main places on the route to memory—
Perm, Chelabinsk, Orenburg
Late one night the trajn *pulled into a huge junction
and came to a *halt in the impenetrable blackness. We
might have been standing in 2 mountain tunnel. It was
bound to stop there a long time. The station was very big.
and c.rowded People began emergmg with their buckets
to go in search of food. It was no easy matter to find
one's way to the station. There was a maze of tracks gp be
crossed, with a train standing on each. If it was a goods
train, it was comparatively simple to climb up on the open
platform and jump down on the other si.de, but in the case ®
of a passenger train, the doors were usually locked so that
one had tg crawl under the coaches. This was an u.npleasant
business—*the lines being fouled with excrement. Besides,
one never knew when ae of the trains might start. Luckily,
the station building showed wp white in the distance and
behind its glass doors, in front of the kitchen where barley
was being issued, $tood a row of men holding containers. -
When a ladleful of barley landed in my can, my first _ ‘o
thought was to eat it and then Teturn to the train, It was
not hunger that provoked this decision, but the fact that
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I knew what it would be like getting back; I would never
be able to swallow a mouthful of it after crosseag those®
tracks. The hot barley burat my mouth and throat and,
despite the Yesirability of hasge—in the blissful hope of
gettidg a second helping—it was an utter impossibility to
eat quickly. They closed down the kiscHen before I had
« emptied the can. There was nothing for it but to go back.
Hawing climbed over dozens of sleepers, coal tenders,
* locomotives, tank wagons, platforms, rails and points, I
féund myself back where my trajn ought to have been.
There was nothing to be seen but the empty rails stretch-
ing away. into the blackness. Perhaps I had missedemy way
or the trucks had been shunted into a siding, I thought.
-Surely the train was bound to be stopping some time. But
no. It had simply left. There was another man standing
there besides myself. He was equally hefpless, and hold-
mg a bucket full of barley intended for his fellow passen-
gers—thirty-six rations.
‘We've been left behmd he sald cormng up tg me.
‘Se it se\.ms, I admitted.
‘Th.ey ve gone .
‘It looks like it—and with all my things . . . the
bundle with my ticket in it.” I sighed.
* ‘What do we, do now?’
- ‘We mlght as well eat the barley you were going to
give your * friends.’
“You're right. We'd better empty the buelZet
We put down the bucket on g sleeper and, having
seated ourselves opposite one anot}*cl on the tracks, took
out our woodesn spoons and commenced eating. We worked
hard in complete silence till we could see the bottom of the
SPucket.
It is no easy matter fo eat thirty-six rations of thick
barley-oats. ¢
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The place where the train left me standing, like a
rider whose horse had bolted was called Glpzov. It was.
an important junction. It Would not have been so bag had @
it only been posmble to buy a ticket for Buzuluk, but, un-
fortunately, Glazov was a strange station. There was no
booking-office. It was hagd to 1magme how anyone could
ever travel beyond it. The statlon-master informed me.
that he had not heard of any train going in my direction.
It was up to me to find*a wa$§ of reaching my destination.
The line on that map had led first to Perm, so that was
the place to make for. When I woke up the next morning,
after spending the night ort a bench, I found that tny com-
panion in sorrow had flown,etaking his bucket with him.
He had probably found tM® train during the night and,
being a kind-hearted fellow and loath to wake me, had
gone off quietly without saying good-bye. .

Round about dawn a long train of goods wagons drew
in. They were full of Russianerefugees bound for Perm.

The commandant in charge of the draft let me into
the last truck which was empty. It was a dirty truck®ined
with wet straw, the floor full of holes, the iron stove
smashed and boards missing from the walls. - .

The train remained at a standstili®ll day and did nqt
leave till night-fall. I hed nothing to eat while } was wait-
ing, but®%jg least my mess-can served as a pillow for my
head. During the mght the train was more often sta-
tionary than not, for It stopPed at every halt.

The passengers %ere poor, working-class people—
women, children and old men from districts threatened by
the surge of war. They were travelling complete with all
their belongings and the provisions necessary for a journey®
lasting months. I, being without food or a chenge of

P o
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clothes #nd obliged to report at a certain place within a
given time, underepain of arrest for vagrancy, could nat
permit myself such leisurely progress. During one of those
halts in opgn country, as the train which was being given
® priogity over us came past, I 18ft my truck and climbed on »
to the rear platform of the ‘special.’_ o .
A rapid journey in winter-time through the snow-clad
fields of Russia—and on an gpen platform—is not to
. be counted a major pléasure. Even though you curl up,
press your shoulders to the wall, turn up your collar, let
down your ear-flaps and slid® you® hands into your sleeves,
you still stand a good chance of freezing to death. Despxte
hunger and exhaustlon, it is much Detter to stand up and
ward off the persistent onslaught of sleep by slapping your
frost-bitten cheeks with your hands. Luckily, during one
-of the compulsory halts, I #as noticed.e
Two men, well wrapped in furs, approached the plat-
dorm on which I was standing. Ore was the commandant
of the train, theother, his second-in-command. I greeted
them, told them how I ®ad missed my own tra and
stressed the urgent necessity of my getting, at least, as far
as Perm. They informed me that the station was no longer
* called Perm but Molotovsk, adding that the trhin would
« Pass through there on its way to Novosibirsk. After that
Shey gave me permission to remain on the platform, pro-
vided I get off immediately on arrval at Perm. I solemnly
promised to do so, whereupon they went away, e
At the next stop, they reappeared, but not of their
own accord. They had been sent. They invited me to come
and have a bowl of soup. Their tone was less official than
. on the previous occasion. There was np doubt they had
=m* been sent by a woman. Not only are women on the whole
®more kind-hearted than neen, but they are more apt to re-
member that a mgn may be hun.gry and exhausted.
[ ]

L
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I got into the train accompanied by my Rosts and’
found myself in a goods wagon conwerted into a two-
room dwelling with a kitchen. An elderly lady was lying on
the bed reading, while a young one was busy at the stove.
The commandant of the tr%in was the director of a keavy
industrial factory b.eing evacuated from Moscow and the
second-in-command was his son-in-law, while the two
women, mother and daughter, were their wives;

They entertained me at dinner and let me pass the
night by their stove. When evening came and the doors had
been closed, the oil lanfp exttnguished, I slept soundly on
 the ﬂoor—warm and no longer hungry. The next morn-
ing, I thanked them for their hospitality and, armed with
my faithful mess-can, slipped off the train at Pern?, which
station bore the name of the former Minister for For-
eign Affairs. e * .

My run of good luck persisted. A train, drawn by two
engines and consisting of a series of splendid coaches be
longing to the Moscow Underground, had just arrived. A
youn@® girl, poorly dressed, got*out to stretch her legs on
* the platform. I asked her whether the train was bound
for Chelabinsk. She told me that it was and added tRat I
could traVvel by it, but advised me to wait till it started

before getting in, just in case the other passengersnighte -

object. Somebody yelled, ‘Take your se#ts!’ The girl wens
back to her carriage with the air of a conspirator%nd stood
watching®jrough the half-open doors. A moment later, as
the train got under way, I sprang in, slamming the doors.

We travelled fast. Standing in the warm corridor,
- I got into conversation %ith the girl, from whom I learned
that there were same important personages on board. She,
herself, had only been given a seat on the train by virtue

of the fact that she was employed as a domestic worker®

by one of the travelling dignitaries. o e
Py .

-
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‘Not®as a servant,’ she emphasized proudly, ‘but as
a domestic worker$ ‘ o

I replied that the desiggation ‘domestic worker’ was
likewise curment in my capitalistic country—and not the

®word dservant.’ I felt like addiné that such domestic work-
ers were far better dressed in my countrg, @nly I was afraid
. of hurting her.

Theghours and kilometres would have passed much
amore qulckly had it not been for the growing pangs of
hunger. A tall, generously built woman slid open the glass
doors of the compartment. She had a packet in her hand
which she was going to throw out the window, for the
large ones inside the compartment would not open. For-
tunately; the windows in the c8rridor were also jammed
and I offered to help. She h#anded me the packet and re-

tirned to the compartment. Tfere was some bread in the -

packet, slightly mouldy, but soft and white. Once the
gteen spots were picked out, it would be quite edible. I
stood with my back to the door leading into the compart-
ment and flung the packet®out—but only the paper®and
the moul«jy cruntbs. The remaider of the bread I slipped
into my coat pocket. But I was seen doing it. A short while
afterwards the woman came out again and invitéd me to
share Come refreshments. I accepted and was introduced
ta some of the pal%sengers. The woman herself was the
wife of a Young dramatist. Her huband, who was travel-
ling with lier, had made a great success of writig propa-
ganda plays for the Red Army. In addition to this couple,.
there were three of their frignds—high officials in Com--
munist Party uniforms—a university professor, an aero--
plane designer, a chief surgeon of a hospital in Moscow,.
the directress of the public library in Moscow, and the
Thildren of two generals, % girls and youths of eighteen
or ninet®en, one o®whom, a girl i£1 trousers and a leather
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jacket, might have stood as the classic examp® of Slav
beauty ’

They were all wearing well cut clothes of good-quality
material as well as expensive furs. They hagd with them
elegant travelling bags, cdlourful woollen blankets, gostlye
jewellery, gold watches, silver cigarette-cases, up-to-date
cameras, Thermos flasks and gramophones complete with
excellent records. Durmg the journey, they helped them-
selves to wine, chocolate and Migh-grade tinned goods.,
The servant, or rather the domestic worker, was not exag-
gerating in the least witen she referred to them as persons
of note. They were in fact representatives of that select
band of Party members, the new-style Soviet aristocracy,
those who live in luxury while the mass of the people go
ragged and hungry. (The sight of a man lying under a
wall in the stregt and starvéhg to death is by no means un-
common in Russia. I drew the attention of a militiaman
in Kotlas to one such case. ‘Well, what of it? Let him
die!” was the answer I got.)

During our conversation,sthey were all pleasant and
direct. They tried to make me stay after we had eaten,
but I felt out of place in my dilapidated boots, my ga®shes
tied with*wire, my tattered trousers and my no less ragged
jacket which I was vainly attempting to conceal uhder aq
civilian overcoat that had seen better days. .

I excused myselfeaccordingly and went eut in the
C(_)I‘ridOt’..];Was not alone for long, however. Two serious-
looking dignitaries came out for a chat. They gave me a
cigarette and we startéd to talk. They were cultured, polite,
intelligent, educated amd quite au fait with politics, litera-
ture and art. One of them, anxious to know in what part
of Siberia I had been, went into the compartment and g
brought out an encyclopzdia wish the request that I should®

point out on the map the exact position @f my pol@r camp.
] ®
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Then the% both asked me about conditions in the deporta-
tion camps, about which they knew little and that only by,
hearsay. Afraid that they might just be pumping me, Ian-
swered withgreserve, declaring that the camps being de-
®signegd equally to reform the d®portee and to exploit the
natural resources of the Urals, the worlier who is to be

. utilized but not destroyed enjoys tolerable conditions and

is well fed. In short, I 11ed and spun as good a line of
.propaganda as any Soviet Education Officer. While one of
the gentlemen was away replacing the encyclopadia, which
was a heavy volume, the otRer, who had been listening
to my account of the delights of Slberla, took advantage
of the absence of his friend to edge closer to me and
whisper? ]

‘That’s all very fine. Oaly I don’t think I heard the
Heginning of your story, so I®haven’t the remotest idea
why on earth you ever came to this nightmarish land of
aurs.’

Night was approachifng and the passengers settled
down to rest, spteading their blankets and pillows on the
bencffes. I lay down on the floor With my mess-can, draped

® inmy cap, under my head. The other passengers, Houbting

«hat I Tould possibly sleep on the floor, invited me to oc-
cgpy one of the v&cant benches. I was amazed that they
could posstbly have any doubts abotit anything so obvious.

The journey lasted some days and nights.,d'he train
raced along smoothly with scarcely a rumble or rattle, till
it reached the outskirts of ghelab’nsk and entered the
goods station where passenger trd#fns, as a rule, did not
stop. On this occasion, however, the authorities were mak-

> ing an exception so that the distinguished refugees would

Tot be inconvenienced by #he mob of would-be travellers
who alwhays stormed the coaches of a passenger train.
e .

-
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.

To get to Orenburg I had to change here, so I said
*good-byg, got out and in no time at allfound myself wait-
ing for a tram which took me to the right station. The

train for Orenburg, a lige of green passerfber coaches,.

was drawn up near the pump which was watering theloco-
motive. The tradin#was packed full and conductors stood
threateningly on the steps of each coach. They were sur-
rounded by a crowd, but were letting nobody en to the
train,

I kept well clear of the crowd pestering the condfic-
tors. The sight of the pump continuing to water the loco-
motiveewas an assurance that the train svould not move
for some time. Then, on the other side of the statlon, a
 hissing stream of boiling water gushed down the wall from
a brass tap gleamlng agamst the whitewash. o

‘Hot wa'tet | They're giving out hot water!’ came the
cry from all quarters,

- A few score of passengers emerged bareheaded from
the coaches with cans and mugs and raced to the tap. I
]omed them in the queue, stuffed my cap into my pocket
and, with no luggage save my mess-can full of hot water,
I likewise returned to the train.

‘Let me come past,’ I shouted to the crowd suground-
ing the conductor. ‘I've got some hot water for the sick®
man!’ .

‘Stgp aside there? yelled the conductor to the mob.
‘Be hum21. You see the fellow’s bringing some hot water
for a sick man!’ -

I'wason the tram I elbewed my way along the packed
corridors, passing through a number of carriages and try-
ing to lose myself as fast as possible in the throng of
passengers. The train left an hour later. About time, too,

Heaven alone knows how, but I managed to find
room on a benchyin a cgowded compa?tment. I &4t down

P 4
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beside a middle-aged man with a prematurely ravaged
face. He was going®to join his wife and had withehim his ®
son, Sioma, a sturdy fourteeneyear-old with flaxen hair and

Jed spots. His Adam’s apple jutted out over the open

collar®f his shirt, bobbing up and down whenever he said
a word. Not that Sioma was talkativ® Fle preferred to
lie on the upper-shelf and sleep.

Rus#ian carriages are all triple-storied. The first story
Cconsists of benches on which the passengers sit during the
day-time, while the second apd thjrd stories are shelves
intended for sleeping. The shelf immediately above my
head was occupietl by a bearded old man who neversmoved
from this position throughout the entire journey. Sioma
had appropriated the upper-shelf.
~. ‘Let this comrade sleep ;o; a bit, now,’ said the boy’s
father, nudging the lad and pointing at me.

. With silent indifference, as though totally uncon-
cerned, the boy lowered his long thin legs and obediently,
if sulkily, climbed down from his perch.

‘Get up thep,” he said sleepily.

b needed no second biddiag and was soon sound
asleep. I was re-awakened by a sharp tug on my leg. I
opened, my eyes. It was completely dark.
®  “You've slept Jong enough,’ said the voice of Sioma.
‘Cet me lig down for a spell.’ .

‘All right. Thanks.’ .

I slipped off the shelf. The boy clambered & at once.
Although it was night, the boy’s father was not asleep but
sitting hunched up in his corner. I s3t down beside him and
we struck up a conversation. There was not much to talk
about. I did not conceal the fact that I was a released
grisoner, but I did not tell. him in so many words that I
had gatg-crashed the train. My questions, however, con-
cerxzing the conducfors and whethar they ¢arried out ticket

-
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inspections, automatically .gave me away and if was easy
o for my new acquaintance to guess that I was travelling
without a ticket. .

The train thundered along the rails thrgugh the black
night. Suddenly the door dpened and two conductors, lash®

¢ ing their torches, gntered the dark compartment.

‘Tickets please.’

‘Well, I'm glad youy wife is better now, sald I, wind-

ing up a conversation which had never begun, and easing
myself closer to my fellow traveller. ‘By the time we get
there, she may have rtcoveted completely.’
- My neighbour understood me perfegtly. In the Soviet
Umon, where the citizen is obliged to deceive the authori-
ties at every step, people,*provided they do not 8enounce
one another, very often understand each other perfectly
without exchanging a worll.

“Yes,” he said, pullmg from his pocket an old-fash-
ioned wallet with a metal clasp, ‘it’s a good thing we
caught the train in any case.’

eHe took two tickets out®of the wallet, Sioma’s and  *

his own, as though they were his and rhine, and handed
them to the conductor, who, by the light of a lamp hooked

to one df his coat buttons, punched each of the grey, rec- °
tangular cards with his clippers, flashed his torch’on the
snoring man, who, fortunately, looke# too old to be tgy-
ing to cadge a lift and, not wishing to wake ltim up, left
the confgrtment with his companion. Sioma, unobserved,
slept on sweetly.

At dawn the traln reached Orenburg—also known as
‘Tchkalov, in honour &f the Soviet flier.

.

]
[
-

[ ]



FOURTEEN

The Handkerchief

. .

Orenburg markad the second-last stage of my joursiey and
was rather less than a hundred miles from Buzuluk. I
went info the town to visit the fother of Lonka, my friend
in the camp. My reason tol8 me to get on a train going
in the right direction with as Yittle delay®as possible, the
sooner to get to my destination and the end of my uneasy
wanderings. However, the thought that in this town there
lived a mother who could not sleep at night through wor-
rying about her son who had been spirited away info the
Unkgowg, compelled me to keep my promise.

First of May Street in Orenburg is one of the main

: thoroughfares and I had no difficulty in ﬁndiné the ad-

[
-

aress. I climbed the three steps to the door of a wooden
owthouse in the yard, and knocked.

I was answered by a buxom young womait.

‘You are the sister of Lonka Shapeshkin?' I
asked. . ‘

‘I am,’ she admitted rgluctantly, her face showing
clearly that she was afraid.

She stared wide-eyed at the stranger in felt boots and

aloshes, one of which was held on by a piece of string, the

other by wire, his coat thr8wn open to reveal a prisoner’s
suit coristing of %a padded jackgt and, torn trousers, a

“
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fur cap with ear-flaps on hlS head, ragged glovés on his
Rands aqd carrying an iron mess-can. g

‘I brmg greetings from your brother.’

‘Oh!’ She sighed, a sad 51gh almost of ayersion.

She did not know wh2t to say. If it were a beggar @
*standing before hergshe could drive him away and slam
the door. But she could not do that in this instance, al-

though the spectral visitor, from the world of Whlte death.
from which no man returns, coming back here fo haunt «
» her with greetings from a brother on whom lay the curse
of the law, was far mdte d#hgerous than any tramp or
b#ndit. $he did not want to drive the caller away, yet
dared not ask him to come inside. The wisest thing for me
to have done was to have satd good-bye, turned rothd and
hurried back to the railway station. I was on the point of
doing so, when, behind the Woman’s broad shoulders ther®™™
appeared a tiny, wrinkled old lady to whom poor Lonka
bore a striking resemblance. ‘ .

‘T've brought'greetings from your son. I'm his friend
from the camp,’ I introduced m¥self.

' The mother, hearing news of the lost child she had «
given up for dead, forgot her own safety and defied the
gossip of ‘neighbours as well as the risk of arrest and in-
terrogation. ° .

‘Lonka is alive?’ i .

Ahve and well. e asked me to greet you.’

She’sill could not believe her good fortune. Maybe
the stranger was lymg in order to trick her into parting
with food or money. She stoqd there silent and uncertain.

‘Perhaps I've mad® a mlstake, I said. ‘This is Num-
ber 7, First of May Street, where Leonidas Wasilievitch
Shapochkin, the agricultural engineer, used to live ?’ >

‘Yes, he lived here,’ she whispered, holding her yel-®
low hand to her lleart. ‘.Come in, please.’ o

F 4
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Tée young woman daréd not oppose this. She would o
have to be utterly shameless to drive away the Jriend of
her unhappy brother. Hearmg the baby crying itt its cradle,
somewherg inside the house, she at once beat a diplomatic

e retreat. M

‘Come inside, my son,’ invited the pnother. You can{
stand out there in the cold.’

I went through the parlogr where the young woman

. was hugging the weepihg child and sat down by the stove
in the bright kitchen, with its large window looking out ,
on the snow-covered garden. The old woman set down a
mug of tea in front of me and drew up her stool as chwse
as possible so ‘that we could talk {h whispers.

‘You say Lonka is well® How’s he feeling?’

‘He’s well and feeling all right, He asked me to let

=~=you know.’ - .
‘And they’ve let you out?’
. ‘Yes. I'm joining the army at Buzuluk.’
The old woman sighed. If only her son could do the
same, ) .

‘How is he living there ?’ she asked. ‘Do they get food
and®clothes? Has he a proper house with a bed and bed-
* ding? .

- My recent recollections produced a mental picture of
the barracks I had just left, the wooden bunks, the walls
your hair might freeze to, the morning wash when you
filled your mouth full of water which you spzt on vour
hands before rubbing vour face with them, the men sleep-
ing in their clothes, unable to take them off more than
once a month when they were ®aken to that cellar-like
cave called a bath: The words ‘bed and bedding’ seemed

o sostrange in that connection as to be comic. What did this
®unhappy mother whose eges were red from weeping know

about sonditionsgin deportation camps?
[ ]
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A great gulp of hot tea and a mouthful of bread
pffed outemy cheeks and hid my embafrassment.

‘Oh, yes, of course,” I cansoled her. ‘Your son is
. working as an engineer. His studies at the university
&eren t wasted. He’s in a dry, warm office and not out in
the forest or on tht ver.’

‘Oh, thank God, thank God?! : .

‘He’s got proper clothts; everyone there getsgproper
~ clothes. Look, mother, a jacket and trousers like mine.
True, they're not very beautlful but they keep the frost®
out and that’s the main thlng, isn’t it?’

“T'rwe, my son, trée. God take care ob you. Tell me .
some more about Lonka.’ '

‘What more can I tell you? He's Well——not hungry
He’s got everythmg he neecfs and more besides he's
thinking about ydu, mother, and his only worry is your
grief.’

‘But he didn’t give you a letter or any sign,’ she sald

wiping the tears from her bare Eyehds

e gave a sign, but he was afraid to give me a lettowm
There might have been a search and then we'd both have
been in trogble.’

She nodded her head understandingly.

‘And he didn’t ask about Tania? He loved his wife *®
so much. Pity she’s not here now. I'm sure she’d have beerr
delightedg

*‘Who*Rnows? Perhaps she wouldn’t.’

‘You think so, sone? Perhaps you're right. Girls are
different nowadays. When Lonka was arrested, Tania’
went off somewhere and we never saw her again.’

‘Maybe it was all for the best. You can never tell. It’s i
true, nowadays girls are different,’” I agreed, and said no
more. *

I was afraid i would be too painful®a blow to'the un-

‘o
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fortunate mother to learn the whole truth about the beau-
tiful Tania, her sén’s beloved. °* .

From an adjoining rqom came a cry.

‘Marmema! Come here, pleascl’

s ‘Excuse me, my son,’ the old lady apologlzed ‘Il b’
back in a moment.’ L

She got up—so small it was hard to tell whether she
was standing or sitting. With* her yellow, wrinkled face
and her ancient black dress, she looked like a Chinese
figure. She disappeared through the half-open door, and
exchanged a few whispered words with her daughter. It
seemed they were in disagreement. Jhen she came in ag‘ain
with deeply flushed cheeks, havmg been rebuked and ad-
monished.

‘I'd invite you to dmner, she confessed, looking down
in her embarrassment, ‘but my Katia & so strange. She
says she wasn’t expecting a caller and times are so hard,

*she has nothing ready.’

‘Don’t worry, mother.’ I thanked her, getting up to
g#. ‘I'm not hungry and a$ a soldier I'll get served Quickly
at the station Testaurant: cheap and no waiting. I know
I'm an uncomfortable guest. A visitor like me attracts too
much attention.’

‘Yes,’ she admitted, still ashamed. ‘Katia is afraid of
everything.’

“The important thing is that Lonka is well, sends
greetings to his mother and hopes to see you*again soon.
Well, I must go.’ I picked up my gap. ‘All good wishes to
you, good-bye.’ o

‘Just a moment!’

She took my iron mess-can and went to the porch. She

- o brought it back full of tomatoes and small cucumbers.

‘Take these with yoli.’
‘God rewarfl you.' R o
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I left the warm kitchexg, passed through th® room
where Katla was nursing the baby and gvalked down the
wooden steps leading from the small balcony ‘into the
snowy yard. As the doors closed behind me, I cquld almost
Qaar Katia's sigh of relief. ® i
o* I walked quigkly through the town towards the raxl-
way station, but as I was turning a corner I heard some- ,
one call after me. . v o ‘

‘Hey, there, wait a moment, son?!’ .

I looked round and halted. Lonka’s mother was run=
ning behind me with small quick steps. She was very much
ouof breath.

‘Take this, son, it will come in handy,’ she said, press-
ing a green, threé-rouble bak-note into my hand?® ‘You
always need money on a jourrey. Sorry I haven't more.
But times are ba@,’ she expl®ined helplessly.

- Three roubles was a ridiculously small sum although,
no doubt, to the poor old woman it was a very considerable *
amount. Moreover, I had money enough. But to refuse
this gif¢, a portion of the old tady’s cherished savingg,
might have been to offend the mother of myg friend,

‘Thank you,’ I said, pretendmg to be over]oyed

I bowd and kissed her hand. She pressed my head
to her bosom. .

‘God be with you. You brought me®uch good news..
My Lonka is alive and well. What else can I give you ex-
cept my bl&ging ? Here take this.’

She gave me the handkerchlef with which she dried
her tears, just an ordmary square of coarse cloth.

‘Thank you,’ I repehted. ‘And now I'll be going be-
cause people are beginning to look at us and I'm wearing
a pretty suspicious suit! I'm safe enough, but it might do <
you somé& harm, mother.’ . . ¢

‘God be with y:)u.’ o .

o
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‘nd keep you well.’

I kissed her hand again and walked on qu1ck1y, but
when I was already yards away I looked round Nd saw her
still standipg where I had left her. The Russian Mother

® of Jorrows whose son had bé®n led away to the Golgotl?
of the Urals. 4

" The old lady waved her hand in ﬁnal farewell. I

pulled the fur cap from my head and holding it high waved
« it in the air. Then I hdrried on.

. My iron can swung merrily on its metal handle, full

of tomatoes and cucumberspwhich together with my bread

ration provided a sumptuous repast before mghtfall -

The handkerchief, that little square of sackmg, Ikeep
as a tifeasured souvenir. I hawe it to this day, hidden away
at the bottom of a suitcases

®
L

Leaving Lonka’s mother I began making my way
*back to the railway station. As I was walking through the
town, I noticed a small kiosk standing at a cross-roads. It
gas surrounded by a crowd of people buying glasses of

iced beer It was the month of November and frosty, a
thoroughly Russian November, yet people were buying
glasses of iced beer, for the simple reason that it hap-

e pened to be available.

. They told nfe at the station that the train for Buzuluk
was due®to leave the following day. Obviously, the first
thing to be done was to obtain a ticket, thogh this ap-
peared an unlikely achievement. Thousands of people,
whole families who uad been Ii;ing on the station for
weeks, were laying constant sieg® to the ticket-office and
always in vain. Moreover, to get permission to travel, one
» had to be in possession of a medical certificate declaring
® one to be clean and free®rom infections and insects. The
railwa¥® doctor wes responsible {or issu.ing such certificates
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® and he was nowhere to be seen Orenburg looked like 4
camplete dead end from which there w#s no obvious es-
cape. .
Before dawn came agam I had to find soreewhere to
acst my head. On every Soviet station there is a propa-
fanda centre—a large waiting-room hung Wxth,portralts
of leaders and Ministers, in addition to propaganda post-
ers. The tables are covered with ged cloths and Jittered
with periodicals and pamphlets.. There are armchairs in-
« stead of benches, and their upholstery which is red accom-*
modates bugs of a similar’hue. *
" Priogity of admittgnce was given to soldiers and those
~ who were about to become soldiers. This was indeed a
great privilege, for civilians were left to freeze outside on
the platform. In addition, those’who were entitled to enter ,_ =
also received a ratfon of black bread.

I wentin along with the rest. Unfortunately all chalrs
and tables were already occupied by Soviet soldiers who'*
were lounging asleep with their legs spread out in front
of thenPin their grey puttees and muddy boots. They wetw
snoring open-mouthed, their weary heads in thick clath @ps
thrown loosely back or resting on their hands, while all
around them an odour of sweat and dirty clothes pervaded
the air. In the darkness, I stumbled over the bodies of ©
several men lying asleep on the floor, untll at last I found®
a space clgse by a pedestal on which stood an oleander
bush. I lay down far enough away from this exotic piece
of shrubbery to obviatg the possibility of anyone who
chanced to bump into thepedes;al upsetting the pot on my
head.

At dawn when I went into town to buy food I saw a
curious scene. In front of a large store stood a great queue , *®
of children below school age, a life of boys and girls aged
from four to seven, clad {n shiny coats 8r muffled®up in

y 4
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shawls 4nd kerchiefs. Each child was clutching an empty
bottle and some pgper money. The line was moving quickly
and as each youngster came out of the shop with his or
her purchases, away they ran through the frostbound
streets, their feet hammerind on the frozen pavements.
I saw that each carried in one hand ¢hg bottle, now ﬁlle£
with some dark liquid. It appeared that the town had just
received an allocation of paraffin. At once queues of peo-
ple had assembled, waifing, bottle in hand, to purchase the
fuel as soon as the shops opened the next morning. The
following day, however, tife pedple had to go to work,
hence parents had been relieved by their young childn
below school age.
I’returned to the station,*where I came across a group
of young men talking Poli¢h. I went up and joined them.
hey were going to some pl&te beyond Buzuluk. To join
the army? Their answers were evasive and I came to the

‘conclusion that such was not the case. Had they got

tickets? Certainly they had—a communal ticket for six
porsons. When I asked whether I could add my mme to
thelrs, they ansWered politely that they already constituted
the number of persons pr0v1ded for on the ticket; in fact,
they even exceeded it, for the wife of one of th¥m had an
infant with her. I begged pardon for my importunity but
did not leave therh. I clung to them the whole day, keeping
the conversation going as best I cBuld till at last the train
came at dusk. My new-found acquaintances thgyt called up
their wives whom they helped garry suitcases, chests,
crates, boxes and bags. Thg train was hardly at a stand-
still before the crowds hurled themselves upon it. The
conductors, posted on the steps, however, managed to keep
them at bay and only admitted those in possession of

e .
tickets. The latter were %ery numerous, and experienced

consid®able diffsculty in forcin.g thei£ way through the



THE H‘-\NDKERCHIEF 228 ‘

struggling mass of those who were attempting t8 travel
free of cbarge .
I kept close to the group of six people. The father
of the infant, a lanky, helpless individual weargng glasses,
and weighed down with lughage, was clearing a waysfor
}Is wife and childs wéth the communal ticket clenched be-
tween his teeth. There was every chance that he would be
trampled underfoot in the crush and the preciogs docu-
ment might be lost.
‘May I?’ I asked, taking the tlcket from his lips. ‘I'l}
lead the way.’ ¢ d .
** Gragping the ticket for six persons jn my hand, I
flourished it over my head and shouted to the conductor,
‘Here’s a communal titket for seven persons! Let's
come through, please!’ *
The conducter glanced 2t the form, but it was already
too dark for him to read what was written on it. Besides

which, he was having to contend with the onslaught of a°*

human wave and hence was in no position to bother about
lesser ®etails. ° ~
' ‘Get in!’ he shouted, only too glad td see thg crowd
reduced, even if only to the extent of seven.

Using my elbows, head, chest, stomach and knees, I

fought a path through the multitude on behalf of the six ®

accredited passengers. The conductor cSunted seven pere
sons as they entered the rain in turn. I, myself, in‘the lead,
made so much noise that I aroused not the slightest sus-
_picion. In addition to which I was holding the ticket.
The carriage was emptyg—until it was swamped by
a flood of people. My sIx recent acquaintances occupied
two benches, while I took a single seat by the window in

front of a small table on which I laid my mess-can. I then -

returned the ticket to its rightf® owners. They thanked *
me as effusively as though I had been inserumental®n sav-
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ing th&r lives. When I got %ack to my seat, I found that o
my mess-can hadydisappeared. I sat down at my.httle tahje,
intending not to vacate my seat again in case that, too,
should begtaken. Suddenly I caught sight of a burly in-
diwidual forcing his way alofig the corridor outside, hol}-
ing my mess-can over the heads of the arowd. *
. ‘Hey, you!’ I shouted angrily. ‘You've pinched my
can! Qgve it back and don’t try to tell me it's yours! It’s
* got my initials scratched on the bottom!’

. I caught up with the fellow, looking like a profes- o
sional thug, with my unsh%ven Yace heavily bearded and
moustached, gnd my ragged coat half open togeveal™y
prison-jacket. The hapless passenger returned my mess-
can without a word of disseAt, mumbled something about
only borrowing it and mtlted quickly into the crowd. I
put my recovered treasure down on thestable. It was filled
with soup, steaming fragrantly. Thus, when the train

® started in the direction of Buzuluk, city of my dreams,

I was sitting at my table—I might have been in a restau-

Junt-car—enjoying an eXcellent meal. °
o Ispent the night in my geat, my head resting on my
folded arms, which were in turn supported by my faithful
mess-can. When I awoke it was early morning and the
* train, with a rhythmic sway, was racing smoothly through
esnow-covered fields impeccably white and bathed in sun-
light. I°rejoiced in the thought®that another few hours
would see me safely at the end of my journey. Just then,
_the doors at either end of the cagriage slid cpen and con-
ductors approached from Roth sides at once. It was a ticket
inspection and a man hunt at ‘the same time. I was no
longer afraid of officials, for there was now only a few
score of kilometres between me and my destination. When
they came to where I wés lounging in my seat, I addressed
them%onchalartly.

L
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‘I'm on my way to Buzuluk—to join the army. You
kiow therg’s a new army being formed®there. I'm on a
communal ticket—they’ve got i¢,” I said, pointing to the
group seated on a neighbourjng bench. -~ @

‘ The conductor who had questioned me remaified
s.tanding beside me®*ad though keeping an eye on a highly
suspicious individual, while the other turned aside to fol-  °
low my indication. The young man in glasses produted his
travel document, made out for six people. The conductor
counted the group carefully. Unfortunately they numbered
exagtly six.

‘The¢’re all right,*he said to his collefgue who was
standing guard over me, ‘but him,’ pointing to me,‘they
haven’t any ticket for him.’

At that my guardlan tulgled to me with the brief bute.
explicit injunction’

‘Come with me!’ .

He took me by the sleeve and led me slowly to the
door. We stopped in the corridgr where the official, still
holdmg me by the arm, opened the door gwth his othe»
hand and gave me a push. Luckily the train had slowed
down to take a bend. I thought the conductor was only try- e
ing to frighten me, but, when I looked into his eyes, it, was
obvious that he was far from regardinggthe matter as a
joke. He was a half-savage Tartar, with a yelloy, pock-"
marked fage, prominent cheek-bones, a short, square nose
and slant e, glowing red with anger like the eyes of a
wolf. His long black coa# and black cap with a locomotive
superimposed on a five-pgjnted Star made him appear even
more sinister. If he had had a scythe in his hand, he would
have looked like the personification of Death enraged by
the resistance of a victim attempting to slip through the e
fingers of Destiny.

I stood out on she lower step, hopmg he Would desist
,
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once having got me out of the corridor. But the conductor
began to thrust a® me with his knee, at the samegtime beat-
ing my hands as I clung desperately to the rail. The train
was crawMng round the begd, but once it was on the
str#ight and gathered speed again my life would be y
danger. So I jumped off. ¢ *
. The conductor crumpled up my documents in his fist,
flung them after me ingo the sifow, then slammed the door
shut and disappeared inside. I picked up the papers and
“took a quick look round. The green train was very long
and, having been flung out'of the tenth coach, I was able
to climb on again at the fifteenth.eThe train had rounded
the bgnd and was now travelling fast. Provided the con-
ductor had already inspectea all tickets in the carriage I
.ewas hiding in, he would r.lo; be coming back. The train
was tearing along, but now, as I watched the telegraph
. poles streaming past in our wake, every one of them mark-
ing a stage nearer to my goal, I felt safe. Sneaking along
the corridors, in search of some place out of harm's way,
#came across a small side door which led into 2 round
celly about the size of a toiles. It was where they usually
o  put the stove by which the whole coach was heated.
J locked myself in, feeling certain that nobody would
® findme. I breath.ed on the frozen window-pane, and wiped
‘off the layers of frost so that I should be able to see
Buzuluk station when we came to it. It could not have
been very {ar off then. Every time we stoppefle whether at
a station or to let another traim pass us, I was stricken
with terror. Suddenly the ©oor jnoved a fraction and an
eye gleamed in the narrow slit, low down, at about the
o height of the keyhole which was blocked up. I held my
* o breath, keeping the door shut with my knee. The eye van-
ished. Presuming that it could have seen nothing suspi-
c.ious, heaved & deep sigh oferelief.eSoon, however, the

L)
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o door was again pushed gently 4nd the. eye reappeare®. This
time the eye took a good look inside to seg whether anyone
was there 0r whether the door had just jammed. I leaned
my back against the door, determined to barrlcgde it with
my own body. The attack® persisted, but timidly, as ®
;h)ugh more afraid of me than I of him. I looked through
the crack and saw a small creature in red. I opened the
door, surprised. A little gizl in a torn red dress leapt in-
side like a dog. Like myself, she was travelling without a

« ticket and hiding from the railway officials who woulds
hand her over to the mtlitia cwho, in turn, would have
he?ocked up in an orphanage where homeless children
were subjected to prison discipline. The girl was unhealth-
ily thin and fearfully dirty, asthough she had never whashed
in her life. Her ears, nose and shoulders—which showed
through rents in her dress*#ere clotted with blood and®
her hair, rich and tousled, was matted like a cowl. She told
me her mother had died of typhus on the journey and °®
that she was on her way to an aunt living at Tiflis. She was
no more than ten years of age bit there wasn’t much skg,
didn’t know about life. When I shared a slice of bread
with her, she pressed agamst me, giving me to underst®nd
in no uncertain manner that she was prepared to demon-
strate her gratitude in an adult fashion. When I pushed e
her away, she laughed unpleasantly. * .

It was dusk when tht train drew into the statfon. The
yellow glogv.qf the lamp at the entrance lit the inscription
on the board—‘Buzuluk.’ I left the unfortunate orphan °
in the stove cupboard and got out of the train. I had
‘reached my journey’s enli—at last. Soon, I would be a
soldier, bathed, fed, in uniform and amongst my own ]
people—really free. I stood on the platform looking about =
me, for I felt certain there woeld be other volunteers ©
alighting from the srain a.nd we would pe greetedwby a

L4
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duty officer with instructiofs and a car to take us to the .
barracks.
But there was not a soul. No one but Russi¥n civilians
got out, s at any other ‘railway station. Somebody was
® wheeling a barrow, others were hurriedly getting aboard,
while a $ew Soviet soldiers, shouting to each other, Wd;
carrying armfuls of rifles and boxes of ammunition. Then
the train pulled out and I was glone on the empty platform.
. ATthough it was a November evening and in the
oregion of the Urals, it was warm, almost warm enough ,
for a thaw. Light, wet snosv was falling, its dampness as
penetrating ag Scotch mist, and there were black pudses
of slush on the ground. I passed by the station building,
behinY which I was overjoyed to catch sight of a Polish
officer with a red and whete band on his sleeve.
* ‘Isay!’ I called happily®as'I ran togvards him.
The - %icer looked round. He was a young second-
* lieutenant, not more than twenty-five years of age, tall,
slim and childlike, full of pride in his own position and
miration for himself#® to him were entrustede the re-
sponsible duties of a movements officer.
® Tm for the army,’ I said, as I got near him.
‘Then what do you want here?’ he shouted fiercely.
e He $poke in a sharp, high-pitched voice. ‘Can’t you read?’
oIe pointed witlhis cane to a placard on the station fence.
‘Can’t you see what it says? Afiyone going to join the

army via Ruzulnl has to 2o to Tashkent!

. My hands dropped to my 51des in despalr It would
take another six weeks or more to get to Tashkent. I would
never make it without food or % ticket.

, ‘Yes, I see that,’ I agreed, ‘only that’s got nothing to

« do with me; I’m not joining via Buzuluk, I'm coming to

® Buzuluk, in accordance evith instructions. Is there a head-
quarters in thisgown?’
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Yes, but they wouldn’t 18t you in.’ *

. ‘Tha: s my business. Please give megthe address and
I'll find my own way there.’
“They'll kick you out on your neck !’ "

‘How dare you speak %o me like that, you young ©

B®py I’ I roared, sséamping my foot in its one gatosh tied
with wire. ‘You don’t know who you're talking to, you
snivelling brat! I am a colomel I’ I lied, looking the, officer
straight in his childish eyes. .

The lieutenant froze in terror. He saluted and begged *
my pardon. And yet ag#in he® begged pardon and once
m&¥e saluted, explaining that as he had not previously met
Colonel Wittlin, he had ‘not realized with whom he had
the pleasure of speaking. After which he disappeared like
a streak of lightning into the darkness which, a moment
later, resounded with the ndise of a lorry being driven ®
away at breakneck speed.

I went back to the station and into the restaurant, °®
where I saw a soldier on duty sitting on a bench by the
wall. H&had a Polish Eagle in nfetal pinned to a Russim,
sheep-skin cap. I went up to, him and, conthuing to play-
the role of a high-ranking officer, asked where abouts The
garrison was situated. The soldier told me, but advised
spending the night in the station and going along the ext e
day. It was sound advice. Fortified by a nlug of hot tea, Lo
decided to have a shave %nd a haircut at the railWway bar-
ber's, whosegealoon was on the other side of the wall.

There were three girls employed in the establish-
ment. Several Soviet officers, girmen and soldiers were
waiting their turn and I joined the queue till at last I found
myself seated in the chair in front of the mirror. The hair-
dresser, a young, pretty girl with large, thoughtful eyes,
threw a white apron over my shoutders and began prepar-
ing the lather. Then ghe sliced through thesjungle ofBeard

o
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and m8ustache, Whlch had’ covered my face for many e
weeks, and trimgied my matted hair, asking whether,I
wanted it washed. I consented to vacating the comfortable
armchair agd approached the old-fashioned, wooden wash-

® stand with its huge porcelaih bowl, like a round pond,
dotted with blue flowers. e . s

The girl filled it full of water from a metal jug. I

lowereckmy head and closed mw eyes to keep out the soap

* while she lathered my *hair. Then I felt her working the
suds with her hands, swishing the water over my head, o
washing away the soap. I ust Bave been very dirty and
unkempt for spddenly the girl, with the gentle gare S™a
sister, began to wash my neck, face and ears, as though I
were 2 little boy. *

I felt strangely sad. There was a lump in my throat
and all my determination, swhgger; aggeessiveness, resist-
ance, humour and impertinence—strained by those weary

*months of prison, deportation to Siberia and adventurous
travel—seemed to have vanished, put to flight by the
totich of that warm watér and the tender ﬁngere of the
gxrl . *

*1 thought I was going to burst into tears—like a little
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In Evening ress

Frost gliteered through the grey mist of aswinter’s day,
spangling eyebrows and lashes with silver—even the fur
band round my cap to which was now pinned the Polish

Eagle. The slippery snow c.ru.nched under the rubber soles,

of my army boots.* ou had to plant your feet firmly on the

treacherous rink that was Buzuluk or it was only too easy

to take a toss and become a laughing-stock.

I was returning from the market to the barracks,
which were some distance away, clad in a pau’ of bla:
padded trousers tucked into knee boots, and a warms jacket,
over which I wore an army greatcoat with silver badges
of rank on the epaulettes. In one frozen hand I clutghed

my mess-can full of milk. The can swung Dlithely from its ©

handle, but I could hurry along without fear of ,spilling®
the milk fpr it had frozen into a solid block of white
marble. .

A large group of sqldiers in uniforms similar to my
own were just emerging from a bookshop close by. Their
arms were full of newly purchased copies of T'he History
of the Bolshevik Party, The Problems of Leninism and
the History of the Revolution.

‘Anyway,’ said a Soviet majOr walking behind me to
his companion in a lgather goat, ‘the traifing those Poles

o
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got in ur prisons and labodr camps has done them some e
good. It’s nice tq see them taking such an lnterest in opr
political literature.’
Had e followed those purchasers of Soviet political

® litarature as far as their quarters, he would probably have

changed his opinion. The books, eacla of which was sevefat
hundred pages in length, being propaganda, were on sale
at a r@iculously low price, and, being newsprint, they
were eminently suitable for rolling cigarettes. There was
*no difficulty about getting tobacco. A glassful of home- o
grown shag cost very littR, but cigarette papers, or in-
deed newspapers, were quite unobtainable. So4the BoBk-
shops came to the rescue. Tobacco could be bought, as
could milk, on the ‘square,” a spacious suburban heath
'vhere, on a hillock.in the rn1dd1e, stood a massive church
" its onion-like domes thfusting skywards. The church
oD closed and converted into shops and stores, the
® crosse-Nuaving been long since removed from the spires.
The cornice alone still showed traces of its gilded frescoes.
® The fields were covered with snow and the Peasants
brought their® produce to market on sledges hauled by
camels. Those camels, now draggmg sledges across the
snow against the background of the Urals, instead of
° lopir.xg in caravan across the scorching desert, looked a
otrifle odd. *

I Passed by the bookshop %nd turned down a side
street where stretched 2 long queue of young Women, pa-
tiently freezing in their ragged coats and their white or
coloured berets, which lgft their crimson ears exposed.
These local belles were waiting outside a hairdresser’s dis-
playing the sign ‘Manicure.” There was to be a dance that
evening.

The thought of @ warm stove in front of which I
coul®oast my ?ands and thaw, out the milk lent me wings.

.



. . - e

’ IN EYENING DRESS 235 e
¢ Then, not far from the town‘ theatre, I caught sig.ht of a
poster adyertising a concert by the Moscow Symphony
Orchestra. Russian orchestras,are, perhaps, the best in
the world, so I was unwilling to deny myself #his treat. I
bought a ticket at the narrow entrance to the box-office
*aRd returned to camp in good spirits. Later thdt evening

I found myself sitting in the theatre. .

The auditorium was ftlled to gapacity. Higlyranking
officers of the Soviet Air Force in dark blue uniforms,
wearing all their decorations and Sam Browne belts, sat’
with their wives who wer® dol&fully clad in skirts of coarse
material evith kerchiefs wrapped round their shoulders.
Many of them clung to their husbands’ arms with both
hands. In the boxes and the orchestra stalls sat a few men
in evening dress and women in sadly outmoded gowns,
Their dresses wete made of some unusually heavy ma-
terial, as though they had once been curtains. With their.
golden fringes, they reminded me of the costumes worn
by an amateur opera company. The men in their short,
shiny dthner-jackets looked stran’gely solid. I only realized
the cause of their astonishing bulkiness somewhat datgr in
the cloak-room. There 1 noticed that the gentlemen in
evening dress were wearing woollen sweaters under Jtheir
starched fronts.and collars. It was qulte understandable,
too. Without them they would certamly have frozen te
death in the streets, if not in the concert hall itself.

The cqacert was excellent. The audience knew good
music as only Russians dp, and demonstrated its apprecia- :
tion. At the conclusion Oof each item there was a long
moment of silence followed by a veritable storm of spon-

~taneous applause. During the programme they played
Rimsky-Korsakov’s ‘Scheherazade’ and Tschaikovski's , ®
‘Violin Concerto.’ Before the fitter commenced, when
there was still at legst an hpur to go befofe the end"of the

4
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concert, I noticed that the audience was leaving the hall. ¢
Beginning in onesend twos, they were soon troogeng out in
groups. .

The maditorium, so recently packed full, began to
glean bald in patches, whole rows of seats having emptied
completely. I could not understand whye The performan®®

* could not have been of a higher standard, the evening was
still notgyet far advagced and no one needed to hurry
home, since, the town being small, no one had far to go.
Together with a small group of musical enthusiasts,
I sat it out to the end and dnly dn leaving the hall did I
. gather the reason for the earlier mass desertion. Men Tn
dinner;suits, ladies in evenmg dress, youngsters in woollen
sweaters under jackets too, small for them by far, officers
and soldiers—all were queuemg in front of the buffet in
the smoking-room—the onIy place in®the whole town
Where white rolls and tangerines were on sale. Each cus-
“tomer was allowed one roll and one tangerine—thanks to
wlzlch the concert was cozlcluded in an empty hall.
®
o I'hat evening at the congert encouraged me to make
o several visits to the theatre. Not long afterwards, Buzuluk
was yisited by a company of theatrical perfor.mers from
® Kiev, who were to present a work entitled, 4 Young Man
¥rom Our Town, after which there was to be a dance.
I went to the first night. It was a propaggnda play.
In one scene the hero—the young man fronfour town—
" an officer on leave, had decided §o learn French, and on
being asked by his teachew the geason why he was inter-
ested in that foreign language, he replied with an eloquent
smile,
‘Who knows, maybe it won't be so very long before
French stops being a fofeign language
e audiede applauded,ethere gvere numerous cur-

L ]
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tains and when the show was Yver the hall emptied Yuickly,
for it ha.d to be cleared of chairs in prgparation for the
dance. I put my overcoat in the cloak-room and left the
building. In the doorway, on the stairs andgin the sur-
rounding park with its dwWarf trees, I passed clinging
*Buples wandering akong on their way to the datce.

Alone and deep in thought, I strolled about in the .
dark blue light of evenings Beads.of frost, glea;ning like
fire-flies, were falling slowly upon the snowy mantle of the, ®
. earth—silver crumbs let fall from the pale stars above®
It occurred to me that i one ¢ould put on some sort of a-
s¥tirical show at that theatre it would be 3 first-class leg-
pull. The question was, how to set about it? The idea did <
not seem quite practicable, blit, all the same, I was so taken
with it that I could not get it Sut of my mind.

The next mowrning crowds gathered around the notice-
board in the mess. During the night someone had stuck
up a copy of our wall news-sheet, illustrated with colourful®
sketches. The funny caricatures were so realistically exe-
cuted that they reminded one of creatures in a silly sPm-
phony. I thought of the political puppet*shows yvhlch 1
once used to write with my friends. A puppet-show 1 iS the
easiest of *all to produce, and is the perfect vehicle for
political satire. The flowers of genius often bloom in the®
most prosaic circumstances: Watt conc€ived of the loco
motive wllile waiting for a kettle to boil, and I} engaged
in eating pgas from a tin bowl, made up my mind to write
a puppet-show.

I'had no difficulty gettmg.hold of the artist who illus-
trated the wall news-sheet and together we decided that
the puppet-show must see the light of day. The artist set o
to work with a will, enlisting a few women to make the -
necessary costumes, while I, by d4y during drill or by nlght
while the others wege aslegp, busied mys:lf writin@®songs.

o
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In no ®me, the oﬂices of thd Cultural Section were trans- o

formed into a tajlor’s shop, a studio, a property-store,,a

carpenter’s workshop, an electrical department and a dolls’

hospital. {nfortunately it was so cold that, despite the

sacgifice of a few chairs to fe@d the stove, we were obliged

to work ift caps, gloves and greatcoats. We were also badly’

. off for material. Paper and paints were obtainable, but
we had to contend Wlth a tragic lack of plaster and plasti-

* cine, without which it was impossible to produce the masks.

*As a last resort, the artist decided to model the dolls out *
of bread. So the dolls’ heads wer® not made of plaster but
from precious loaves of brown Qread, swathgd in %iftn

~ strips of paper—Ilike an Egyptian mummy. Once dry, this
expedlent proved more indeStructible than cement.

Those dolls survived® a great deal until at last the
‘mice were attracted by the bfad and grawed the nose off
the President of the United States, and the tail off the

*British Lion.

An even more serious problem was the lack of wood,
whkhout which we could Rot build the stage itself® As the
artist and I were returning from the workshop to the bar-
racfs, thinking how we could overcome this particular
difficulty, he drew my attention to the heavy wdoden gates

e of the Garrison Headquarters. The gate was generally
shut, being only thtended to let through vehicles. A sentry
sitting by the pedestrians’ entrafice was responsible for
opening it. In a flash we hit on a plan of act'u;n?I walked

* into the sentry-box and showed the sentry not only my
pass, but also a few 111uq;rated weeklies. The painter,
meanwhile, detached two massive planks from the main

. gate and made off with them. In the course of a few weeks,

® the main entrance gate of the Polish Army Garrison in
L J . . .

the Soviet Union was corftpletely stripped and consequently

open Mght and éay. For lack of some place else to put it,

A )
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the grotesque structure of o pupp.et theatre was®accom-
xqodated. in the court-martial room an.d the judges pro-
nounced Sentence within its confines. But at last came the
day of the premiére. The revolving stage of the theatre
which had so recently presefted 4 Young Man from Qur
*Mywn, now displgyad a thatched roof surmownted by a
gigantic stork. There were tyo other storks on the blue
curtain, so constructed that, when the curtain swept back,
they leapt up and flew away. The fuditorium wis % packed.
In the front row sat General Anders with several Soviet
dignitaries, amongst whom was Colonel Volkovyski, the
$oviet Ljaison Officer Jrom Moscow. Backstage, the per-
formers were lined up and ready to start singing as soon
as the puppets appeared. ® *
‘Gong—Ilights—and away flew the storks. In turn
puppets, represesting the® Btitish Lion, the French Cock-
erel, the Earth’s Drunken Sphere, Oil the Omnipotent and
the Yellow Peril, trod the boards. The first two acts wen®
smoothly. Later on, when Hitler was shown dancing with
Musso#ini, Colonel Volkovyski®stamped his feet withede-
light. Then, suddenly, there appeared on #he stage a pris-
oner from a Russian camp, in rags and tatters, his @Ap in
shreds and the inevitable mess-can in his hand. He bowed

to the Soviet officers and danced as he sang a song in®whiche

he thanked them for his pleasant stay i? Siberia. In reply,
the envoy of the Krenilin, Colonel Volkovyski, rbse osten-
tatiously frbm his chair, stamped his heels loudly and,
holding himself as straight as a ramrod, left the theatre.
From where I was standlgg in the wings, I saw Major
Kozhushko, the Soviet Security Officer, begin scrutinizing
the programme. Then he underlined my name with a
pencil. The rest of the show was performed without fur-
.ther incident and the curtain hed no sooner fallen tharf
a host of people crgwded on to the stagg with congratula-

L4
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tions. @utside the the.atre, I®heard some Russian children
singing one of thc satirical numbers from the show .
The next day I was called to the adjutant’ office. It
seemed there was trouble brewing. The Soviet Security
Poljce were not only interest®d in the text of the puppet-
show, of which they were demandinge cppy for submissi®n®
to the censor, but also in the author. The copy of the
manuscript was delivered on the following day, I having
spent the whole night®cutting out pages, revising songs
and sticking in fresh verses. Happily, this deception went
undiscovered. The whole affair evas smoothed over and

the show alloyed to continue. « °°
[ ]



] °
. '. [
L]
[
[ ]
. L J
SeXTEEN L4

Three Women

ﬁvgry merning as sheswent by train fronr Krasnovodzk
to Ufra on her way to work Tamara used to pass the
camp to which I had been transferred from Buzuluk. The
camp, a good distance out81de the town, stretched along
the stony shore Jf the Casplan Sea at the foot of some
limestone hills far from civilization and any other human_
habitation. The climate was bad: oppressive heat by day,
and by mght sudden fierce winds that swept our tents away
and bombarded us with a hail of pebbles, sand storms and
clouds of dust that settledeeverywhere. ° * o

As far as the eye could reach there was not a tree to
be seen, not a blade of green grass. It was a sad, empty,area,

-

and the bad food—bad because cooked l.n sea water—and ©

constant fear of being bitten by a scorpion or tarantul2
did nothigg to improve our spirits.
I had &nown Tamara a long time and we had be-

come very close friendse One day, when I called to take

her out for our usual strpll, the girl laughingly recounted
an amusing adventure which had befallen her. As she was
dressing in the morning to go to the office, one of her
_shoes seemed to have dlsappeared somewhere under the,
bed, and she had hunted for it in vain. Afraid of missing

the train, she had gene offeto the office i her bare Yeet.

o
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‘I% have looked even $nore ridiculous in one shoe,
don’t you think ?’¢she remarked. .
‘Yes,” I agreed. ‘But the trains run every ﬁ?teen min-
utes, so if ygu were a quarter of an hour late . . .
« ‘I'd get six months in j8il,’ she explained, with the
same cardfree smile. ‘Don’t you kn@w ethat the first tiffe’

. we're late without good reason they give us six months,

the second time it's a year andsthe third time—you go up
* north?’
. ‘Oh, I didn’t know,’ I confessed, ashamed at not hav-
ing been aware of somethiftg so®reasonable and obv1ous
‘Anyway, everms though you don’t gp behind barseif you 'Te
late for the pictures, you'd better get a move on, or we
won't see “Peter the Great” fo- day.’

Tamara liked reading till late at night so she did not
find it easy to get up at dawn' and go towork.

A similar incident to that of the shoe—but less amus-

‘ing—occurred shortly afterwards.

As I was waiting for her at the entrance to the park,
in ®which stood a dancehall, she appeared, smfling as
usual, ig a gre&n beret, from ynder which escaped unruly
wisps of flax-blonde hair. But her right hand was bandaged
and supported by a sling made from a white table-napkin.

i $What's happened to you?’ I asked.
e ‘Justi 1mag1ne, " she said cheerfglly, as though announc-
ing a piece of particularly good news. “The trajp came in
a few minutes late this morning, and, as a egsult, if I’d
“gone to the office the usual way, J'd have been late. You
know what that means.”
‘I know.’
‘So I crawled under the carriages to get across the

[ 4
® Jine, but the train started and my hand got caught.’

‘Broken?’ .
‘Mo, just a.sprain. I'm alsolutely delighted. Every-

L ]
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o thing’s turned out splendidly® she went on, beamilg with
pleasure.‘I got there on time and the dogtor gave me three
days off. Wonderful stroke of luck, isn’t it?’
“Yes, it certainly is. Only the dancing’s offfor to-day,
so let's go for a walk.” ® . ®
*® As we strolledethrough the streets, we passed by
the so-called ‘Universal Stores’ where you could buy a .
highly imaginative scarf, a guitar‘ gramophone records,
embroidered caps, ties or a cheap brooch with artificial *

* gems. *
‘Let’s go in,’ I said.*I’d lke to buy you a little souve-
- ®
nir. ° .

‘Why ?’ she asked opening her eyes wide in amaze- <
ment. ‘You're not leaving us already?

‘No. I'd tell you if I Were Only I'd like to get you
some small thing s a preserit. Something you'd like.’

‘If I didn’t like going out with you, I wouldn’t, so why
bother about presents? Just leave me your photograph®
when you're going away, that’ll be souvenir enough.’

‘You're awfully sweet, Tamara, but, you know} I
can't even speak Russian pgoperly.’ - ° .

‘I’m a Ukrainian, so I don't know Russian properly,
myself,” she answered with a shrug.

Luba was walking along in front of us. She was ®
Tamara’s neighbour and had been at sthool with her—e
ruddy-corgplexioned, s?rong as a man and the driver of
a heavy trugk. She’d already heard about Tamara’s acci-
dent and evinced no surprise.

‘I’'m dead tired,’ she - said,egreeting us. ‘1 had an extra
job to do to-day.’

‘How’s that? I asked.

‘We had to go up the mountains and bring down the o
engme of a wrecked car.’ *
‘Accident? .

L4
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‘Occupants 3]l killed ?’ < .
‘Don’t know,’ she answered, with an mdlﬁerent toss

of her head, ‘Probably.’

® . ‘It’s not that important®

‘Not*really,’ she said, sinking 4es white teeth in®o®

. the apple she held in her hand. ‘That car piled up twenty

years ago and it’s been.lying on the road since 1920. No-

* body felt like clearing up the mess until now. Have an
apple—they're very sweet.” She held out the bag.

“Thanks.’ . .
I took one. It was very sweet, ° ce
-
° Ko

If you catch the six o’8lock train from Ufra to Kras-
novodzk, you are sure to see Sonia in one of the carriages.
She always went to work about that time. She was a slim
brunette, with long, gleaming hair, black eyes and a dark
complexion. She was graceful and good-looking. Ten years
eaflier she must have beer! very beautiful. Then, a® thirty,
she Jo Jonger® looked young;—hard work in the port
’ scarcely assists the preservation of beauty. Ever since that
day, two years before, when her husband was®called up,
she had been all alone except for her sturdy, nine-year-old
son, Mischa. The day her husband left, she swore to her-
self, not to him, that she would faitTlfully await }‘is return.
Lipstick and powder shc threw out of the window and un-
*strung her guitar, for she wanted,neither music nor song.

She stayed in mourning a long time—till she met a
Polish soldier to whom she gave her whole heart, so long
starved of affection. When he first came to see her, paying

®
® asort of official tongue-tied visit, not knowing quite where

%to sit, how to behave or wWhat to talk about, young Mischags
a barefooted urehin in short pgnts angd a green shirt but-
[ ]

.
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toned round the neck, took # fierce and instant dRlike to
the newcomer. He squatted in the corner on a low stool
and wit® his lips grimly pursed in a sullen line, stared
fixedly at the intruder. The gr.own-ups took little notice
of the child’s presence, thogh they did nothing of which ®
*tleey need be ashgmed. They sat at the table and drank
glassfuls of the cheap red wine which the soldier had .
brought in his water-bottle. They did not even speak,
but just sat and looked at one another, smiling at their
own thoughts which they both knew so well. .

They imagined the ¢hild evas paying no attention, but
MliScha wnderstood everything. He saw quige plainly how,
when they just seemed to be looking at each other calmly »
enough across their glasses,*they were actually squeezing
each other’s hands under the t@ble. He never took his eyes
off them, like am intrepid $uppy ready to spring at 2
stranger’s throat. Glowering, sullen and furious at his own
helplessness, he was painfully conscious that his father wad
being done an undeserved wrong, and, in defence of his
rights, %e slid forward on his sfool a couple of times, Sig-
nificantly—so that the floor creaked. .

The soldier, from the height of his chalr, 1odked’
down at tie little chap. He let go the woman’s hand.

' ‘Mischa, d'you like the pictures?’ he asked. ° o
The boy was-silent. o
‘Well, answer!’ drged his mother." * '
Mlscha remained stubbornly silent.

The soldier took his army pay-book out of his pocket,*
extracted a green three-roubLe note and went up to the
little boy.

‘Here, take this and 80 to the pictures. Have a good e
time !’ he said. o
. It was too large a sum to®refuse. Mischa took thé
money, but stayed gvhere he was. P %

. [ ]
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‘S%y “Thank you, ' get®dressed, comb your hair and
go along with you,’ said the mother in a stramed voice, at-
tempting to hurry him up. “Tell us all about it When you
get back.’ .

« The soldier thanked the%voman for her support with
an eloquent wink. Sonia’s neck and chegks flushed red amd®
there was a pounding in her temples.

‘Well, why don’t you getealong? she shouted at the

» child. “YoU haven’t had a whipping lately. If you don't go

at once, I'll get the strap, bolt the door, tan your hide
and take the money away fwom you!’
The final, threat was the most severe. Mgscha °gdt

= up slowly, then crawled under the bed on all fours to find

a pair of shoes. Without hutrying he slid his bare feet
inside them, then thrust h¥% arms through the sleeves of
an overlong jacket. From the® bucketaby the stove he
scooped up a handful of water and poured it over his
‘head which 'e gan to tidy with a comb full of grit,
standing in" ...t of the broken mirror on the window-sill.

® ‘Hurry up, or you 11‘be late,’ said the woman impa-
tlently .

*I won’t be late,’ mumbled the child, taking his time.

At last he was gone. He walked slowly at*first, then,

eas country boys do, he started to run. He was running off

%0 enjoy himself,though his heart was heavy as a stone.
The injustice being done to his father in his absence was
more than he could bear. That affection far fis father

. [
*whom he missed so much—a strange compound of male

solidarity and an instinctive sense of honesty—choked him
so that it hurt. He did not go to'the pictures. He did not
feel like it, and besides he was not keen to change the

‘e green note. He ran down the alley which led to the sea.

*He would sooner bathe®go for a swim. Then he would,*®
play bstl with hig friends, or maybe go for a sail, and he
® ®

.
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would be home sooner than ¥ he went to the pictwres. He®
felt subconsciously that by so doing, he would interrupt
his motH®r and perhaps help his father a’little. He was sure
his mother was kissing the foréigner at that very moment.
Perhaps she was even sittimg on his knee, With her Ame
ereund his neck, looking into his eyes—the way he’had
seen Wania's elder sister, Grischa, do with Alosha, the
tractor driver. .
Nor was he mistaken. He w%s no sooner®ut of the,
» - room than Sonia jumped up and bolted the door. Thg
soldier, too, stood up gnd hgfore she had even finished
with the door, he took her in his arms and began to kiss
her. Soma thirsting for affection, drank in his powerful
kisses, spiced with the masculine scent of tobacce. Then
she slipped from his embracesand went over to the wide
bed, lifted the plows in*tleeir white cases and laid them
carefully on a bench. With equal care she folded the em-
broidered bed-spread, her hands trembling with nervous
ness. At last, she began to unfasten her blouse.

Feom that day onwards she soldier came whenever
he was off duty, and often he stole out of camp at night
with a ration of bread, a flask of wine or a tin of preserves:
He could mever get on the right side of Mischa, however,
despite the fact that he gave him sugared dates, a penknifg
and money for the pictures. The boy was a dumb, helpless
witness of the infamy®inflicted upon his father. e under-
stood in his,childish way and, with all his soul, he detested
this man who had come to rob the house of its homelw
quiet. He grew indifferént towards his mother, though she
was kinder to him novw® than before, did not punish his
every little transgression and looked after him better.

Sonia, enchanted with the magic of love, grew more _®

*  beautiful, gay, swift, eager and full of song. The bloom
of peaches lit her d.ark Co.ssack skin. He.r dull eyeg,glowed
[ ]
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%, fresh with the joy of living and her full lips, ripe with the
excess of her happmess, readily parted in a smile, to re-
veal her strong white teeth. Her bowed shoulders%tralght-
ened. She was like a pine tree from whose branches under

e the sun s raysin spring a heaV)oburden of snow had swiftly
melted. Work was a joy to her. Shegfound she could get®
on more quickly and often helped her companions. She
went to work better dressed and her appearance was far

.more becotning. Her w8rkmates might have wondered at
the sudden transformation had they not known the reason
for it. Sonia bloomed and begame go youthful that, even in
the eyes of M1scha, she ceased to be a mother, and ®a®

Juore like some girl he knew, so that several times, quite
unconséiously, he called her ‘Sonia’ instead of ‘Mummy,’
as he had always done hitherto.

®  You can get used to anytRiffg—even to a foreign sol-
dier, who sits in the room like father, without his tunic,
Just in trousers, shirt and boots, rolls cigarettes, spits on
the floor, pats the woman on the back as though she were
* his evife, kisses her on the nouth and lays her on the bed.
But it cannot last for ever. Father will come back in the
end, 8ase the scoundrel away, give Sonia the sound thrash-
ing she deserves, and restore order. In the howses of his
ériend® whose fathers had gone to the war, the mothers
wgere doing exactly®the same thing, with only one difference :
Russian svldiers were paying thefl visits, and not for-
eigners. . v
. Sonia adored her young lover and, as she’waited for
him in a strange frenzy of zmpatlence, she was ready to
tip the sky for anyone. She wodld come straight home
o fromwork, sweep the room, put a clean white cloth on the
®etable, singing all the time. Mischa followed her every
Movement with his clear blue eyes, but, although she looked ¢ *

prettiereand she .Was kinder ar:d more cheerful, he did
o ®
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not like her. It was as though she'were some strange, dit-
ferent woman.

Ohe afternoon as she was prepating fish for supper,
there came a knock at the door, a short, quiet, dry sound.
Mischa went to the dooreand opened it. Ofitside stood »
* emall man, youx.lg.but with a faded, wrinkled face and

wearing a black coat and a checked cap. His hands were
buried deep in the pockgts of his greatcoat. He glanced
round the room, then, looking lown indiffe®ntly at the
ground, he said, as it were, to his own feet:
‘Sonia Amoskinoy?’
® ¢ ‘Yes,’ she answsred, petrified, with ghe plate in front
of her. ,
‘Will you come along to the office with m®, please.
There’s a telegram from youwr husband. You've got to sign -
for it ® ° e *
Sonia knew there could not be any telegram. " Why
should her husband send a telegram when he never even
scribbled a line to her ? Nevertheless, she asked:
eHe's alive ?’ . .
‘He’s alive.’ The stranger echoed her words casually.
‘Wounded? * ‘e
‘Ne, not wounded. You'll hear all about it in the
office. Let’s go.’ . -
There was no question about ite She was not being
summoned there or®her husband’s account. She threw a
kerchiY qver her head, tied it under her chin and went
out with the official. Mischa was delighted. Father woudd
surely be back soon and then everything would be like
it was before. What if he did on occasion take off his belt
and measure its length on Mischa's back ? After all, that
was a father’s right. Same all over the world. o

o A quarter of an hour lster his mother’s lover #p-

peared. He was surprised to hear th‘a.t she hag gone to
® [ )
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the post-effice, but he made himgself comfortable in a chair,
got out his tobacco, lit up and whistling through his teeth
waited patiently for*her to return. ot

Sonia did not get back Yor a few hours. She looked
ead and gloordy, but, at sight ofher lover, her face bright-
ened and shg set about preparing the gvemng meal. ®*

‘Been to the post-office ?’ he asked.

“Yes,” she answered, slowly, and uncertainly.
o Misch®in his cornef pricked up his ears and held his
brgath. He was waiting to hear whether his father would
be back in one week or two, apd when the intruder would
have to clear out for good and all. But he was, disap- @
rointed. His mother bending over the stove, just shrugged
and said*lightly, over her shoulder,

‘Nothing important. They get you all upset for noth-
ing® these days.’ °

Soon all three of them sat down to the meal. They
had bread, fish, crabs, prepared by Sonia, tinned meat
from the Argentine and Australian butter which the sol-
® dier lead brought. They drawk red wine with the foogd and
even Mischa gotehalf a glass. They finished up with hot
tea an® sugar cut into large, irrégular cubes.

Sonia cheered up completely thanks to the wine and
egery now and then as she got up to fetch the tea-pot, salt
or 2 plate, she kisseal her lover’s cheek or the nape of his
neck. After the meal, they cleared #vay and washed up
together. Mischia undressed, climbed into the .cof which
had long been too small for him, and pulled the tdrn cotton
quilt up over his head. Sonia took down the paraffin lamp
from its nail in the wall, turned d8wn the wick and blew
out the light. Mischa turned over on his stomach, buried

®*his freckled nose in the pillow, curled up and soon fell
ad¥eep. The soldier and theswoman undressed in the dark.
That night, Sonia.smothered her lover with wild and

. IS
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feverish caresses, as on the day of their first laiss. Thén
,she told him the truth about where she had been earlier in
" the ev8ning. She had been taken to tHe militia post where
she had been told that, if she must have a boy friend, he
must not be a foreigner lsut % Soviet soldid?. But she did

"* eot care two hoc.)ts.about orders and she was got afraid of
anything. They could not do anything to her and, in any,

case, she was ready to make any sacrifices, even to die,
for her lover. * i o
The next day the soldier, who was my batman, teld
me the story as he was tidying up the tent. He asked
Whethgr he was hkely to suffer any ynpleasant conse-
quences as a result of his actions. -
‘Not you,’ I reassured him. ‘But Sonia most®certainly
will. They will come along ®ne night, take her away and

_she will be seng to Sib&rm, while the child will be put in

an orphanage. You will lose your woman, the son will
lose a mother and she will lose her freedom.’ .
The soldier was worried about his mistress, promised

to stop calling on her and leept his word. Thencaforth, ®

young Mischa could run down to batha on the sea shore
as happily as ever and could enjoy himself with fis €riends,
sailing wooden boats. When his father came back, he *
would not have to chase Sonia away, for she had onge
more become a good mother and a feithful wife.

It was evening® Dark and cold. Out of the far black-
ness camqthe smell of the sea blending with the odour of
oil and paraffin and the tang of seaweed. I was working
in the tent, preparin‘g the bulletin which contained the
latest news received bver .my field radio set. The tent,

which was dug in to protect it from the nocturnal squalls o

of Turkestan and fastened by a stake attached to the cag®

vas door flap, rumbled and oracked under the onslaught
of the wind, like.the taut skin of a tom-tom. Ny batman
L hd d



. .
252 A Y CUCTANT TRAVELLER IN RUSSIA

whas struggling with a fin of eorned beef, which he was
trying to force open by means of a service jack-knife with |
a massive black handle. Suddenly, we heard the hud of |
bare feet on the wooden steps leading down to the tent
end a small Meature slid undes the flap.

l§y the yellowy-red gleam of the cagbide lamp, I made» *

.out a tousled flaxen mop of hair wreathmg the sooty face

of a small boy in long shorts, very ragged, and made from
a.pair of ma®’s trousers cut down.
o ‘Mischa!’ cried the batman.

‘Oh, I am glad I've found you!’ exclaimed the boy,
putting his arms round him and pressing his head trygtingly
against the soldier’s belt. ‘I was afraid I would not see
you.! ® .

‘“What about your mother ?’ asked the soldier, giving
me*n uneasy look, as though I krfew whag had happened
to her. ‘Is she at home?’

e ‘Yes, at home,’ nodded the boy, ‘only . . .

‘Only what?’

®he boy stammered, ¥t his eyes rove round the
tent, fixed hlS gaze on me, then looked up at the soldier’s
face ofce more.

‘Since you stopped coming to see us,” he begas, ‘Sonia
isgvery $ad. She can’t eat or sleep. She's cried so much
tha} her eyes are alPswollen. I hear her sighing all night
and she’s got so thin. She's wasted away. I'm afraid she’s
going to die. I didn’t like you befsre, because Lsa.w how
you were stealing mother away from father. I uftderstand
everything, just the same as 1f I was grown-up. But, you
see, Daddy’s a long way away at the war. He may get

o Killed, then he’ll never come back to us and all the time
*gother’s just crying. I tried to cheer her up, but I'm only

a mall boy. What can I dow I'm so sorry-for her, I can’t
bear it agy longer..Please don’t lfave hﬁr. Come and see
[ ® ('Y
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us to-morrow, like you used to, when it's evenin® and she
gets home from work, though she doesn’t rush home any
more now like she did when she was going to see you.
Please come, she's so sad!’ ﬁe looked beseechmgly into
the soldier's wide eyes. ‘®promise not to Worry yQu ang

* ®nore. I won’t evgneask you for money to go tosthe pictures.

Just come,’ he repeated, ‘but don’t say I was here and,

asked you to. Make it leok as if you thought of it your-

self. Say you'll come. Do, please!’ he .
He seized the soldier’s hand which was still clenched

around the handle of ¢he jack-knife, kissed it and ran out

® o the éent. He vanighed so suddenly he gmight never have

been there at all. But for a little while we could just hezgr
the drumming of his bareheels on the sand as he’galloped
away in the distance. *
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SEVENTEEN

Hospital -

As I was tidying the papers in my tent one day, I came
across a sheet torn from an exeYcise-book, on which were
written a few sentences in Russian. It was a letter in a
neat, even hand from some sick Russianesoldier by the
name of Tadeusz. I was puzzled about the identity of my
Russian namesake, and I had to read the letter a second
time before it dawned on me. That sick Russian was my-
®self. ¢ ¢ .
Durigg a recent illness, I hgd been placed in a Rus-
, sian military hospital in which iron discipline prevailed.
* Visitors were not allowed to talk freely with the batients
arel I was only permitted to communicate with the friend
whae used to come %¥nd see me exther by sign language
through the®window or by letter. Letters, written j1 Rus-
sian for the benefit of the censor, were dehvereé to me by
SiSter Nadzieya. Instead of writing back, I used to ask
the sister to tell my waiting §riend what food or other
things I was in need of. One day, Sister Nadzieya brought
e me the following letter:
..
® ‘Dear Tadeusz—SorrP that this is the last time I can

come to #¥¢ you byt to-morrow ['m leguing for Head-
. o .
L] (]



A Y

noselthr 25
. ]
quarters, where I’ve been tvansferred at my oi,vﬁ request.

JHHope Lo see you well again soon,

Yours,

Jan.
L ]
° e e

®* ®  Jan was my West friend and workmates The above

letter convinced me that, now that I was in hospital, my,
friend, instead of taking over my duties, was deserting

not only his post but me. I wa$ being left *here among

strangers in anything but congenial surroundings. e

‘Sister Nadzieyad’ I shouted. ‘Get pen and ink! I'll

® dictateea letter. You know, I'm not fit tg hold a pen.’

‘I know,” she said. ‘Only don’t excite yourself 1J1
get everything we need. Just lie quiet.’

She went away and carhe back with paper, pen and
inkpot. Then sl sat dowh at the table by the window.

‘I'm ready,’ she said, arranging herself in the chair,
like a schoolgirl preparing to take a dictation. ¢

‘Only write down exactly what I say,’ I warned her.

Of course. Go ahead.” ® *

‘“You old scoundrgl!” ' I began. *

‘ “You old scoundrel!”’ echoed Sister Nadﬁeya in
her gentle, sing-song voice, starting to write.
. ‘“If you're not willing to take over for me while I'em
lying here sick or even to come and®see me, then ga to
hell yog blighter, and damn your eyes!” '’ Sdch was my
fury as I sald these words that it lifted me up in bed.

Steady now,’ begged Sister Nadzieya. ‘You can see
I'm taking it all down, “If you're not willing to take over
for me while I'm lying here sick or even to come and see
me, then go to hell you blighter, and damn your eyes!”
I've got it all,’ she added, looking up from the paper. o

‘Carry on, then! “. . . @nd if I were writing tfis
letter myself insgead of getting the gister to ®o it, I'd
[ 4 L4 .
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r.eally teM you what I think o you. I don’t want to know
anything mbre about you, you swine —TADEUSsZz.”’

Breathing heav11y with anger, the effort and™a high
temperature, I fell back on the pillow exhausted. The
Sister obedxently finished wrxtufg my last words and con-
veyed the lester to Jan. o, .

I saw her give it to him outside the window, and
soon he was reading the note E unearthed amongst my
papers. It rin as follows:

‘Hello, old man. Thanks forewemembering me. I'm
feeling a lot bettgr. Sorry to hear yoyp're going away and
won’t be able to come and see me again. I dare say, when
Im fit, we'll be seeing each otRer again and working to-
gether as before. Sincere thahks once more for all you've
done for me. All the best for thPtime being,

Yours,
. Tadeusz.’
. *
‘ ® o

In that hospital I had a room to myself. One day, as
I was Wainly trying to get to sleep, the door opened and in

* came Kulinina, attended by the doctor. .

o Kulinina, a tall, slim, middle-aged woman and a
natjve of Turkestaff, was an inspector at the local De-
partment of Health. With the doctdrs, as well gs their
hospitals, she did exactly as she liked, though she had no
ntedical qualifications whatever. As a good Party member
she was temperamentally alleggic to foreigners represent-
ing the capitalist democracies and *the degenerate West.
e Ohe threw an unfriendly glance at me as she came in,

'dlen turned imperiously to the doctor.

® “This patient must be Memoved at once to the general

hospital.g® N . -
[ ] [ ] [y
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. Where 1 was, the docsors were good anj the cond’-
tions perfectly adequate. It would be a pityfto have to
Teave. ®
‘Citizens,’ I said, ‘I've 2 high temperature Just let
me stay here for a few mere days, anyway. ’ .
¢ e ‘I'm extremely sorry,’ she answered drily, ‘but 1 m our
Soviet State, everythmg happens according to plan. If
it weren’t absolutely neaessary to move you, I certainly
should not. Have the ambulanc® come at offce and take
. the patient away,’ she snapped to the doctor, who immedi-
ately left the room to ¢omply with his orders.
® * ‘Theyll take ygu along in an ambplance,’ she told
me. “‘Wrap yourself up well and you'll be quite all righg’
‘Oh, well,” I consentet]. ‘Only my things wilf be a bit
of a nuisance. The few bodks are nothing. I can carry
them, but I've got buttér ? that paper on the table—and
a packet of sugar. My friend brought me so much I don’t
know what to do with it. The butter will melt in the c2r,
and the sugar’ll get spilt. Perhaps you'll be kind enough-
to aceept them?’ * ¢
“You're sure you don’t want them¢’ she asked, try-
ing hard to sound quite indifferent. ' i
‘Cettain. Do have them. They'll only get sporlt or the °
orderly will take them.’ .
Kulinina went over to the tab® and with a swift
' movement wrapped "the hunk of butter and the sugar in
a newspaper. When the doctor returned, she was calmly

holding tfie parcel. . y
‘How is his temperatyre, actually? she asked the
doctor.

The doctor came over to the bed and took down the o
temperature chart. The graph paper showed what lookeg®
e like an Alpine landscape—a®chain of mountains, de®p
valleys, towering peaks, crags, chasmgand sumegits. The
: [ .
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1.nspectoo urveyed the diageam, shaking her head in
feigned mirest mmgled with sympathy.
‘Hm . . . yes. Perhaps it would be better Yo keep
him here a feW days longer, till he shows some improve-
®ment and his®temperature goss down.’
‘Maybe it would,’” agreed the dostor obediently. ‘I8l ¢
. cancel the ambulance.’
‘Well, get better soon,” said Kulinina as she went,
saking with®her the prite of her sympathy, a pound of
sugar and the slab of butter with which I had so effectively
spread her heart as to soften,it to ghe point of sabotaging
the plans of the Soviet State. . . ¢ -
« She went out with a smile and behind her the servile
doctor slipped away, silently closing the door.

. * o ® .
My fevered blood seemed to be forcing my temples
apart and running needles into my eyes. The doors were
wide open and I could look straight through into a ward
® full 8f cheerful convalescents. Young lads were playing
fiddles, accordions and balalaikas, or fighting duels with
their ®rutches. The fencers were each minus a leg. Sup-
porting themselves with one crutch, they wieldedthe other
l&ke a rdpier: whoever fell over first lost the match. It was
an, excellent pastinf® and, since a man with only one Ieg
takes a loftg time to stand up agaird, it pv-n"c"cu pleniy”

of laughter. o
*  With as happy a smile on his face as an{ of them,
Matwiej in his wheelchair sat Wat.ching the fencers. He
was a handsome, well-built man inhis early twenties, with
e pale blond hair and a small moustache, neatly clipped,
® @vhich gave him a cross, quick-tempered look. Fate had
ptayed Matwiej an except¥onally dirty trick. The ship in o°
which heshad been travelling on.draft.to Baku had been

. .
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bombed by enemy planes. Matwie} escaped witlehis 1if&,
but he had been so badly jammed in the wrecfage of the
sh1p that his body was mangled and fis bones shattered.
The poor fellow had had both arms and legs amputated,
and all that was left of hisn was a head and trunk. After®

* #few weeks, there ke sat or stood in his chair,shaving been
washed and shaved by one of the nurses, looking just like ,
a dummy in the window of a hairdresser’s shop. The un-

- fortunatelad had a wife whom hehad married®in Tashkent
shortly before embarking. As soon as he recovered froim
the operation he asked to be allowed to see his wife in

® hdspitad. The hospital office telephoned,the appropriate
authorities in Tashkent, explaining the case.

Matwiej’s wife was stmmoned to the Security Head-
quarters in Tashkent and tld that, if she wished, she
would be giveneleave ffot the factory and a permit”to
buy a return ticket to see her husband. Except in unusual
circumstances, such as the evacuation of refugees, travel
in the Soviet Union is strictly forbidden to individuals
and n® booking-office will sell % ticket unless the purthaser ®
can produce an official permit. .

The young wife seized the opportunity of seefng her
husband®and after a three-day journey she reported to the
hospital, where they told her about the misfortulte whieh
“had befallen Matwiej. e R

¢'s a hundred per cent. disabled. He’s got no arms
or legs. Ifeyou want to take him home with you, you can.’

‘Of dourse I want to. After all, he’s my husband,’ she
replied, not grasping the extent of his tragic plight.

‘In that case, ]ust sign thlS declaration to certify that
you're taking him with you.’ °

The woman appended her signature and was takeg®

‘e to the visitors’ room. An orlerly wheeled in Matwéej

through another gdoor.
[
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®  Afee loud expressions of joy at their reunion and

tearful empraces, Matw1e] s wife came to her senses and
went to sce the commandant. ®
‘Comrade Colonel, what’s to become of him? Mat-
ewie] needs cOnstant attention.eHe'll have to be washed,
fed, taken to the lavatory; he couldns gven be left alome
in the house. If there was a fire or the ce111ng collapsed,
for instance, the poor boy would be quite helpless. I have
§0 work prictically all Hay in the factory and he’s only
twenty-four with a sound heart and good lungs. He might

live for another sixty years.’, .
‘Certainly, he might, but what about it?’ said fhe”
Golonel.

‘Well how can I take him?’
“You signed to say youw*would.’
* ‘I know I did, but I'd no®%dea howead he was.’
‘But we told you he was a hundred per cent. disabled.’
*  ‘Yes, but I didn’t understand.’
‘I suppose you understand Russian?’
®] understand Russia?, but I wanted to see lim so
badly I didn’t hear what was bejng said. I just had to get
to hin?®’
‘You shouldn’t have signed the undertaking.’

e ‘I %know, but now that I have signed it, I'd sooner
take in two homel®&s orphans instead. While I'm at the
factory, tht children could go to school and T copld pick
them up on my way back from work. And ited be safer
to leave two children alone in the house than a’poor crip-
ple like that.’

‘Hm. I see. So you don t want to take him?’
‘I can’t.’
°e  ‘Wait a minute while I think. We shall see.’

® The Colonel went bak to his office where he tele-

phoned ¢ the militia. Shortly afterwgrds, a black van
K3 L] [Y
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§ drew up in front of the hospital and two offici segot out?

One Was wearing uniform, the other plam cloghes. First,
they wént to the office and then along fo the waiting-room
where, having concluded her visit to her husband, the
wife was waiting for the whse Colonel to phaﬁxge his mind.®

® Phe officials infogmed her that she was undem arrest. She

could not believe it, and when they laid hold of her to take |
her away by force she resisted and began to struggle.

A terrible cry rang out in tht silence of the hospitaly
a sharp, broken scream which dissolved in a spasm of
weeping that drownedethe woman’s helpless pleas as she

*was dragged away. Sgon, a deathly white, hush once more

enveloped the hospital.

It Wwould-be-years-before Matwiej’s wife, Who had
travelled several hundred mtles on a week’s leave from
distant Tashkens, wouldr&urn to the capital of her native
Uzbeckstan—if, indeed, she ever returned. She was placed
in a Turkestan prison to await trial, while Matwiej, wlto
sat in his wheelchair and watched the chivalrous antics of
the diellists, was bound for a®long journey—to thc}lome
for totally disabled veterans. .
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After a time, Iewas transferred to &he general ward, in
which there were sixteen beds. It was brighter and pleas-
anter there than all alone in mY single room. The patient
young sisters were worthy® of admiration. They were
underfed and paid starvation Wages, forewhich they had
to work twelve hours a day, but they tended the sick with
gnuine devotion and when a transfusion was required they
gave their own blood.

n the Soviet Union, tie home of paradox, whére the
life and liperty of a man in good.health are in no way pro-
tected?where there are no pensions, insurance schemes or
financial provision made for old age, where a healthy man
iman indignificant pawn—ail medical facilities are avail-
able to a man who ¥s sick. He is surrounded by attentive
doctors and nurses and is at perfect liberty to hegp upon
them the most vulgar abuse, if it contributes at all to the
rtlief of his suffering. And, indegd, it must contribute
thereto, for Soviet citizens agail themselves of this privi-
lege to the full.

. I was in the last bed by the wall. In no less than an
&our’s time the maid was due to bring in my lunch. I was.
ndt expecting to see Sister*Vera Ivanovna to whose care
I had beet commitged. It was Friday asd having been on

. H .
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duty all night, she had the day off. There waf slence ift
the ward, broken only by the monotonous sngres of the
patlcn& Flies were buzzing round th® white lamp in the
ceiling.

‘How do you feel 7’ asked Vera, bendin® over me withe

* I®r serious, prett.y §ace and kind, thoughtful eyes. °

She wore a pink dress with sky-blue flowers on it, in-
stead of the usual white smock. It was cheap, market calico,
and badly printed, yet it was cotourful, gays spring-like
Her hair was arranged with more than customary care and
she seemed taller than,usual, for she was not wearing her

* w8rking sandals but high-heeled shoes.

‘Quite well, thanks,’ I replied, raising my head arld
propping myself up on m¢ elbow, against the fillow. ‘I
thought you had the day off*You were working all night
and I expect yougll be on aguin this evening. I thought yoti'd
be fast asleep.’

‘Well, I should be, but they were giving out sweets
at lunchtime so I went along and stood in the queue. I got
somes You've no idea how gwod they taste.’ She ®niled
greedily. “That’s why I came along to gige you a few.” She
laid a scrap of newspaper containing a few caramels on
the blanket. ‘I know in your country of capitalist oppres-
sion you never get anything like that to eat.’ . .

Vera was far from stupid. On th®contrary; but bejng
barely twenty-five yéars of age, she was entirely a product
of the Sovjet State which had brought her up and educated
her. . .

‘Thank you.’ I pressed her hand. ‘It’s awfully nice of
you to share them with me. *1 must tell you, though, that
inmy country every child could buy sweets like those when-
ever he wanted and however many he liked.’ o

d She nodded her head ineagreement and smiled ler
understanding. o o

L [ 4
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*  ‘Yqulonly say that becguse you're patriotic, but I
know it’s Rot true. It can’t be. Since you're.ill, I'm not
going to quarrel with you. Anythmg you say,’ she cSheeded
indulgently.
° A Polish%oldier who was seriously ill started to moan
loudlgz from a nearby bed. Vera weat Jover to him, ®
, straighten the pillow under his head. The sick man opened
his eyes and recognized the girk
o  ‘Sister,®he whisper®d, catching her by the hand.
e« ‘What is it, my dear?’
‘Help me.’ o .
‘What do ypu want?’ .
‘Sister,” he begged, like a small boy afraid of being
left alon® in the dark, ‘I don’t want to die here on strange
soil and amongst strangers.’ ®
® ‘What do you mean “stramfye®soil” 2’ Vera asked, sur-
prised by his words. ‘You are an ordinary farmer, so the
sail of the Soviet Union is no stranger—rather a friend.’
Vera, who was not just an ordinary hospital nurse,
but affo a medical student, ¥id not stop to reflect, for all
her educatlon, that this ordmary farmer had arrived on
this stl'ange but. friendly Soviet soil by a roundabout route
through Siberia, whither he had been transported after
having Been torn from the bosom of his family.
o ‘I'll have to g®now,’ she said to me. ‘I’ve got a lot
of work to 8o at home. Bye-bye.’ o
That afternoon, with a blue dressing-gown thrown

over my underclothes, I was sxttmg outside ol a bench, -
basking in the warm rays of the Turkestan sun. On the -

stone steps in front of me a young Ukrainian girl with fair
o hair and wearing a white smock was washing her feet. She
*good on one foot and raised the other as though dancing

a minuet, while douching i® in water poured from a clay *°

jug. She Jeoked like. a vestal in an anciegt Greek myth.

[ [ ] L ]
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A bell rang for dinner, témind.ing me thatflthad to*
rgturn to the building. I was no sooner msxde thgn Marfa

_ the maid entered, carrying a tray laden with bowls. She
who usually wore a happy sm11e, to-day looked gloomy
and sullen. .

* '@ “Why the long fuce, Marfa? I asked. .

‘Because I'm annoyed with all these doctors and com-
mandants,’ she replied, releasing some of her pent-up fury.
‘T wanted to ask the matron for sofne clean shetts. I went e

~~along to their room and there they all were, sitting quitee

happily round the table drinking tea. They told me to
get out and not to digturb them. Just say a word and
they’ll suspend you and maybe have you tried for msubom

dination.” * .

‘You see, Marfa, if we Yoreigners sometimes com-
plain about condisions he?‘e’—that’s one thing. We didn’_t
~ask to come here. But your brothers, your father, husband,
nephew or cousin have fought, shed their blood and died;
to preserve these conditions and this liberty of yours.’
Marfa made no reply. M8re furious than ever, she
passed round the bowls of soup in silence and went out
quickly with a rustle of her wide starched skirt.  ®
A few days later, quite fit again, I was standing ir®
" the tunnel of an empty corridor waitin® for the car which
was to tgke me back fo the camp. °
‘Will you come and see us sometimes? asked Vera.
‘Of colirse. But bring a couple of glasses, will you?*
Let’s drink up this wine I’ve ggt here.’
‘No, thanks.’
‘Don’t you drink ¥’

‘Very little and rarely.’ o

¢ ‘Yes, but you’ll drink my hetlth ?’ ¢
' ‘No, really, thank yqu.’ %
[ 4
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d ‘Ié You won't even drigk to my health, why should
I come arld see you?' I asked with forced Jocularlty
Vera shruggdd her shoulders.
‘If you want to drlnk I'll get you a glass,’ she said,
° evaswely * °
‘I'm mot going to drink all by mgself, but 1f you wom' @
drink to my health let’s drink to yours.
‘Please, no.’
. “Ther?to the health of Stalm, I provoked her.
e  ‘My dear boy,’ she begged in a whisper, ‘if anybody
saw us and reported that a gurse gvas drinking wine in the
hospital with 3, patient—and a forgigner at thaf—they'd
pot only sack me, but send me to Siberia into the bargain.
They Rave hospitals there too, and they need nurses. If
you like to come and see nf#e privately, at home, you'll be
very welcome to tea and I'll digtup somg cake from some-
where.’ :
. A car roared up outside and stopped at the gate.
‘Where do you live?’ I asked.
d # ‘No. 5, Chapayeva Street. Ask for Vera Ivanevna, or
just for Sister Vera.’

SThe driver sounded his horn impatiently. I slung the
flask over my shoulder—that flask of wine which Vera
éeared to drink, even to the health of Stalin.

‘T’ll be round®to see you,’ I said, as I ran outside.
‘I’mefree on Friday,’ she called after me.

‘Yes, I know; see you Friday.’ o
L] [ ]

Only four days to go t111 Friday, then three and two
—until at last the day came when I was to visit Vera
Ivanovna.

Krasnovodzk was a small provincial town, half built
of timber and desperately depressing. It was just like®
thousageds of ot&er such towns in Russia and I had no
. . .
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di}ﬁculty in finding Chapayeyga which was one o’ the mair®
streets.

Si®er Vera lived in a small low®house, a hovel al-

* most, with a porch leading ou't on to a dreary back yard.
She was waiting for me dregsed in her white fioliday frock

=fdich was not much different from her hospital smock.
Her room was a‘large kitchen, divided in two by a grey

blanket, on one side of whjch stood a bed, chair, table and ’

chest of drawers with a yellowing*fly-blown lowking-glass.,
There were faded photographs pinned to the wall with
‘drawing-pins and embe]lished with artificial flowers made
“of Wire gnd blotting-paper. In one corner gver the bed was
a plate-shaped loud-speaker.
Wretched it was and donely, and inevitably £ad.
Vera had put on the kettle while she was waiting,
and when I arrivgd she Was in process of sewing a skir€.
‘I see you're making a new dress,” I greeted her.
‘No. It’s not for me,” she said, fixing hér needle n
the material and laying the work aside. ‘It’s for sale,’ she

continwed, as she took out a «couple of thick glass®s-on e

chipped saucers. ‘It wouldn’t be easy tq keep going on
nothing but a nurse’s pay. The wages aren’t high arsd sub-
scriptions to the library, sports and the Red Army, as well .
as the special tax I pay because I haven't a child and ag
twenty-five, account for-a fair amoumt of my cash. If I
didn’t do some sewiflg and knitting so as to have a few
things to sgll, I'd never make ends meet.’

The kettle by this time was puffing clouds of steams
Vera lifted it off the fite and made two glasses of tea.

We sat-down at the table which was laid with some
home-made cake and a tin of cube sugar.

‘It’s rather odd,’ I said. ‘You're such a good person, *
Vera, pretty, sensible, young and very sweet, yet you go
through life all alone.’ o

. v [ . : ¢ .
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. Shs ‘nugged . !
‘Do ypu really think I'm good and sweet ?’ she asked
‘I’'m lertain of it. After all, I was your patient and
I'll never forget how well you looked after me when I
eWwas sick. Yo® were very patignt and understanding, not
only'w1th mg but with all the sick and Wounded under youre
care.’
‘It’s the duty of any nurse,’ she answered evasively.
.  Maybe, but I've seen other nurses, and I'm sorry to
say they don’t all show the same devotion to duty.’ :
‘Oh, yes, I know,’ she sai.d, noéding her head thought-
fully. . °°
‘Quite a lot of them behave di?ferently according to
whom they’re dealing with. They're helpful and pleasant
and all smiles to some and they've no time at all for others.
Bat you were good to all of us, shough ] never once saw
you smile. Were you always the same?’
o ‘No, but some years ago I forgot how to smile.’
‘I’'m so sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you. I understand,
e you stffered some tragedy.’s
‘It’s all right. I'm not angry with you. You're qulte
right. o did suﬁer a tragedy, but it wasn’t the kind you
imagine. Nobody ran away and left me. More wagter? The
tea seems a bit strong.’
‘No, thanks. I&s fine.’ .
T You'ue just said that T'm a ghod person. Do vou
think anyone can be good who has killed a fellow human 7

she asked in her usual even, melodious and shghtly con-

strained voice,
Her question took me bY surbrise.
‘Yes, I think so,’ I said, when I'd got over the first
® eunpleasant shock of bewilderment. ‘It all depends on the
agcumstances. On occasiongthe best of men are driven to ¢
commit zgurder, while a lot of peoplc; who have never
: : ° .
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committed murder are neveftheless thoroughly’ thse and’
avil.’ . . F

‘I agree,’” she replied.

‘For example, I don’t regard myself ag partxcularly

icked, but I killed a few then at the front—men agginst ®

whom I had no per8onal ill-feeling whatsoevet.’

‘Ah, war—that’s different,” she objected.

‘Yes but-a life takerf comes to the same thmg in the
long run.’ *

“You see . . .” she began, then broke off, stood p
‘ancl, in order to hide the emotion she could not control,
she turfled away pretending to do something in the
kitchen. ' .

‘Before I became a nurse, she went on after a short
time, ‘T used to work in the Securlty Police. One day, I was
ordered to a pla® near the Chinese frontier, where I was
to investigate a certain matter. Exact details as to what
and how were to be given me later, so I was told. When"I
arrlved at my destination I reported to my new chjef. I

hadn’t"been working with him long before I had fallen °

in love with him. I was very young at thé time; JJ’d never
“been in love before, and you know how it*is with & girl’s
first romance.’

‘I know.’ ' * e

‘After a time, I, got my instructions. The person ¥'d
come tosget was the man I'd fallen in love with. I did rny
duty and atcomplished my mission.’

Your story, Vera, sounds like the plot of a sensd-
tional film.’ o o

‘Maybe it does, only a film like that would be banal

and artificially drawn out and therefore rather improb- e

able. But in real life such things happen.’ o
‘Unfortunately they do. But you chose to take on tht
kind of work,’ I eouldn’s help remarlting. ‘Is iletrue, by
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the wa, that even 1n a hospital ward there’s one sister

specially qetailed by the authorities to report What thg
patients discuss?’

Yes,’ Vera admitted, and added, as though suddenly
® pertprbed at the question, ‘Wl!y do you ask ¥’

N
‘Simply because in an access of#sipcerity I told ohe
. of them rather more than was necessary about my humble

self. .
. ‘Which one?
e~ ‘Natasha.’

‘Oh, she’s all right,’ said Vera reassuringly. ‘You can.

say what you like to her. No need to worry. Skhe won’t
make use of it. It’s only the senior sister—the ward-matron
so- called—who being oﬂicw.lly appointed, would report to
the authorities.’

The evening was already™ well advanced. Vera stood .

up and pressed the wall switch which lit the electric bulb
ih its papier miché shade. Then she turned round to look
at the alarm clock on the chest of drawers.

‘Eight o'clock already,’ she said, breaking a®silence
which had begurt to grow ratherlong. ‘I'd likegou to stay,
but I'n afraid you'll miss your last train.’

“Yes, I must be going.’ I stood up. ‘Thafiks a lot,
Wera, ['ve enjoyed myself. Good night.’

I put on my cap, as I turned to go.

‘Good night,’ she said as we shook hands. @rop in
again soine time,’ she added without enthusia®m, ‘and re-
fhember, don’t say too much aboyt yourself ﬁarticularly
to people in responsible positipns, gven if it’s only a humble
senior sigter in a hospital ward.’

I went out on the veranda and the door shut behind
ene. I heard the key scrape in the lock, and, when I looked
bAck, I could see the shad®w of her head with its thunder-
cloud o#*hair outl'!xed against the walb .
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I went down the steps, with & strange ir’axplicablen

f.eeling of sorrow, as though I had lost someoge dear to

me.

o’y

Vera, you see, was the séehior sister in the ward.
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Happiness and a
* _ Thérmometer

It was # scorching Sunday in July. A white sun gilded the
grey, sandy crescent of thesbay in which lay a string of
s#iling boats, like the beads ofeanecklacg, gently rocking.
The slim, graceful pencils of their masts sketched broad
arcs upon the clear, blue sky, measuring the quiet rhythm
of a peaceful day. The green pier, supported by ancient

o tree frunks covered with meuld, moss and seaweeds thrust

deep into the mxgror of the CasEnan Sea. As I sat there on
the edge’of the pier, the water below me wasHfar beyond
the reach of my bare feet. It was a secluded spot, quite
dgserted. Even the fish were not biting. It did not matter
how often I changed the bait, replacing a crust of black
bread withe a2 white roll or a sarding soaked in oil, there
was not a fish to be caught. In my mind’s eye,showever, I
was floating away, far beyond the silver rim of the horizon.
Time stood still, in this place, from dawn till dark.
Suddenly, my peaceful medithtions were interrupted
by the creak of footsteps on the rotting planks. Someone

o . .
® was coming. Afanazy. He was coming slowly and care-

wlly, so as not to twist gis ankle in one of the many,

treacher.qus holes, or tear his boot on_a protruding nail.
[ ]

e : *
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He was better dressed thap usual. A shirt w?t a smal,
tight collar, fastened at the side, white with blue stripes,
*well Mundered and held at the waist By an army belt, was
evenly draped above his navy riding-breeches, tucked into
black top-boots. The latigr, ‘made out of®fibre or some
«#sther leather subsgtute, had rubber soles cut,from otor-
car tires, and they gleamed like an advertisement for boot
polish.. .

He came up to me, smiled with affecked geniality, -
displaying the two rows of metal teeth, and sat dowgRe-
side me. o . .

® * ‘Good morning he began.

‘Good morning.’

Silence. It was such a warm, lazy day that®I did not
even feel like -talking. .

“You're ﬁs.hing,’ keesaid, directing a powerful %nd
accurate spit at the surface of the water, as though he were
flinging a bean at a window-pane. _ .

A small circle appeared on the still expanse, then van- %
ishedeas though rubbed from a blackboard. N o

Afanazy was the political directoj of the Military @
Hospital..That was how he had come to know mes Every
morning, he used to bring me a copy of the Red Star, which *
he distributed free of charge. Once a week he showed a
film in the hall, somesimes he mansged to drag bogks,
draughts, dominoes’ or chess out of the library, and dent
balalaikag, violins or guitars to those who were musically
inclined. &le knew the history of the Revolution and the
Party by heart, but hé never delivered lectures. That was
what hurt him most. * “

‘If only I were educated,’ he would whisper, sad and
hopeless. . *

‘e One day, he had brought in some illustrated pgm-
phlets. Aeroplangs were depicted on.the coveg, winging
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tReir way through crimson skigs above the heads of Soviet
soldiers ma{ching victoriously. Inside, there were dozens
of photographs deplcting the heroic achievements 8f the
Workers’ and Peasants’ Army by land, sea and air. The
@ime, place an® choice of liferagure were rather unfortu-
}\)Vounded men or legless cripplcs,. men with theit™®
,arms in slings or heads swathed in bandages, went beserk
at this reminder of the delights of war. The propagandist
was unanimausly declar®d an unnatural brute, and his
maoshker a lady of easy virtue.

When the astonished pqlitical, director tried to ex-
plain away his egror, beginning his peroration with the
time-honoured, ‘Comrades, Brothers, Eagles!" the broth-
ers and €agles subjected him t» a hail of spittoons and
chamber-pots, and Afanazy rétreated behind the door with-
out further argument. He did %ot put i an appearance
for the next few days. And then, one morning, as though
nothing had happened, he was back again, distributing

**  newspgpers. The patients, likewise, greeted him as though
®nothing had happened. *
On this parsicular day, a Spnday, he chagced to be
walkin® past the pier and had just come up tg chat for
* no particular reason. He explained, as if by way of self-
jussificatton, that he just wanted to talk—man to man. His
wrinkled face was #hxious and tRoughtful.
®* We sat there in silence. What was there §o talk
about? And the peacefulness of the place waseextremely
e delightful. . .
“Irying to catch a few fish for yourself ?’ he repeated.
‘Yes.’ * :
There was another long silence. Afanazy spat again,
*fyrther than before, not down at his feet but right out
in éront. . .
‘Telleme, do you like it with us?" ¢

.
H .
) -

nate.
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It's all right.’ .« . 0
. ‘27\70u1d you like to stay here ? Tell me frapkly. Don’t
shrug your shoulders as if you didn't know. You must
know. Life with us here is different from other countries.
"You re not used to it yet, # you'd find it hard at firsg. But®
people in other gountries aren’t happy. Hete, they are.
Don’t smile—I know what I'm talking about. It doesn’t
matter if certain things #re hard to come by, but you will
admit that we've done a lot and” made great progress m
the twenty years since the Revolution. It's true, isn'esie?
There you are, you say so yeurself. And in the next twenty
years we'll do a lot more and advance still further. Why.?
Because our people are happy-—not like in those countrges
of yours. Why do you looR so surprised?’ He pushed back
the peak of his checked cap®and spat once more through
his metal teeth.«Yes, indfd. A man can only be happ}.f in
our country. Take England or France or America. Million-
aire sits in his palaceSits there bored to tears. For the
simple reason he’s got everything his heart could wish for
——pallce, car, aeroplane—everything. And is he happy?®
Course he‘s not. He's no sooner got them thap he's fed
up with his palace, car and aeroplane. But the car f&ctories
are thinRing up new models every day—green, blue, glass -
here, bit of glass there, cars with a radio, and so on.eSo
they send him a colouted catalogu® and he picks out a
fresh model. Being a millionaire, he can’t be*bothered to
go to the factory and take a look at them. Anyway, that’s
why they sent him the coloured catalogue—so that he
wouldn’t have to tireghimgelf by going along in person.
The millionaire just rings an electric bell and in comes a
secretary in a black coat, or a pretty young typist, slim'.
and blonde with pink cheeks and a shapely little bottogn
like 2 mandolin. The millionale doesn’t say anything, fust

points to a num'ber in the catalogue. 'ghe secretqyry or the
(] .

’.
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Ronde kows what to do. They grab the ’phone and ring
up the facepry. .

¢ “Please send along a car. It’s number so- and -s0 in
the catalogue—latest model The money will be paid to

%ou Ry our bank to-morrow.” ® -

¢ “Very good. Thank you very ntugh,” says the fac-

. tory. Minute later the car he’s chosen is standing in front
of the palace. So what? Thmk thetillionaire is happy now?
Not a bit of it. He’s not happy and why should he be?
Heks been a millionaire a long time. He’s quite used to it,
so what’s he got to be cheerfsl about now? No. The mil-

« lionaire carries on sitting there boret and fed up®*That’s
what it’s like in England, France or America, and you
don’t have to be a mllhonalre either. I only brought in
the millionaire so as to exaggerate a bit. It’s enough in
those countries to buy a blcycle and yo® want a motor-
bike. You get a motor-bike and you want a house. You're

.néver content. But here, in the Soviet Union . .. ?

Afanagy, with a superior smile, scratched his head once

again, this time behind the fight ear, pushing his caP over

to the left as he did so. A gleame«of victory shoge through
the sli®s of his*small, unintelligent eyes. ‘With Js—you
want a smoke, let’s say, you'd do anything for a {igarette.

Bt you haven’t got one. You've not had one for a long

timee. Then you hearYhat 2 consigiiment of tobacco’s come |

in and it’s being distributed, three packets per mansYou're
happy. You make up your mind to go and st®nd in the
qlieuc that evening, so as to be near ghe shop whén it opens
the next day. You stand thergall gay till you get results

—it might be your free day. But before you're out of the

o Jfactory other people with the same idea have got there
fwst and the queue’s a mile long. You join on the end and
afPer a while it stretches ou®behind you with all the people

»WhO’VC afine along:later still. Then yo®'re happy because

{

R\
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you're further up in the quepe thaf they are. Youy talk tg
your comrades in front and behmd and you're all faughmg
and jeking. It gets cold before sunrie but that doesn’t
matter—the shop will soon Be open. So you all cheer up

and start joking again. TRe dssistants getethere just be-o

eforc cight. There’s excitement in the queue. They'r® just
going to start selllng. As soon as the shop opens the people
start to go in, one after another, in an orderly fashion.
Then you see that it’s quite true-e-what theyewere saying
in the town. They are giving out tobacco, three packgts
per person, at the State—contfolled price of six roubles per
® pagket gnd you can gct a couple of boxes of matches to
go with them. Everything’s going nlcely After two or
three hours, however, it bacomes apparent that fhere aTe
more prospective customersethan there are matches to

serve them with, So the theusandth man, perhaps, gets ho

matches. But the tobacco’s there and that’s the main thing.

So they go ahead giving out three packets per person bat

“without any matches. About midday, the manager realizes
that there may not be enough tabacco for everyone. Hbrdes
of people are waiting. So he orders the allowance to be
cut to two %er person. The queue is movmg quickyy and

there are, fewer people in front of you now. You'll soon -

be in the shop yourself. When you look round, yeu sega
great, long, black line steetching into ghe distance—all the
% people who got therd after you did. You cheer up at she
thought thgt if all those people are waiting in the hopes of
getting tobacco, you've got even better reason to hope,
Afanazy paused, pond@red, as if he had just remembered
something, then spat again®‘You get me?’

‘I do.’ _

‘And so it goes. But the manager of the shop takes

*e another peep outside in the stgeet and when he sees :;IT

those people waitin‘g, he orders the sale of only oge packet
y ) " Y
) L]
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mer perspn. So the queie moyes along more quickly still.
All of a sydden, when there’s only about three hundred
in front o}you, th® supplies run out completely. Bvery”
body’s mad at this, but they see that the people in front
eare still going®nto the shop ang buying something, so they

. carry on waiting in the queue just to sge what comes of K™

Then it turns out that although the tobatco’s all gone like
the matches before it, there’s still something else. Oh,
L don’t know what—a %hermometer, for example. You
kangav, thing for taking temperatures. Everyone’s allowed
to buy two. It's not an expepsive thing—only costs nine
roubles and it’s glways coming in hangdy. So the pegple Buy
them and the queue moves on ahead of you. And then at
last, it’s Jour turn. So in you go like all the rest and ask
for two. .

* ““You're late, comrade,’® $ays thg assistant, ‘you
can only have one thermometer. Otherwise there won’t be
errough to go round.”

o Well, just give me one, then,” you say.

® “You pay your nine reubles and oft you go avith a

medical thermompeter, made in Moscow. The doorway’s
chock-a-block with people trying to force their.way inside.
They don’t know whether there’ll even be one left for
them. But you go home quite satisfied and you wrap up
thgt thermometer ™ a piece of @loth so that it doesn’t
ge? smashet], and you put it away in the cupboard. What
happens then? You've been standing out in ghe cold a
whole evening, all night and half the day. ¥Wou feel a
pain in your chest, you've got a bad cold and a hacking
cough. You rush off to the fa‘ctor; doctor in a panic. He
—or it may be a young woman even prettier than the
Qmerican typist—examines you, listens to your breathing
amd reassures you. .

0. ® [ ot
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“ “I can’t see anything much the matter with you,” lge
says. “You've simply caught a cold. Take a rest, I'm giving
‘you t#ree days off.” o 4

“‘You go home, make s¢me hot tea—and you're sure
to find yourself a drop of Vodka. Ther®you get youre

W crmometer out pf the cupboard, go to Red and take |

your temperatur®. Then you really feel happy.’

Afanazy stopped agd looked at me out of the corner’
of his eye, in the certainty of seetng me deeply moved. ,

‘You say you've had no education and you can’f]gec-
ture and yet, look how well you told that story,’ I con-

* gmtulgted him.

Afanazy relapsed into despondency

‘Everyone knows that story,” he said quietty, hunch-
ing his shoulders and hangimg his head. ‘T didn’t make it
up. They gave us that*om our introductory course a$ an
example of how to begin the first talk. But if I had not
only courses but an education behind me, why, I might
even be able to give lectures on international pohtxcs ’

Jhe knowledge of his educational shortcommgs wase
really distressing to the ambltlous Afangzy. Hislined face o
looked ex‘:n greyer, almost the colour o.f ashes. gHe sat
silent, dgliberating hopelessly. Finally he changed the sub- *

ject. . o
‘Been sitting heradong ?’ he aslged. .
\ ‘Quite awhile.” . o
hat do you use for bait?’
‘Brgad.’ ‘ o

‘Funny you haven’t caught anything up to now. Why
not try an ordinary cork fof a change. You sometimes catch
them with the most ridiculous bait.’

‘Sometimes, but not always.’

On the greytblue horizothere appeared a little sblp,

.’ ° PY ‘.
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aesteady stream of smoke risjng from her squat funnel.
She migﬁt ave been tracing her route with a piece of
charcoal on ‘the gret empty map of the sky. .

A ship bound for Persia, the green land—the free.
° * '
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