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PREFACE

For a very long time these testimonies were buried deep in

people's hearts, for that was the safest place where neither the

Cheka interrogators nor the prison or camp supervisors could

break in. It was only later that they were written down,when one

returned from an unjustly imposedbanishment. Some deportees

managed to record their experiences while still in labour camps

and exile, and by quite incrediblemeanssmuggle them out of the

gulags. But there, too, the truth could not be revealed - harsh

penalties awaited those who tried. Publishing one's memoirs was

out of the question. And yet some succeeded in sending their

writing abroad through the Iron Curtain. The free world was

shocked by the facts described and the reality ofthe experiences.

Sadly, many of those who recorded their memoriesdid not

live to see Latvia's rebirth and restoration of independence. Their

friends and relatives brought their accounts to a commissionset

up in March 1988 under the auspices of the Latvian Writers'

Association to investigate the evils inflictedby Stalin's «persona-

lity cult».Within a short time so many manuscripts had accumu-

lated that it was decided to publish them in a series of books

under the title «Via Dolorosa*.

It was an unforgettable time for thoseof us who read and lis-

tened to these personal accounts. We felt stunned, as ifsuddenly

an alien continent had emergedbefore our eyes. An era ofatheism
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and faith, despair and hope, hate and love was revealed. No film

or novel can comparewith these testimonies written in blood. It

was as if a new genre in Latvian literaturehad beenborn - first-

hand accounts of the victims of Stalinism. By reading them, we

were able to look much deeper into the recent past and into other

people's as well as our own lives, but above all, realise that those

who had lost so much were, despite everything, able to triumph

over the Communist system and ideology. Their stories now bear

witness to the world on their own behalfas well as that of their

perished companions.

Anda Līce

Compiler of«ViaDolorosa»

Rīga, Latvia

1998
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INTRODUCTION

This is not a book about hateand vengeance. This is a book about

love andremembrance, a collection ofpersonal memories not to be

forgotten. For those who do not care to rememberthe misfortunes

of the past are condemnedto suffer similarones in the future.

The mass deportations and executions perpetrated by the

Soviet Union in the Baltic states ofLatvia, Estonia and Lithuania

after theiroccupation in 1940 and resumedafter the end of World

War II were - to use a more recent term - a Baltic holocaust. In

their scale, relating to the size of the population involved, these

events are frightening. No less than 200,000 persons, about 10 per

cent of the population ofLatvia of 2 million, were affected, in one

way or another, by the punitive measures of the occupying

power. Among the deportees were people aged 80 and older, and

children and infants.

What were the reasons, the origins, the historical roots of the

events of 1941 and 1949 in Latvia?

There is a school of thought which regards Soviet Commu-

nism as just a passing phase of traditionalRussian imperialism.

These scholars point to the invasion of Latvia and Estonia (then

Livonia) by Russian tsars such as Ivan the Terrible in the 16th

century, and to the attempts of Peter the Great in the 18th century

to carve a «window to Europe* for Russia across the Baltic

lands.
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The result ofthese efforts was felt until 1918 when Latvia, to-

gether with its sister states Estonia and Lithuania, proclaimed its

independence, severing its ties with Russia and turning towards

the West. In the Peace Treaty of Riga, signed on 11 August, 1920,

Soviet Russia «willingly and for time eternal* renounced «all

sovereign rights which Russia has possessed with respect to the

Latvian people and territory*.

A briefbut prosperous period of independentLatvian state-

hood followed, interrupted again by World War 11, prior to which

Hitler's Germany and Stalin's Soviet Union divided Eastern

Europebetween them by the infamous Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact

of 23 August, 1939. The Baltic states, together with Finland and

the eastern parts ofPolandand Romania, were again assigned to

Russia, the restof continentalEurope - to Germany.

On the very day the German armour entered Paris
-14 June,

1940 - Soviet tanks invaded Lithuania, the southernmost of the

Baltic states. Latvia's and Estonia's turn came within days. Long

before that, on11 October, 1939 - when the Baltic countries were

still fully independent, sovereign states, - the Deputy Commissar

(Minister) of State Security of the USSR, General Serov, signed
Order No. 001223 «regarding the procedure for carrying out de-

portations of anti-Soviet elements from Lithuania, Latvia and

Estonia*. Nine months later, having secured the Balticstates mili-

tarily, the Soviets proceeded with a systematic «ethnic cleans-

ing* - again to use a contemporary term - of the occupied terri-

tories. Individual arrests and imprisonments were followed by
mass deportations ofpeople to Russia, culminating in June 1941

and in March 1949, when more than 100,000people from Latvia

were deported to Siberia from what was now «the Soviet

West*.
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This book relates some of the suffering and deprivations of the

deportees, many of whom never returned to Latvia. The collec-

tion of theirstories does not harbour feelings ofhateor vengeance.

It witnesses the love and affection of these unfortunatepeople for

their families, their people and their country. Their stories have

to be recorded for posterity as a smallattempt to prevent a repeti-

tion of theirsufferings.

For eternal vigilance is supposed to be the price of freedom.

Emīls Dēliņš

OAM(Order ofAustralia Medal),

Hon. Consul-General of Latvia
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MEMORIES

Valija Kalēja (Kakse)

THEFIRST NOTEBOOK

Itwas my first year as a teacher in the Plani four-grade primary

school. On the afternoon of 3 July, 1946,I was doing the laundry

in the school yard. Two armed soldiers appeared before me and

ordered me to follow them to my apartment immediately. A uni-

formedman was already waiting there. He informed me that I was

under arrest and was to change quickly and
go with him. My pro-

tests that I couldn't leave my children unsupervised were igno-

red. While I was dressing, they carried out a cursory inspection of

my drawers, bookshelves, wardrobe and albums. My children, a

seven-year-old girl and a four-year-old boy, rushed into the apart-

ment in tears. I was forcibly pulled away fromtheirembrace and

sent out onto the main road, where a vehicle was already waiting

with several women who had also been arrested.

We were taken to the barn of a homestead in the village of

Bilska. A lotofpeople were already there, and they were called out

for interrogation the whole night through. I didn'tknow anyone.

I was interrogated the followingmorning. It was difficultto

comprehend the reason, for I had forgotten about the English

grammar book I had lent to a pupil that winter. The interrogator
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yelled that I should stop denying everything and admit frankly to

spying and collaborating with «bandits»\ for they already had

this informationas a result of their investigations. My response

was that I didn'tknow anything.
Three bearded men were brought in oneby one. They all stated

that they had never seen me beforeand were in no way connected

withme. One of them,Davids Purgailis, saidthat his sister,a school-

girl, hadgiven him the English

grammar book. There was no

discrepancy, no substantia-

tion, yet I was not released.

A full load of us «crimi-

nals» was driven to Valka. We

crammedinto a smoky home-

built birchwood sauna. The

smoke had presumably been

made for our «comfort». We

were no longer interrogated
there, neither were we fed, if

I remembercorrectly. For the

time being there was obvi-

ously no room at theCheka in

Stabu Street2. After a couple

of days we were taken there.A home-built sauna.

1 «Bandits» - members of the Latvian Legion and other freedom fighters who, at

war's end, managed to escape capture by the newSoviet occupants. Theyhid

in forests, some till as late as the early 19505, in the vain hope that the West

would come to aid to restore Latvia's independence.
2 The Cheka in Stabu Street - The headquarters of the Secret Police (or Cheka)

were fora great many years in a still extant building on the corner of Stabu

Street and Brivlbas Street, inner Riga's main thoroughfare, which bore the

name of LeninStreet duringthe period ofSoviet occupation.
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An overpowering feeling ofterror and hopelessness came over

me as we drove into the yard of the Soviet Secret Police and the

heavy iron gates closed behindus with a clang. It was 7 or 8 July.

We were ordered to strip and had to go through an embarrassing
and very brutal physical examination, in which our mouths as

well as other orifices lower in the body were checked. Following

that, watches, wedding rings, jewellery and bits of paper and

pencils were confiscated. Then we were all put into prison cells.

I was shoved into onethat was narrower than one's height. Itwas

possible to lie down only by drawing up one's legs or putting

themup against the wall, because there was noroom for them if

you slept onyour side. At times there were ten ofus there. In the

corner there was the so-called «parasha», a latrine bucket fre-

quently used by all the occupants, who were a bundle of nerves

with the fear of the well-known interrogations. There was this

«pleasant» aroma, lack ofair, heat and hunger in the cell. A bulb

burnt all day and night and prevented sleep. You were not al-

lowed to close your eyes and snooze during the day, that meant

breaking the rules. For lunch you had to gulp down very hot

soup. We had very little time to do thatbecause the guards didn't

wait oneminute longer, and you had to return the bowl even if

you hadn't finished and were racked by hunger pangs. The mo-

ment in the morningwhen we would be herded to the washroom

was eagerly awaited. I always tried to dash under a cold shower

to refresh my parched body, ifonly for a littlewhile.

On one occasion, as we were marching to the washroom,

I happened to glance sideways. Instantly a guard's yell resounded,

«Damn fascist woman!» This was followedby sucha mighty kick

to my
bottom that I fell down.My interrogators didn't abuse me

physically like this, although wild yelling and waving a fist or
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revolver in front ofmy eyes did occur. However, physical abuse

did take place, as I could see by the bruises my cellmate had on

her when Iarrived. We avoided talking about it because everyone

believed there were microphones in the walls.

The last three days and nights in that horrific building in Stabu

Street were indescribably difficult and filled with despair. Were

they only the actions of vicious guards contravening rules and

regulations, or was it torture ruthlessly organised in collusion

with the interrogator?

One day Isuddenly heardknocking onthe wall which sounded

as if it was coming from a pipe. I had been leaning against the

wall. Thereupon the same vicious guards rushed into the celland,

grabbing me by the arm, pulled me out the door. I was barefoot

and wearing nothing but a thin robe. I was hurrieda considerable

distance along corridors then pushed into a small room the door

ofwhich was locked. There was a board bunk all along the wall

(about one metre), an earthen floor, a plaster wall with desper-

ately scribbled words on it, a bulb with bars on it and a live,

buzzing fly, my only companion. After the heat in the cell I was

very cold. I jumped on and offthe bench and exercised continu-

ally, only sitting down for a while when Ibecame tired. I could

tell if it was night or the beginning of another dayby the street

sounds. Cold and hunger tormentedme. I can'trecall now whether

I was givenany food. I don't think so.

Two days later, in the evening,a guard hurriedme downseveral

flights ofstairs to aroom in the cellar. «The torture chamber*
- the

thought made me numbwith fear. I was put in a fairly big, very

damp cell. Dirty water was dripping down the walls and the floor

was muddy, almost wet. But it was warm. I was exhausted and

wanted to sleep so I foundthe driest spot, kneeled and attempted
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to calm down and listen to the awesome silence. I could hear

somekind ofcontinuous dripping. Then I could make out a plain-
tive groan. «Don't... I'll tell you everything, everything...* I was

terror-stricken. Perhaps I was only hallucinating because of ex-

treme stress and exhaustion? It was horrible.

Suddenly the door was unlocked and a guard ofmediumbuild

and south-easternethnic origin
3

pushed a wooden stretcher-like

cot towards me. I cried out in fear but he calmedme saying in a

kind voice, «Don't be afraid, dear, have a rest. I'll take it away in

the morning. It's not right.» I fell asleep and didn'thear anything.
The next morningI was taken straight to the interrogator. In a

derisive tone he asked me if I had reconsidered everything. Could

I perhaps reveal some new facts, tell the truth? I answered em-

phatically: «There is only one truth, I have told you repeatedly

and I have nothingto add.»

He look some kind of concocted written accusation out of the

drawer and an extract from the interrogations. There was some-

thing about active participation in bourgeois society; about an at-

titude not befitting a Soviet citizen when I didn't followthe re-

treating Red Army
4; and about withholding information. The

version about spying was not mentioned nor the oneabout my

collaborationwith «bandits». I signed. I was not takenback to the

cell. My clothes were given back and I was taken to Central

Prison. That was in the first halfofSeptember 1946.

3 Ofsouth-eastern ethnic origin -
The reference is apparently to one ofthe

Moslem countries which were constituent republics ofSoviet Union; when

viewed from Latvia these are in the distant south-east.

4 The retreating Red Army - The onslaught of Nazi German forces in late

June/early July 1941 forced the Red Army to leave Latvia and retreat to

Russia. Latvian citizens who at this time likewise departedfrom Latvia in an

easterly direction would have gained «bonus points* for this indication of

loyalty to the Soviet Union and the Communist cause.
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I spent two very difficult months in the horrendous establish-

ment in Stabu Street, a time during which one's every nerve and

sinew were strained, they made sure of that. Often there would

suddenly come the sound of loudgramophone music from the

floorabove where the interrogationroom was. We assumed itwas

a silencer used duringcertain methods of interrogation. On many

occasions our cellmates did not return but were placed else-

where.

CENTRAL PRISON

I was in Central Prison from the beginning of September 1946

untilabout themiddleofApril 1947. My first cell was a very large

room with a few barred windows. The glass up to the height of a

person was opaque, only the top part was transparent.

There were about 70 of us, ranging from young women of

school age to old grey-haired mothers. There was a big latrine

bucket near the door. Shabby, dilapidated littlestraw bags were

used to lieon at night.

In the mornings we were taken to the washroom in small

groups. Itwas possible to stand under the cold shower a little

longer as not everyone used it. In this way I started to toughen

myself up regularly. I don't know how many grams of bread we

received, but we were always hungry. The soups were very wa-

tery. Relatives did try to bring somethingbut the rules were so in-

humanethat only rarely didanyone succeed in obtaining a parcel

or seeing a relative, for a ban was usually imposed on all of us as

a result of one individualbreaking a rule. The ban was generally
in force for two weeks and no-one received parcels during that
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time. Some of the infringements of the rules were: standing up on

something to look through the window; or having on you in the

course of a search a sharp object, something written down or a

note from another cell; or an interpersonal conflict which not sur-

prisingly occurred in such a large group of imprisoned people.

I personally received only one parcel during these seven long

months, even though every month my sister and beloved mother

came all the way from the northernregionof Vidzeme. Prisoners

were also supposed to have walks in the yard, which we looked

forward to eagerly, but these pleasant five or ten minutes didn't

always eventuate either, for time and again a breach of regula-

tions had occurred.

On one occasion, in order to avert animminent ban on parcels,

I and Laima Upite, a pharmacy student, volunteered to confess

our «guilt». We came forward instead of two dearold ladies who

had managed to reach the window to look at their sons in the ex-

ercise yard. Refusal to own up would have again led to a ban on

parcels. We opted for solitary confinement in a cold cell on re-

duced rations. It was December, the temperaturewas below zero.

Fortunately we were both put together into an icy hovel in the

cellar. We were terribly cold but we dancedand sang. I learned to

dance the Lambeth Walk. And so we didn't freeze to death and

were glad that we had spared the old ladies a great deal of trou-

ble. We were released the next day.

It was a feature ofCentral Prison that the inmates ofa cell were

frequently moved to other blocks. Prisoners were also moved

around from cell to cell. In addition there were traitors who had

been promised freedom. One of these was Mrs Medau and she

was sent from one cell to another. In our cell she informed

on three young women who she said were hiding letters in the
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bedding sacks. There was a check straightaway and the letters

were found. She had done the same thing in her previous cell.

The three women were kept in isolationfor five days. When they

came out they were morally prepared to teach the evil woman a

lesson. There was no shortage of courageous helpers. Knots were

tied at the ends of towels. Two women took up their positions at

the latrine bucket. Others grabbed the guilty party, pulled her

clothes over her head and, holding her tight, pulled her towards

the bucket, dipped the knotted towels into the «aromatic liquid*
and gave her back a thorough thrashing. Luckily the guardsdidn't

notice this punitive action and there was no punishment or re-

pression against us. Only the delightful aroma lingered on in our

quarters. The punished woman left our cell that same day. Her

case came before the court before our group's. She was given ten

years anyway, her treacherous services did not guaranteeher

freedom.

Time passed slowly. Hunger, boredom. We would teach each

other poems, write them ourselves and sing softly. On Sunday

mornings we would quietly hold a service. A woman from

Kurzeme conducted it. We wouldsay the Lord's Prayer andrecite

various well-known Latvian poems. We were preparing for Christ-

mas Eve, but the cell inmates were again transferred. It was my

turn to spend time in the most dreaded block, namely number4,
the onefor prisoners sentenced to death. There were solitary con-

finement cells onthe top floor.

The temperature outside was a constant 20°Cbelow zero. We

four women were put into a small cell on the second floorwith a

half-broken window pane. The temperature inside was below

zero, the water in the mug froze during the night. We had two

metalbeds. We squatted onthem like ruffled-up sparrows, cover-
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ing our numbedfeet with ourbodies. In themornings we were led

to the first floor to have a wash. A layer of ice had formed

underneaththe shower tap, but I still forced myself to stand on the

ice and have a quick shower. I felt warm for quite a while after.

Christmas came and went. The bells in the towers ofRiga rang

in the New Year. The cold weather continued. I was waiting im-

patiently for the day in court, hoping that I would be released, as

I was not guilty ofanything.

I was informed that my case would be heard on 7 January,

1947. But I had caught a cold after all. However, I didn'twant the

case postponed, for the number of people to be sentenced had

grownto thirty. I didn't tell anyone about my illness and allowed

myself to be taken to the High Court building, although I was feel-

ingvery sick. My joints were aching and I was feverish and dizzy.

The hallwas full ofprisoners from our group. Only the main

«bandits»were separated by a barrier. I sat down on a bench right

at the back, leant back and, half-conscious, dozed off without

hearingor seeing whatwent on.

My case was not heard. I was again crammed into the Black

Maria, taken to the prison and back again the following morning. I

wasvery ill. Cases continuedtobe heard throughout the day. I was

called last. The allegations were read out the way they had been

fabricated, that is, about my involvementwith the bourgeoisie, but

there was nomention of specific collaborationwith «bandits». That

was why I did not raise any objections and, asfar as I can remem-

ber, no further questions were asked. As ifin a nightmare I waited

for the verdict, glad that I had managed to reach thebench and sit

downwithoutcollapsing. As ifin a nightmareI heardthe appalling

sentences being pronounced. Some people were sentenced to death,

others got 25, still others 15 years in dislocation. Most received
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10 years with disenfranchisement5 for 5 additionalyears. And the

two ofusgot 5 years. It seemed thatno-onewas freed.

All these people were strangers to me and I myself was ill, that

was why I neither heard nor understood why they were con-

victed. All I know is that the paragraph applied to me was num-

ber 58;126 and it carried a 5-year sentence. I don'trecall anaddi-

tional 3 years of disenfranchisementbeing added. It was only

later, after an appeal sent to Moscow 7, that I remember these 3

years being read out. It is possible that they were added in

Moscow to the 5 years in a corrective labour camp.

After the case was heard, we were taken back to Central Prison,

to a large cell withall the people sentenced.A medicalworkerwas

called. My temperaturewas 39.7°C. Gradually I recovered, for the

temperature indoors was not zero or below. I became acquainted

with thewomen who were in a similarsituation, and they were all

surprised that I had not been released, as they had actually been

involved in helping and communicatingwith «the enemy».

All hope was now lost. I had to face the gloomy reality, sup-

press all my emotions and longing for my children. I had to face

5
Disenfranchisement- In Soviet Latvia, disenfranchisement meant, in addition

to nothavingthe right tovote, a ban to follow a profession, or to registeras an

inhabitant in Riga and other largercities.

6 Under the Soviet legal system,Article 58was included in the criminal code. It

dealt with crimes against the state. From 1934on, subsections la, lb, lc and

Id were added topunish persons for «treason to the Motherland)). Accordingly,
all actions directed against the military power of the USSR were punishable

by execution (lb), orby 10 years in prison (la). The latter was imposedonly
oncivilians or under mitigatingcircumstances. Section 12 was appliedto per-

sonswho failed to denounce
any action against the state.

7Anappeal sent toMoscow - The constituent republics ofthe Soviet Union

were semi-autonomous in name only, in fact all important decisions were

made in Moscow.
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the prospect of not seeing them in the near future. About a month

later the results of the appeal came fromMoscow, but the situa-

tion remainedessentially the same.

We couldn't understand why we were still being kept in

prison. The guards had told someone that everyone was being

held for a large prisoner transport to Kolyma, organised every

spring. All the cells were overflowing with prisoners. And so

time dragged onin hunger, boredomand depression until the

middle ofApril. Then a long columnwas formedand the prison-

ers were driven on foot to the so-called «peresilka», a transit

prison. I don't know where it was, for at that time I wasn't famil-

iar with the suburbs of Riga. We spent about a week there. My

name was not on the list of people destined for Kolyma. The fol-

lowing day, when those going therewere already lined up, the

convoy guard ordered me and anotherwoman,
who stoked the

fire in the washrooms, to get ready on the double, as two people

on the list had a fever. The plan had to be followed8, as usual.

We were led up to a very long column that was already on its

way to some barred railroad carriages. Political prisoners and

common criminals were all mixed up. Men were at the head,

women at the rear of the column. In this same order we boarded

the endlessly long line of barred wagons. Ironicallys this horren-

dous journey began on 23 April, in the year 1947.

8 Theplan had to be followed -
Orders were to be followed meticulously, espe-

cially in the Stalin era. Neither common sensenor unforeseen situations were

supposed to ever interfere with the planners' omniscient expectations.

9 Ironically-The irony is in the date, 23 April. On this particular day for cen-

turies past, itinerant Latvian rural labourers and servants had changed mas-

ters, leavingone homestead and moving with all their belongings to live and

work in another till at least the followingspring. Thus 23 April had, since

time immemorial, been a travelling day.
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We were putin a wagon together with convicted criminalsand

a strange person, who was dressed like a man and, in a woman's

voice, claimedto be a man. This person made it very difficult for

us to perform our natural functions.

The two-month journeywas terribly long and difficult.We ex-

perienced humiliation, hunger and also terror when our cutter

began to sink as it was sailing out of the Bay of Vanino. About an

hour after leaving port, it developed a leak, and water gradually
flowed into the cabins. The lights went out and the criminals as-

saulted us and robbedus ofall the clothes we had, even the ones

we were wearing. However, the ship didnot sink but docked at a

camp for female convicts on the shores of the Sea ofOkhotsk. We

were forced to stay there in shocking conditions, starving, worn

out and terrorised by the felons. At times we received no bread

for as long as three days. In the mornings, insteadofbread, a hot

mash made from trashy flourwas doledout, but not into bowls. It

was ladled out hot from an army boiler straight into cupped

hands. But because ofscalding, the portion was all too frequently
dropped, and so you had to go hungryall day. Even though it

looked appalling and was morally degrading, we were forced to

take the ration of gruel in the flap of our dresses or shirts. When

there was bread, although bitter from the things added to it, we

were in a better mood, for we didn't have to humiliateourselves

and listen to the convicts' derision.

We spent two agonising weeks like that. We went to the toilet

in groups, because those monstrous women wanted to strip us. I

was lucky and was still wearingmy leather boots, and thethieves

naturally stalked me continually. We didn'tdare to sleep at night,

one of us had to stand guardby the door to sound the alarm. All

the guards were hand in glove with the women convicts, who

were in the habitofcalling us damnedfascists.
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The Estonian women were more courageousand threw stones

at themthat they had hidden in theirpockets. I don't know how

it had come about that there were Estonian and Lithuanian

women in this prisoner transport. A wagon must have been cou-

pled to the train, or they must havebeen put onboard the ship in

the Bay ofVanino.

At long last this difficult period was over and we were put on

a very large seagoing vessel. Thatwas in June, and fortunately

there were no storms at sea. The food was slightly better than in

the camp, although we seemed to have become accustomed to the

constant hunger pangs. Unfortunately most of us were suffering

fromdiarrhoea. Moreover, the lively activity onourbodies and in

our hair was unpleasant, for no matter how hard we tried to pre-

vent it, the conditions during this «world trip» were simply too

unhygienic.

I don'trememberhow long the voyage lasted, but I know that

it was nearly MidsummerNight. On the eve of this festival it was

announcedthat we were approaching our destination, the port of

Magadan. The ship berthed in a harbourthat looked like a nest a

swallow had made at the foot of a cliff one kilometre high. The

road to the centre of the city ledupwards right along the edge of

the seacoast. There was a mountainrange onthe other side, with

dwarfbirch trees sticking out here and there.

The convoy guardsbellowed at us to march faster. It was hard

for us, starved as we were, to go uphill. It was 3 kilometres to the

transit camp. The long, wretched column of slaves was moving

slowly, and the bleak future weighed heavily onour minds.

There was a lighter moment that evening in June 1947. Each of

us received, in addition to the normalbread ration, a good quality

herring, a whole oneeach. It seemed an indescribable delicacy
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after the flavourless food we'd eaten so long. I exchanged my

piece of bread for another herring. We were taken to the

bath-house, too. All our clothes wereput through a high tempera-

ture room. Afterwards there was a feeling of comfort. We had

washed ourselves in warm water, our clothes were «above suspi-

cion* and we had a herring in the stomach. Only our appearance

was pitiful - the clothes were crumpled. Our hearts ached and we

longed for our dear ones in our distanthomeland...

SLAVE MARKET

One day later we had to enter the famous slave market arena,

where the chiefs ofvarious departments had gathered. Dressed in

army officer uniforms, they walked haughtily past the lined-up
slaves. In choosing workers from among the ones in our room,

priority was given to the commanderofa forced-labour, agricul-

tural type ofcamp called «Balagannaya» in the Taniska region. It

is impossible to describe the emotions that this degrading, horri-

ble procedure aroused. Stepping forward, he asked in a loud

voice, «Where are the Latvian and Lithuanianwomen?* Having
examined everyone from head to toe several times, he pointed to

one woman and ordered her to come out in front. I was in this

groupalso, and consideredmyself lucky, because I'd be working

outdoors, if nothing else. Mining and panningfor gold seemed

terrifying.
The convoys immediately took all thirty ofus to the port. For

about eight hours we sailed on a small vessel on the Sea of

Okhotsk. Towards evening we reached «Balagannaya», awharf in

the estuary of the River Tauya, which at high tide was navigable
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for quite large boats. With a change of moon phase, the tidal

flows altered from 2 metres to 6 metres. The sea was 7 kilometres

fromthere.

The camp was about a kilometre fromthe wharf. The road was

fenced in on both sides with a thick, unbroken hedge of sweet

briar that was already in blossom. It was lovely to see it, because

the flowers and greenerywe hadn't seen for a year calmed our

agitated thoughts untilwe reached the camp gates. Our pleasant

impressions vanishedwhen a thorough examination began, which

includedthat of the body, pockets and the tiny bundles we were

carrying. That put anend to any feelings of optimism.

THE SECOND NOTEBOOK

I was sent to «Balagannaya», a forced-labourand re-education

camp in the Magadan region, to serve my unjust five-year sen-

tence. It was an unconventional,unique forced-labour camp

organised along agricultural linesand located in the Arctic per-

mafrost region. As far as hardship was concerned, it could not be

compared to the camps where thousands of lives were extin-

guished. However, the winding path I was destined to take was

difficultboth physically and mentally, and entailed extraordi-

nary incidents that brought me to the brink of death.

The Latvian and Lithuanianpolitical prisoners were brought
here fromMagadanand housed in low barracks in a camp among

common criminals. We were constantly called «damned fa-

scists*. However, several ofus shared quarters. We had shelf-like

doublebunks in groups of four, a bedding sack and pillow filled

with straw, and a blanket. And, as a bonus, bedbugs that made

falling asleep difficultevenwhen exhausted.
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In the mornings we received our bread ration, 500-700 g if

I remembercorrectly. We ate in the canteen in the mornings and

evenings. For lunch there was soup and gruel. Lunch and dinner

were usually combined - after work. If the weather conditions

were normal, there were no free days. These were only given if

there was heavy rain or a blizzard. Like other camps, this one was

surroundedby a barbed wire fence, with guard towers in every

corner. Near the gate you had to go through a room where you

could be frisked. If you had something on you, it was confiscated

and you were sentenced to solitary confinement in an isolator.

Around the camp between clumps of sweet briar and alder

bushes were extensive hand-cultivatedfields of cabbage, potatoes

and some corn thatnever ripened. Potatoes were planted when

they had good-sized shoots, and they had to be liftedin August.

They were not of good quality because of the frozen groundand

thecool, windy weather. Cabbages grew very well, and they were

sent by ship to Magadan and the large surrounding region. Corn

stalks were used for straw. All the large fields were liberally

doused with diluted faecal matter fromthe camp toilets. In ap-

preciation for work done, prisoners received only soup made

from fermentedgreen leaves, silage really only fit for cattle.

For us, the chosen ones, the first workday began with the noto-

rious sprinkling operation in the cabbage field. Barrels of the

«aromatic» liquid and pouring vessels were already waiting for

us, as well as the task of carefully raking the soil around the

plants with our bare hands. The incredibly tasty bread and tea

that had been consumed in the morning ended up exactly where

the foul-smelling liquid was poured out. There is no need for fur-

ther comment or explanation. It was extremely hard to get used

to this unhygienic work. The first round lasted ten days. I was
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rescued from the followingoneby a stroke of luck -
I was chosen

for pig-herding work. This state farm had just started pig raising

and fifty six-month-old pregnant sows had been brought here.

Theadministration centre for the state farmwas in the village
with the dock for ferries, and labourwas readily available from

the prison camp. Those who had completed their sentence and

the personnel in charge lived in the village. Here and there along

the banks of the Tauya River were the native inhabitants' yourts.

They fished and huntedseals and birds in the sea.

Therewere two departments, a large fishing and fish process-

ing section, and a small crop growing and cattleand pig raising

onewith about 50 head of cattle and 50 pregnant sows. During

the three summer months the sows were kept onthe bank of a

Tauyatributary, about 7 kilometres fromthe village. These places

were nicknamed «postings abroad». This time, followingthe old

method, only Latvian women were lined up. The camp supervi-

sor, after looking us over carefully, beckoned to me to come for-

ward and permitted me to choose a partner. Naturally I chose

Marianna, a girl who occasionally had an attack of nerves, but

regained her composure under my guidance. She had already

jumpedinto the sea once when we were herded the second time

onto the ship in Vanino Bay.

After receiving a ten-day ration of bread at the food distribu-

tion centre, as well as other dry rations and the clothes issued

previously, we bade farewell to our companions. On the other

side of the camp gate a splendid «carriage» awaited us - a large

heavily loaded cart, and harnessed to it, an oxblessed with enor-

mous horns. There was no convoy guard. The driver was a female

convict, who delivered cattle fodder to summer camps. The ox

stopped frequently and didn't respond to the whip. A much more



Valija Kaleja (Kakse)

36

effective way was shouting the usual three Russian swear-words

into its ear.

It was a pleasant ride. Therewere briar-rose bushes in bloom

and clusters of mountain ash on the highbanks of the Tauya, and

onthe other side acedar forest and clumps ofanunusual pine. The

most enjoyable thing was the absence ofa guard, but the aroma of

soya-bean cakes that tickled our noses gave rise to high hopes that

perhaps some of themwould reach ourempty stomachs.

We were welcomedby anunderstanding work-brigade leader,

a Ukrainian and himselfa prisoner, but got a cool reception from

two women prisoners, oneof them Ukrainian, the other Tatar,

who worked as «cooks for the pigs». The leader explained what

our duties wouldbe. He advised us to be careful in getting accus-

tomed to the soya-bean cakes. He also toldus how to make a com-

pote from oats ground with husks on.

Each of us was allocated 25 pigs and a separate pigsty. We

were also shown a clearing surroundedonthree sides by thehuge

taiga that stretched as far as the Yakut Autonomous S.S.R. Bears

had apparently been seenin the larch-tree forest. We had to mind

the grazing pigs for four hours in the morningand five in the af-

ternoon. At midday the pigs had a three-hour rest in the enclo-

sure, while we each had to carry forty buckets ofwater up a very

steep, high river bank. These orders came from the camp supervi-

sor. We were glad that we had been spared hunger, but hauling
the water was very difficult.Our legs ached and we suffered from

varicose veins. Minding the pigs was horrible, for we were afraid

that they might wanderoff into the forest. Some ofthem were not

«expectant mothers* but «virgins» driven by instinct and, dis-

satisfied with the boundariesof the clearing, kept heading for the

forest.
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I will never forget a bad experience I had oneafternoon. I got

carried away by a berry bush I had unexpectedly found. While

eating the deliciousberries, I lost sight of the pigs. WhenI looked

up, I froze in terror - there wasn't one pig in the clearing. In des-

peration I ran along the edge of the clearing, hoping to hear or see

some sign of them. It was a very dry summer. Finally I noticed a

path among the larch-trees and something that looked like a pig's

mark. In a daze I followedthe path, not knowing where or how

far it would lead.Exhaustedand almost at my wits' end, I noticed

thatI had come to the edge of the forest. I reached the road which

ran alongside the river. A steep slope led to the arm of the river,

where there was still wet mudafter the ebb tide. And that was

where my twenty-four «ladies» were taking a mudbath, and only

onesow, unlucky in love, was standing there and grunting, but

no-one accepted her invitation to keep running. I was beside my-

selfwith joy and kissed the first muddypig onthe ear because we

were out of danger. Having found my bearings by the setting sun,

I arrived back with my muddy caravan at midnight. A worried

brigade commander and Marianna were waiting for me. My terri-

ble violationofwork regulations was not revealed.

Yet despite everything, we were well off there. However, we

were very sorry for our hungry compatriots and wanted to help

them as much as possible by taking them something when we col-

lected ourrations every ten days. Itwas the peak spawning sea-

son for the Siberian salmon,and fishing areas 20 kilometres long

were set up fromthe mouth of the Tauya to the sea. The village

was located 7 kilometres from the delta. Theabundance of fish

was indescribable. Fish guts for pig feed were taken away in ox-

carts. We picked out the liver and made a «pate». A couple of

days before going to the centre to collect my rations, I used to
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spend my free time making this pate for thegirls whose work was

cutting green forage.

Taking things into the camp was risky because the guards

could search you. I sewed two small, narrowbags, which I would

tie around my waist underthe clothes. One contained soya-bean

cakes, the other some liverpate. With a smile and a polite greet-

ing to the guard, I would march through danger and was never

caught.

In this profession of mine as a pigherd, one summer there was

anotherincident that tested my nerves and had to dowith the ac-

quaintance mentionedbefore, the mottledox. Some fish guts had

been brought precisely at lunchtime, just as we were about to

carry up water. The oxcart driver had decidedto stay a whileand

rest, as the ox had walked briskly. I asked her if I could use the

oxcart to bring the water. It was possible to drive into the arm of

the river half a kilometre fromthere. I was pleased to get permis-

sion, and drove into the stream where I could draw water with a

bucket.

The tidewas coming in and the water level was rising fast. I

had already filled the barrel and was about to leave. As the cart

was pulled, one shaft in the complicated harness system became

loose. I didn't know how to put on a harness, especially in my

agitated state. The water kept rising, it was by then as high as my
chest and up to the ox's middle, but the cart refused to budge. I

was beside myself -1 could swim, but the animal, harnessed as it

was to the cart, could perish. That would meanextra years in

banishment...

As the water rose, the cart with the barrel did so as well.

Withouthesitating, I climbedon the ox's back. And so our weird

but wonderful shipping device approached the shore, where
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there was no danger from the high tide. A harnessing «expert»

rushed up and prepared the «amphibian» for travel onland. This

transgression also had a happy ending, although I felt more ex-

hausted than if I had carriedup a hundredbuckets ofwater.

After that I carried out my duties as pigherd with the utmost

care and attention,and no longer tried to find an easier way of

carrying up water. Therewereno more extraordinary incidents.

The summer pig camp was closed in September. The next

«mummies» were put into good, warm pens with plenty ofroom.

I was a littleenvious of them, for their sleep was not disturbedby

bedbugs, whereaswe had to return to the camp environment with

its abundantblessings both physical and moral.

I was straightaway chosen as the night carer of sows with

young piglets, the «midwife», so to speak, on night duty respon-

sible for looking after the piglets. Itwas a terribly difficult and

nerveracking job. I didn't get much sleep in the barrack during

the day, so at times I was ready to drop through lack ofsleep. The

numberofnew «pig families*, some large, others smaller, steadily

increased. A strict rule was passed that not one piglet was to per-

ish and if it happened, we would be held responsible.

Three women worked during the day. They fed and cleaned

the pigs, and after a certain number ofhours, every family had to

be put with the sow to suckle, and then taken away again in case

the mother trampled or lay on them. My night duties were to

carry out the feeding procedure and to deliverpiglets. Itwasn't

easy, as my load kept on increasing. In the early hours of the

morning I used to be totallyexhausted.

Everything went well for more than a month, but then I com-

mitteda serious crime, fortunately withoutmateriallosses. Having

placed the last lot ofpiglets, ten nice, fat littlegrunters, with the
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happy mother, my emotions took the upper hand. I so wanted to

rememberonce more a mother's feeling ofbliss when she has her

baby at her breast. I sat down and, leaning against the sow's back,

felt the power of the wondrous fluid, which was at that moment

bondingthe motherwith her young. In my thoughts I wandered

far away from the wretched environment my fate had brought me

to. I recalled the happiness I had felt as a mother. I had fallen

asleep, as had the piglets with the teats in their little mouths. The

sow was also sleeping. An evil voice shattered thisbeautiful, idyl-
lic peace. The supervisor of the cattle farm yelled, «So that's what

you're up to!»

After that I was assigned to sawing firewoodin the farmyard
frommorning till night. It wasn't too hard ifthe saw was sharp,

apart fromthe fact that it was 20°Cbelow zero and a bitter wind

burnt one's face. We worked in pairs, muffled up so much we

looked like scarecrows. We could dash into the kitchen, where

pigfeed was prepared, warm up a bit and put something in our

stomachs that were screaming like our saws. We would get a

boiled potato or two, a ladlefulof gruel or a handful ofsoya-bean

biscuits. The pigs were even getting herrings. This food was more

varied and filling than the one in our canteen.

Days went by, grey and depressing, with a routine befitting the

likes of us. The winter brought blizzards, freezing temperatures

and a wind characteristic of a coastal region. Like many others, I

narrowly escaped deathin a northernsnowstorm. We had run out

of dry firewood onthe farm. The managersent me asthe firewood

expert to investigate if therewere any dry firs in the larch-tree

clearing about 2 kilometresaway. I left by a well-troddentrack on

a sunny afternoon. I was plodding through the deep snow and

had already found about ten dry fir trees that could be cut, when
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it started to become suspiciously cloudy. I hurried homeward.

Suddenly ablizzard characteristic for thenorthblew up. The wind

was pelting my face withswirling snow and I couldn't see any-

thing. I moved along slowly, feeling the way with my feet. I re-

alised that daylight was fading, but the terrible snowstorm was

still raging. I had no idea how far I had gone.

It had grown completely dark, when I suddenly lost my foot-

ing and fell into snow up to my chest. Despite struggling to the

point of exhaustion, I could not find a firm foothold. A desire to

rest, to sleep came over me. But like a flashof lightning the reali-

sation went through my head: «You mustn't give up, this is not

your destiny, your childrenare waiting for you.»

Ibeganstruggling again and managed to grasp a smallpole, and

using that as a support, I was soonable to feel the solid path un-

derfoot again. Then I continuedto move forward onall fours so as

not to lose it. At long last I glimpsed a light. That was the camp

watchtower. I reached the camp safely. Fortunately I hadn't lost

the note permitting me to leave the camp withouta guard, so my

misdeed didn't fit any category, and again I had a narrow escape.

I continued sawing firewood on the farm for anothermonth.

Yet I couldn't forget the fact that I had more or less enough food

while my friends, mycompatriots, were starving. In the construc-

tion brigade were two emaciated Latvian men who had been there

since January 1946. On their way from work they passed our

fence. We had an arrangement that they would poke around

the snow near a certain post, where I frequently left them an

extramorsel.

One morning in February, Marusya, a nice Russian woman

who lookedafter pigs, whispered to me what she had overheard.

Zoika, a nasty Ukrainian woman, while having sex with the farm
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supervisor in a hay shed, had told himthat Valija, the fascist, was

pinching pig feed and taking it to her fascist friends. Obviously

I wouldbe in trouble.

That evening, aswe went through the checkpoint, there was a

notice in the guard's hut: «So and so, dismissed fromthe stock

raising farm.» Well, what didyou expect? A morsel of food had

been taken from a satiatedpig andgiven to a hungry humanbeing.

THE THIRD NOTEBOOK

Workin theforest, February 1948.

The next morning I was assigned to a forest workers' brigade.

Disconsolately I marchedbehinda long lineof woodcutters, men

and women. The forest was 4 kilometres away and we were tired

before reaching it. We were shown the areato be cleared that day.

Allthe experienced workers scrambled through the thick snow as

fast as possible to claim the best fir tree. The two new workers, a

Lithuanianwoman and I, gotwhat was left. I didn't really want a

talltree, for I was about to cut one down for the first time in my life.

The snow was waist-high, so firstofall you had to clearthe area

around the tree. Next, we began to saw. It was nothing like sawing

a horizontal log. No-one gave us any advice, they just jeered at us,

saying that nowthe European intelligentsia would show what they
wereworth. I had some idea what to do, but mycompanion,a timid

Lithuaniancountrygirl, was a complete beginner. We wereboth so

naive thatwe didn'tknow how many cubic metres wehad to stack.

We managed 1.5 between thetwo ofus. The receiving clerk told us

that evening that we had to have 8. Everyone made funof us. The

Lithuanian girl cried, while I stubbornly remained silent and



Memories

43

pretended not to hear the ridicule. We weren't left in the forest,

but madeto goback to the camp. The next day the Lithuaniangirl
didn'tgo to work, she had fallenill.

My next partner happened to be a kind-heartedelderly Russian

woman who knew her job. Thatevening we had 7 cubic metres.

I was utterly exhausted and could barely reach the camp.

For the time being I had enough strength, and it evengrew as

Ibecame more skilful. But hunger tormentedus more and more.

I began to save up the bread ration and sell the dry rations. With

the 15 roubles thus obtained, it was possible to buy some seal fat

offered by hunters standing by the roadside in the evenings. We

melted it in canson thehot iron stoves and dipped ourbread in it.

This period as a forest worker was a hard onefor me, but I sur-

vived and didn'tbecome ill. Seal meat probably saved me from

gettingscurvy. I triednot to become despondent, not to lose my

sense of right and wrong, or the hope in my heart. And so the

winter passed, a cold one with lots of deep snow.

In April I was again assigned to work in the fields.For days on

end we had to hack at the frozen soil, which was thenput into

raised beds for cabbage seedlings. Clay pots were also made, in

which potatoes were planted and placed onthegreenhouse shelves.

That was what agriculture consisted of in the Magadan district,

and such were the tasks in April and May.

Potatoes and cabbage were planted out in June. The wind was

bitter, and our handswere rough and chafed.Our stomachs ached

to be filled with real rye bread once more, the kind we had back

home.When it rained heavily and we were resting in the bar-

racks, the hardest thing ofall was not to give in to the temptation

to break off bits ofthe bread that was under the pillow and smelt

so good. There would be nothingto eat for lunch and dinner.
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Sea transport resumed. Frequently we were woken up to un-

load sacks of grain, biscuits, sugar and flour from the barges that

had arrived. Women were not spared either, because very few

men were left here. There were all kinds of mishaps as we stum-

bled and collapsed, exhausted, but we had no choice.

One day Olga Savickaite, a pleasant girl from Vilnius, ap-

proached me. She said it was a secret, but every summer groups

of people were recruited to cut hay in the taiga on the banks of

the River Tauya, about 20 kilometres away. She had beenoffered

a place because her friendwas on thecommittee. But she was in a

panic, as she didn't know a thing about making hay. We both

longed to get away, if only for a few months, because the horren-

dous «faecal operation* was about to start. So I assured Olga that

I would show her and help her in all the tasks, and asked her to

register my name, too.

At the beginning of July, at one o'clock in the morning, all the

hay makers were assembled. We were given instructions and told

about «the plan». We were told to pack our meagrebelongings, is-

sued with a cap to protect us against gnats and mosquitoes, and

ordered to get into trucks. And so, buoyed by a sense ofhope, we

got into the heavy vehicles and set off for the unknown.

On the banks ofthe river was a fairly large distributioncentre

where scythes, rakes, pitchforks and other tools were kept in a

shed. About ten work brigade leaders withprevious experience

were called out and groups were organised. Olga and I were put

into the seventh group. Our leader was an energetic, forty-year-
old Ukrainianwoman called Nadya. There werethreeother women

and an elderly man namedTrofim. We were given a gentle, black

horse and anold woodencartwith sides. We piled inall thetools,

our belongings and dry rations for thenext ten days.



Memories

45

On a fenced-inhillock near the arm of the Tauya was quite

a large dugout with woodenbunks along the walls. Incredible

swarms of gnats «greeted» us. A fire was made at once and the

smoke helped to disperse them.

We started making hay the next mor-

ning. The grass was long and easy to

cut, only the bushes gotin the way, so a

great deal of hacking had to be done. My

friend Olga tried desperately to chop

away with the scythe. I sharpened it

and helped her cut the hay in her allo-

cated area.The work would have been

delightful except for the dreadfulgnats.

It was unbearable without protective

masks, but it was hard to breathewhen

wearing them. The brigade leader ap-

pointed a woman called Lena as cook

A protective mask.

and freed her from work in the field. It was her duty to make

smoke all night long near the entrance to the dugout to driveaway

gnats, and also to cook food.

Towards evening some «guests» arrived, men of small stature,

very unusual, unattractive fellows, who spoke in barely under-

standableRussian. They presented Nadya with two large Siberian

salmon. When we had eaten, we lay down on the bunk nearby

and, exhausted, soonfellasleep.We woke up in horrorand nudged

each other - the visitors were receiving sexual favours in return

for their gift. We were lost for words and could only sigh wearily,

as we were afraid to fall asleep again.

The following day we pretended we didn'tknow anything and

worked diligently. The aroma of boiledand friedsalmon wafted
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across fromthe dugout. We were also invited. We ate the soup

but didn't touch the fried fish, it seemed revolting. The next

evening there were no visitors and we felt relieved. But then five

arrived, bearing fish. Olga and I realised that there was trouble

ahead, for we wouldnever consent to «that sort ofthing». The

fellows were neither insistent nor violentwhen we rejected their

advances and expressed our opinion. The two rebuffed fellows

went away.

The next morning we were boycotted in all sorts of ways. We

collected our bread ration and didn't come home all day. We

found some wild garlic and survived onthat. For three days we

stayed away, cutting hay and eating only bread. Finally the

brigade leader apologised and asked us to be friends again, to

eat and work together, and not to judge them harshly but look

kindly on theirgoings-on, forthey were after all living, breathing

women.

We grew accustomed to the work, which was pleasant though

not easy. It was good to be outdoors and enjoy the beauty ofna-

ture. Also, Ifounda birch tree, just like the onesin my homeland.

I leaned against it and gave vent to my sorrow.

The meadows were scattered among aspen and alder tree

groves. When rain soaked the hay, someone had to go and spread

it out to dry. I liked doing that. One day I got a fright when I came

upon a femalebear that was basking on a sunny bank with her

two cubs. At sunset I would often sing. That helped me to keep

up my spirits and rise above the daily brutality emotionally un-

scathed.

By the end of August, many haystacks were already standing
in the higher meadows as well as the lower ones near the arm of

the river, where only some spots became waterlogged. Briar
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bushes were laden with rosehips. Bunches of ashberries were

turningred. We were supposed to return to the camp at the begin-

ningof September. Bread was not goingto be issued for the first

ten days of that month.

Then disaster struck. During the night of 1 September, there

were continuous heavy downpours of rain that didn't stop until

midday, 3 September. Apparently it had rained like thatin a wide

areaalong the river, a region ofhigh mountains. With a sense of

foreboding we watched the arm of theriver and the meadowturn-

ing into a large lake. Some haystacks were under water, others

were floating away. Water was approaching the hillock where our

dugout was. We rushed to pick the rosehips and ashberries from

the still accessible bushes because our food supplies had run out.

There was no news from «centrar office». The water levelkept on

rising, water was already soaking up around the dugout hollow

and threatening to cut us off from a patch of ground with a tall

aspen and other trees. We realised that we shouldn't spend the

night in the dugout, but move closer to the tree, which was tall

and had a lot ofbranches.

I was appointed to measure the water level. It continued to

rise. We loadedour belongings into the cart, hitched the horse to

it and settled ourselves near the tree. Everyone had eaten only

ashberries and rosehips.

I saw Trofim sharpening a knife. «What are you doing?»

I asked.

«The horse will have to be slaughtered and the meat cooked

while there is still a dry spot to make a fire on,» he answered.

Olga and I cried out in protest, three women took his side.The

brigade leader was silent. I tried to persuade her in all sorts of

ways that she mighthave to answer for herhasty decision.Finally
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she decidedagainst slaughtering the animal. We agreed that there

was enough fruit for about three days, and if the water level did

not drop, we would eat raw meat.

The water was gradually approaching the tree. The dread-

filledminutes ticked by. The cart was already standing in water.

I stuck the measuring stick in the ground. We all climbedup into

the tree. Our black horse was tied to the tree. It was hard to see

what was below as it had grown dark. We clung on to the

branches. Time passed ever so slowly. It was getting colder, the

moon came out. It still seemed to be dry around the tree-trunk,

but the horse was stamping its hind legs on wet ground. Trofim

called us fools.

At long last dawnbroke. I was delighted to see the measuring

stick ringed with ice where the dark water mark hadbeen. So the

water level had started to drop. However, there was still a lot of

hardship ahead, for we had no food andwere cut off from our base.

Littleby littlethe water receded and we returned to thedugout
in the afternoon. Ashberries helped to stave offhunger. This con-

tinued the next day. It wasn't until the day afterthat we heard the

whirr of a motorboat. Three men fromthe camp, the foremen,

brought us bread, barley, some kind of fat and sugar. They or-

dered us to stay put, and turn over and dry the haystacks that

hadn't floated away. The sovkhoz village and a section of the

camp had also been flooded.

The weather was good, but the work was hardand unpleasant.
We were also cold at night. At mealtimes not much food was on

the table,and just ashberries as extra rations.

The eventful season ended. Other groups had experienced
similarmisfortunes, but there were no casualties. At the end of

September we were taken back to the camp. All the political
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prisoners who had been sentenced under clauses number 58ab

had been transferred to special purpose prisons. That was very

depressing.
After that I worked in a fishing brigade. From round, deep,

wooden tanks I had to remove salted salmon weighing between

three and five kilos each, and also a smaller type of fish. The boats

used to come in at high tide. They were loaded at low tide and

when the tide was high, they would go back. There were no me-

chanical devices, all we had was a wheelbarrow. The work was

not easy, and in the draughty conditions our hands became rough
and chapped. After only a monththe work finished, because to-

wards the end ofOctober the river froze over and shipping ceased.

I had another stroke of luck. I was employed in a net-making

workshop that was in the same area as the fish-processing plant.

I spent the winter in a warm room and I wasn't quite as hungry.

Occasionally you couldbuy some seal meat by foregoingthebread

ration. The brigade leader was a kind man, who had himself

served out a sentence. Now and then he got a salted salmon or two.

At night the convoy guard would take us back to the camp.

Nevertheless an awful uncertainty caused me distress, for

I had a frightening dreamin March 1949. I sent my mothera tele-

gram, but received a note from the post office saying «addressee

departed, address unknown». I felt torn apart withanxiety and

apprehension. How were my children?The river was still frozen,

there was no transport or mail. Dog sleds were no longer taking

mail to Magadan. It was a
dreadfultime ofnot knowing and a pre-

monition of bad news.

The ice on the river broke up, summer began. The supervisor

of the weavers' workshop was also the supply manager of the

fishing operation. One day he asked me to follow himto the river,
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which was fairly wide, and pointed out a small grey hut on the

opposite side. Itwas the fishermen'sbath-house. Would I have

the courage to live there by myself, he asked. It was surrounded

by streams and arms of the river, and the sovkhoz fields were ac-

cessible only on one side at low tide, My guards would be 20

dogs, which I had to feed and look after. I would have to make

sure there was enough hot water to have a saunabath on the last

three days of each week. To get there, the fishermen would go in

their own boats, but the local inhabitantswould be taken there.

The latterwould be charged 3 roubles, which was to be handed

in to the accounts clerk. An honest, serious person was needed

for this job. I would get a helper on bath days, but she would have

to stay in the camp.

I was astonished, but at the same time temptedby this Robin-

son Crusoe option. Although a little apprehensive, I accepted.
The following morningI left the camp with some dry rations and

my meagre possessions. The supervisor himselftook me to my

new job in a boat. My subordinates greeted me with loudbarking.

He explained my duties and asked me to take him back in the

boat. It didn't lake me long to learn to row. I returnedwithout

feeling afraid. Imade a huge pot of gruel with seal meatand salted

fish, and fed the dogs, who were tied to old, overturnedboats.

«The way to a man's heart is through the stomach», in this case a

dog's, and by evening we were friends.

On Thursday morning my helper, Zenta Tornis, a Latvian, ar-

rived. We sawed and chopped firewood, brought water from the

river andheatedthe bath-house. It was, ofcourse, hard work, but

we were glad to feel partly free.

The big salmon spawning season began. Boats full of fish

pulled up at the jetty one after another. As the tide came in, the
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boat wouldtilt slightly and the fish would spill out. At low tide

this silvery wealth was exposed to view in the shallow water. It

was my job to collect it in my boat, feed the dogs with it and salt

it in barrels for winter. Sometimes in the early hours of the morn-

ing I would fill the boat just about to the brim. The fish smelled

delicious while it was cooking. The dogs gained weight and

looked beautiful. I became very fond of them. When I got into my

boat, they would become very excited, and some ofthem would

evenbreak loose fromthe chain. Ever faithful, they would swim

beside the boat and guard it while I went about my business.

At the beginning of July I received a letter frommy mother and

daughter. Together with several related families, they were in a

village nearKozhevnikovo in the Tomsk region. The children had

been gravely illwith measles they had caught in afiltration camp,

but had recovered and werenow well. They were exchanging the

clothes they had taken with them for food,but hoping to get some

potatoes in autumn. An uncle, an old teacher and also deported,

was helping thembuilda dugout. Another uncle, who was work-

ing as a tractor driver, had promised to help out with some flour

in autumn. My nine and thirteen-year-old childrenwere working

in tobacco fieldsand were the only wage earners.

My heart was breaking. How couldI help? I sat on the river

bank in utter misery. I couldn't weep, my eyes were dry. Sud-

denly a moist muzzle touched my hand and started licking it. The

most vicious dog had torn loose from its chain and was now

licking my hands and looking into my grief-stricken eyes. At that

moment something snapped inside me and I gave vent to my sor-

row. With my head on my lap, I let the tears of anguish flow.

A softly whimpering nose
touched my cheek and bade me to

go home...
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I couldn't sleep that night and, withoutmeaningto, madeup a

short poem, which I still remember.

Mother, dearest, we are still alive.

Though hardship is our lot.

In a dugout nearTomsk we now dwell.

It's summer here and the sunshines warm.

Grandma is baking bread next door.

Not enough, alas, to fill our need.

Potatoes are alreadygrowing in thegarden,

But goneis ourprecious hand-wovenrug.

July 1949

By doing without most of my bread ration and selling it all

summer, I got some money and could help my family at least to

some extent.

THE FOURTH NOTEBOOK

I looked after my four-legged friends with pleasure and commit-

ment, and made sure there was enough food for winter. Occa-

sionally at night, during times of very high tide, I felt a little

apprehensive. When the wind was strong, waves would some-

times splash against the bath-house walls. At low tide the water

was far away. If a latecomer's boat approached the hut, my large

group of guards gave a mighty concert.

On the three bath days Zenta and I were very busy, both heat-

ing the water and ferrying people. But in the silence of the dark

night my heart ached for my childrenand Mother.

In September I also went through a difficult time - I had a

nasty boil onthe middle finger of my right hand, which even
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affected thebone. Because it wouldn't heal and was very sore and

festered, the staff at the first-aid centre wanted to amputate the

finger, but I refused to let them. I remembered hearing as a child

that a dog canhealall its wounds. I decidedto turn to my canine

«medics» for help. And in fact I succeeded in saving my finger,
thanks to the gentle tongue of the most ferocious but competent

wound licker. I was soon well.

The cold set in and snowfell at the end of October. Ice covered

the river. The season ofhard work began for my «subjects». An ex-

pert arrived to set up dogsleds. I had to help with getting the dogs
used to pulling the sleds, a skill forgotten during the summer. It

was amazing how fast the dogs ran and how well the leaders of

A dogsled.

the pack understoodcommands. We would travel onthe river ice

as far as the sea, where the localpeople hunted seals and fished,

and once a monthmail was delivered to Magadan. Itwas, how-

ever, impossible to live in the small room of the bath-house dur-

ing the winter chill. I had to go back to the camp. I handed over

the feeding of the dogs to the driver. But the bath was still used,

and we went to heat it on two days a week. The rest of the week

was spent working in the weavers' workshop.
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The following summer I lived in the bath-houseagain and did

the same kind of work. There was somekind of concession for

labour a prisoner did withoutbreaking rules within the period of

a sentence. I could hope for a reduction of about seven months.

And so the summer went by withoutany spectacular incidents,

but I felt a strange disquiet as I waited for freedom. In the mean-

time I sent the children as much help as possible.
The first of September brought another natural disaster. This

time it was a knee-deep snowfall. Potatoes and cabbages had to be

harvested by digging away snow. Our hands froze, but we man-

aged to bring in everything because everyone was asked to help.
The bath still had to be heated, so on weekends I didn't have to

go out on the fields. There were frosts at night, but the days,

though cool,were beautifuland sunny.

That monthI had another strange experience. One morning the

brigade leader ordered me to fasten my boat to his motorboat, as

well as another, empty one for the sled driver. He said he would

take me about 15 kilometres up the Tauya River to a saw-mill,
where we could get dry timberoff-cuts for the bath-house.

The trip was interesting and enjoyable. There wereseveral beau-

tiful,high, rocky mountains along the way, covered with snow. On

one slope we encountered a magical sight ofmountain ash laden

with red berries, birch trees turning gold and clusters of dark green

northernpines. And all this wealthagainst a background ofsnow!

There were several such mountain sides of spectacular scenery.
The dry off-cuts were very useful for starting the fire in the

bath-house and keeping it going.We loaded up the boats and set

off for home in high spirits. My companionknew Tauya River and

itsbanks very well becausehe fished herein summer. I travelled in

front, hewas behind me. Atone point he told me that he wanted to
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go ashore to hunt, and that he would catch up with me. So I con-

tinuedalone. The current was carrying me gently and I was enjoy-

ing thebeautiful scenery. I didn'tnotice that anotherwide current

had appeared next to me, and that it was swiftly taking me in the

wrong direction.It was impossible to turn the boat. Inoticed that at

thefoot ofthe high mountain thecurrents joined again. I was going

in that direction, when withoutwarning the boat hit the shallows.

It was beginning to get dark, but my companionwas nowhere

in sight. I was worried - wouldhe be able to spot me so far away?

Should I dump the much needed cargo into the water? Would

that help? I sat there, on a large expanse of water, desperate and

not knowing what to do. Suddenly I caught sight of my compan-

ion, the hoped-for saviour. I yelled, waved my scarf, but there was

no response. He kept going fast.

All my hopes were dashed. Nothing would save me, for the

tide wasn't goingto come in until midnight. I wouldbe frozen

stiffby the time it was possible to get offthe shallows. In a month

I would have been free, but now I was doomed to die... I would

never see my childrenagain. Who would help them?I cannot de-

scribe my emotions atthat moment.

Darkness had fallen.My companion, having taken a long detour

around the foot of the mountain, was approaching me from the

other direction. I could barely see him, but I couldhear the oars

splashing. He wasn't able to draw near me, but toldme to get into

the water andpush theboat, and gave me the directions that would

take me past the shallows. So I took my clothesoff the lower halfof

mybody and jumped into the ice-cold water. I succeeded in push-

ing the boat off and avoiding the shallows. After thanking my com-

panion wholeheartedly for his presence of mind and saving me

from such a life-threatening situation, I happily rowed the boat
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back. I didnot stray one littlebit from himon that cold evening.

My body was tingling after the icy swim. I felta wonderful sense of

satisfaction that onceagain the worst had not happened.

October went by in a state of tension. I was waiting to be re-

leased, but the weather gradually grew colderand the river began

freezing over. Whatwill I do if I get myfreedomwhenriver trans-

port stops? My worst fears were confirmed. The river froze over.

I was freed on 27 October, 1950.

I said goodbye to my beloved guard dogs with an anxious,

heavy heart. My work supervisor had been informedby telephone

that one more small ship would leave for Magadanfrom the open

seaport of Yana. But Yana was 35 kilometres away. Fortunately

anotherperson, a Russian girl, also wanted to go to Magadan. She

had been freed on the same day.

I was paid a small sum ofmoney for the four years of labour.A

woman prisoner offered to sell me an autumn coat. It fitted me

and I could afford it. Itrestored my self-esteem somewhat, as now

I didn't need to wear the usual padded jacket. Some money was

left over for necessities.

The next morningwe set offfor a new life as free people. That

wasn't going to be easy. There was noway we could cross the sea

and reach Tomskwithoutmoney. The first opportunity to join the

ranks of human beings would be in Magadan. We trudged on,

no-one happened to drive past. The road tookus through wooded

country with newly-built, as yet uninhabitedhouses. However,

yourts were pitched in front, out ofwhich rose wisps ofsmoke.

It was dark by the timewe arrived in the Yana village. Dead

tired from the long walk, we were relieved to find a family that

welcomedus and allowed us to stay. We found out that a ship
bound for Magadan had in factbeen delayed here.
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A fierce storm blew in during the night. The sea roared and

tossed up waves as high as a house. I have never seenanything

like it. It was impossible to make your way around the village

without holding onto something. The storm raged for five days

and the temperature dropped. The seamenbecame nervous. They
didn'twant to take us because of the risk of having passengers on

board, yet they couldn't wait for the sea to become completely
calm. Fortunately the coxswain had been in Riga and had a good

impression of Latvians. He wanted to help me and so he per-

suaded the captain to takeme.

Whenwe sailed out into theopen sea, the waveswere stillhuge.

Tablesand chairs were tossed around like matchboxes. The coxs-

wain kindly allowedus touse hiscabin, because heknew we would

suffer from seasickness. It was, in fact, indescribableagony - we

were sick to the point of fainting. But we arrived safely in Maga-

dan. We had survived.

A BRIEF SUMMARY OF SUBSEQUENT EVENTS

On 1 December 1950, I beganworking as the chiefwaitress in a

cafeteria in Magadan. Because there was opportunity to work

overtime, I was able to help my family in Siberia. In spring I

signed an agreement to continueworking in Magadan and in this

way ensured a better future formy children.

In the summer of 1955 my childrenarrived by plane in Maga-

dan. My daughter was in the ninth, my sonin the sixth grade.

In 1962 my daughter graduated from a Leningrad institute. My

son was studying at the Achinska School of Military Aviation.

I went back to my homeland.My motherand her other daugh-

ter's family had already returned.
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EXCERPT FROM

«THE ABYSS OF SUFFERING»

Melānija Vanaga

1941. THE FIRST VICTIMS

Deportation fromher homelandand the realisation ofher help-
lessness had cast a dark shadow over Mrs Jekabsons' mind. She

began to suffer from unbearable feelings of anxiety. What was

goingto happento her and her children? Would they meet with

the same fate as her husband? She was in mentalanguish about

the fateofher children.

In the evening she thought she could hear the guards talking
aboutblowing up our train orsuffocating us with poison gas. She

evenheard holes for the gas being drilled into the carriage wall.

We told her it wasn't true, but we couldn'tpersuade her that she

was having a nightmare. The rest of us women weren't in such

good state, either.

Mrs Jekabsons had brought a lotof packages with her, contain-

ingprovisions and clothes to last for quite some time. Thatevening

she was again rummagingthrough them, looking for something.
She searched for a long time. We fell asleep.

The train had passed through Disova, Drisa, andVelikiye Luki,

where the rivers Daugava and Volga rise. We were approaching
Msta station.
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At dawnon 20 June, Mrs Jekabsons lost her reason. The mother

took the lives ofher three small children and then her own. With

a soft thud, a bloodstainedrazor fell to the floor.

Vilma K. was sleeping next to the unfortunatewoman. She

woke up when she felt a sudden movement besideher and a warm

moisture on her side. On seeing what was happening, Vilma

grabbed her sleeping child and, horrified, leapt up onto our bunk.

«Save your children, save them!» she cried. «The mad woman

is goingto kill them all!»

By the time Grandfather Jekabsons got to his feet, it was too

late.

We banged onthe doorand the window as hard as we could.

Finally the train stopped and two guards entered. Then a third

with a sheet of paper in his hand. He interrogated the eyewit-

nesses, steppingaside carefully asthe dark stream ofblood, fading

away with the lives offour human beings, flowed close to his feet.

The cattle wagon doors were opened wide for once, but not for

the living to step out. No, they were opened so that the dead could

be carried out. Tied up in two bundlesof bloodstainedsheets, an

entire Latvian family, a part of the nation's body, was liftedout by
the guards. A shallowpit was dug at theedgeof the forest, the bun-

dles were thrown in and the pit was filled in. The motherwas

taken away somewhere, as she was thought to be still alive.

Morning dawned cheerfully to greet the funeral procession.

But she soon paused and blushed. She was late. Perhaps this

wouldnot have happened ifshe hadn'tbeen. But let Morning not

blame herself for bringing the Sun so late. No ray of sunshine

wouldnow have been able to find the Jekabsons'blood-soaked

bunk. For many days the tragic motherhadn't seen any light, let

alone sunshine. Her corner had always been dark and gloomy.



Excerptfrom «TheAbyss ofSuffering»

The grave-diggers rinsed theirhands in a ditch and brought us

a bucketful of water for washing the carriage. The mothers were

warned that their children would be taken fromthemif anything

else happened. The train continued on its journey.

The children were now beside themselves with fear. They

were afraid ofbeing taken away.

«Mummy, don't let them take me! Don't give me away!» they

allbegged one after another.

My son Alnis whispered, «Whatever happens, don'tgive me

away. Whatwill I do, all alone?»

No adult would now believe how those children implored

theirmothers. And my handrefuses to write it down, even what

Alnis said.

His hand trembling, Grandfather Jekabsons wrote the names of

his grandchildren in his little pocketbook: «Andris J., Gunars J.,

Aigars J. 20.6.1941, Msta station.» He drew a small cross beside

each name and asked us all to sign.
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BALLAD OF SOULS

IN TORMENT

Jānis Zīle

Vorkuta.

The hour ofmidnight.

Blizzards of snow scream over the tundra.

The northern lights rise like phantoms in the sky

Whiteshadows of the dead dance in the snow -

Souls laid to rest without a blessing.

Just bare bones -

Withouteyes,

Withoutnames.

Motheredto life

But condemned to die

By tyranny.

The crack ofa shot froma guard's tower.

The crack ofa retort fromthe next.

The guards test each other's vigilance.

Vorkuta.

The ground is damned.

But thegroundis not to blame.

Guilty is the mind

That devised this.
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The twisted mind

Of the tyrant,

Who twirls his moustache.

The crack ofa shot from a guard's tower

The crack ofa retort from the next.

The guards test each other's vigilance.
This is the twentieth century.

Gas chambers in Buchenwald.

Vorkuta and Norilsk in Russia.

It'sno surprise

That so many bones dance

Over the Vorkuta tundra

At the hourofmidnight.
Their danceof death,

Their danceof rebirth,

Their danceof accusation,

In defiance of the tyrant

And his lackeys.

The air vents moan in the shafts.

Countlessblood-thirsting wolves,

Armed with bullets and hate,

Rattle their teeth in guard towers:

- The souls must be captured,

Every single one,

The prints ofguilt erased,

Or we'll have to answer.

The crack of a shot from aguard's tower

The crack of a retort from the next.

The guards test each other's vigilance.
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The souls pass arm in arm.

Souls ofmany nations arm in arm.

A-l, A-2 and up to a thousand,

And up to the last Cyrillic letter

All accusethe tyrant

Who has taken their lives.

The crack ofa shot from a guard's tower

The crack ofa retort from the next.

The guards test each other's vigilance.

For vigilance is needed-

Time and time again a hand

Rises up from the ground

To sweep at midnight over the tundra,

And throw snow at the eyes of the guards,

For the still living to make an escape

From this landof the damned,

Spattered with the blood of innocence.

Back home to their land,

Back home to their mothers' arms.

- Mother, don't cry,

See, I have returned,

But as a shadow, alas.

My life I left on Russian soil,

And my flesh?

Flesh I had no longer.

Just bare bones.

Bury me now,

The soul of your son,

Lay me to rest at home.
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The crack of a shot from a guard's tower.

The crack of a retort from the next.

The guards test each other's vigilance.

Dying...

Dyingholds no horror.

Horror belongs to the starving,

Whoknow there's onewho eats,

Stuffing his mouth with food

Warmedon coals from Vorkuta,

And raising a glass to sing,

- Stalin, the guiding light of our lives.

The ground whirls up to the sky.

On blizzard nights the convoy's bullets are speedy.
The teethof the dogs razor sharp.

Many meet deathon nights like these.

Those with power and might will continue

To gamble away human lives

As ifthe numberof the already dead

Was too small.

And it all takes place in full view of the world.

- But we did not know, - posterity will say.

-
You were so far away fromthe rest ofthe world.

And thatwillbe the excuse.

The crack ofa shot from a guard's tower.

The crack ofa retort fromthe next.

The guards test each other's vigilance.

Barracks crouched in the snow,

With black smoking chimneys.

Numbered clothes on hooks
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Swing in the breath of the sleepers.

Searchlight fingers grope atthe barbed wire.

A frost-bitten dog howls in the dark.

Someone will soondie.

You that have passed into eternity,

You thatare blessed by Fortune,

What do you tell the Creator

About the world He has created,

About those created in love,

That wrought life on earth

To a living hell?

The crack of a shot from a guard's tower.

The crack of aretort fromthe next.

The guards test each other's vigilance.

The deadare a myriad.

The tundra is thick with theirbones.

Omnipotent Russia, your land is damned.

Where is your conscience,

Your honourand righteousness?

You have soaked your snow with blood

And turned life itselfinto aburden.

Omnipotent Russia...

The souls of the dead dance.

The living damntheirbirth,

Damn theirmothers for giving them life.

But is the mother to blame?

Perhaps only the one

Who brought him who lacks all humanfeeling
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Into the world,

For other mothers to weep

Over their children's maimed and broken bodies.

The crack ofa shot from a guard's tower.

The crack ofa retort from the next.

The guards test each other's vigilance.

The hour of midnight.

Changing of the guard in the towers.

Feet wrapped in strips of felt

Tread the snow in silence.

Wolverine steps,

Wolverine instincts.

Eyes followthe line of fences,

Gun barrels twitch.

Satan's night!
Whiteshadows of the deaddance in the blizzard.

In the shafts the air vents howl

You canlose yourmind!

Eyes followthe line of fences:

-
Is no-one goingto try to escape?

Deathwill rest tonight.

The night is red,

And red must be the snow

To bring the soul to rest.

The splutter ofa shot.

A break in the snowstorm.

Stars can be glimpsed
And a mighty cross of the northern lights.
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A guard dog wails,

Scenting blood.

Let Him be praised!

Death...

The crack ofa shot from a guard's tower.

The crack ofa retort fromthe next.

The guards test each other's vigilance.

Vorkuta.

The hourof midnight.

Winds wail through barbed wire.

Arctic lights stain the snowred.

Watchdogsbark,

Guards swear.

The living return fromtheir shift in the shafts.

Numbered on each left leg.

Numbered on each left arm.

Numbered on each back.

Numbered on each cap.

They walk slowly,

Like those that have beenbrushed by death.

This is the twentiethcentury.

It's beyond comprehension.

They pass the guardhouse.

And disperse withinbarbed-wire Gulags.

The snowstorms again.

The tormented souls of the dead

Race over the tundraagain.

A mass ofhuman souls



JanisZile

Tortured in cells,

Shot beside fences.

Enslaved in mines.

And so night after night.

Year after year.

Withoutpeace

Withoutrest.

Withoutthe sign of the cross.

Bare your head

Ifyou go out on the Vorkuta tundra.

You, the living, you step onthe bones ofthe dead.

Vorkuta, winter 1950/51
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WE SANG THROUGH TEARS

Herta Kaļiņina

I was bornnearLiepaja on 10 September, 1925. Therewere four

childrenin our family, three daughters and one son.

On completing primary school in 1940,1enrolled atthe Liepaja
Art High School. On 14 June, 1941 we were deported. In 1947 my

brother and I returnedhome by the last steamboat.

On 1 October, 1950 I was arrested again and sent to various

prisons, the last of which was in Krasnoyarsk. I ended up in

Yeniseysk, where I was told to continue the journey at my own

expense. As I had no money, I stayed there and was assigned to

work first in a kiosk, then as a waitress.

In 1953 I married a geologist and begana course to gain quali-

fications as a laboratory assistant.

Our son was born in 1955. In 1956 we moved to the Altai re-

gion in Central Asia, where, in 1957, our daughter was born. In

1959 we returned to our homeland.

13 June, 1941. A beautiful, sunny day. We were all working in the

sugarbeet fields. After lunch Mr Sausais, the deputy of the mili-

tia, came to see my father. He called himaside, said something,
and Father went home.
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In the evening our parents joined in withus in all kinds of

games. Youngpeople had come fromthe homesteads nearby, we

played games and ran around, breaking branches and flattening

the grass. Ourparents, however, didn'tcomplain, not even about

the roses, which Father grafted himselfand lookedafter carefully.

We were living in a country home, in a part of what had once

been a German baron's estate. Thatevening Father didn't send us

off to bed. It must have been terrible to know that you will be

arrested.

The morningof 14 June,about 5 o'clock. Everyonewas woken

up by a loud knocking on the door. Accompanied by soldiers, a

Russian man and a rather distant neighbour of ours barged into

the room. They ordered us to pack as many things as we could

carry and said we had to go and live somewhere else. The Russian

kept pestering my mother for gold valuables. She told him to

search for them. He wanted to take off her wedding ring but

couldn't. Everyone was put into a truck. The soldier used force to

pull my mother away fromthe doorpost, to which she was cling-

ing and screaming, «My precious cows, who is going to look after

you now?» As if hearing my mother's voice, the cows mooed in

the cowshed. It was milking time.

As the truck drove out of the yard, Father's favourite stud stal-

lion, which was grazing on the hill, started to run around in cir-

cles and neigh. That's when Father couldn'thold back his tears

any longer. He then toldus that the day before, the deputy of the

militiahad warnedhim and advised him to escape. When Father

had asked himwhat he had doneto hurt anyone, the answer had

been, «You are a class enemy and we are goingto annihilate the

likes ofyou.»
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We travelled under military guard. After four kilometres

the vehicle stopped, and in this homestead too we could hear

screams and crying. We were taken to Priekule, where cattle wag-

ons withbars, doublebunks and weepingpeople were waiting.

Children were sitting onthe top bunks. All day long more people
were brought in. At night the train stopped at the military naval

base in Liepaja, where the men were made to get off. Then we

stopped in Jelgava for 24 hours, where the thread on the window

bars was smashed to prevent escape, and we were given a bucket

of water.

Such was the beginningof our journey into the unknown. It's

painful to eventalk about the conditions we were in, they were

so appalling. No-one received any medical help. The deadwere

buried by the railroad tracks when the train halted. For we were

nobody. A name on the list was simply crossed out. Somewhere

deep in Russia we were given some milletporridge, which smelt

of garlic. Finally the journey was over. We were taken off the

train and dumped in mud and rain in Krasnoyarsk. The people

who had small children were taken to some kind of building,

probably a school. The rest settled nearby in a structure that is

hard to describe - there was a roof, but no walls. That was

where we lived. To reach this dwelling, we had to wade through

almost knee-deep mud. Next, we were assigned to villages. Four

families, including ours, were taken to the kolkhoz «The Big

Salmon» in the Pirovsk region. The village consistedof eight to

ten homes. Itwas very poor. We were shown to an empty hut

withouta roof on the bank of a river. The only valuable things

in the hut were bedbugs and cockroaches. Only a few villagers

could read and write. They were very shabbily dressed and

wore jute sandals, never having seena shoe in theirlives. We were
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ordered to cut corn with a sickle. Threshing was donewith a flail.

As soon as we sat down, we would grind grains ofcorn, put them

in our pockets or eat them as they were. We also ate the tubers of

wild lilies and ramson,

which is a wild garlic
with leaves like those

of the lily of the valley.
We steamed grain,

dried it and ground it

with a stone. The kol-

khoz gave us nothing,

so we were forced to

steal. We used to go to

the Tatar kolkhozes

which were prosper-

ous, to exchange clothes
Jute sandals.

for food. The Tatars always fed us and even gave us crusts ofbread

to take with us. We had made a set ofscales to weigh out bread in

equal portions for everyone. All the mothers gave halfof their

share to their children. Mosquitoes and midges, tiny flies with a

fierce bite which bled immediately, bit us mercilessly, leaving us

swollenand with festering skin lesions.

The following families lived in the kolkhoz: our mother and

her four children, me being the eldest (15 years) and my brother

the youngest (8 years); Mrs Toms and her four children(the eldest

of whom was 13, the youngest 4 years old); then there was Ella

Petrovskis, their sister-in-law with her son. These two women

spoke a littleRussian. The villagers' treatment of us varied. If

anyone received news of the death ofa husbandor a brother, they
treated us with hostility, for in their eyes we were fascists. One
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day, while Mrs Toms was writing in her diary, a Russian woman

came in. When asked what she was writing, Mrs Toms answered

that she was recording what it was like here so that she could

write about it later. The next day some militiamenarrived at her

place, took all the pieces ofpaper and arrested Mrs Toms andMrs

Petrovskis, leaving their children behind. Uldis was 13, Gunars

10, Rita 8 and littleDace 4 years old. Mrs Petrovskis' Juriswas 12.

I don't know what becameof these children.In spring our family

was taken to Galanina, a jetty on the banks of the Yenisey River.

We were dumped on the bank, where there were already a lotof

people. We stayed there for a number of weeks, exposed to the

sun, windand rain, eaten alive by mosquitoes and midges and

again suffering from festering sores.

When the ship «Maria Ulyanova» arrived, we were all put on

it, on the decks. Passengers travelled in cabins. The journey took

several days, after which we had to go ashore in Yeniseysk be-

cause the people who were taking us had disappeared withall

the documents and ration cards. In Yeniseysk we stayed in a tim-

ber mill.We were assigned to work at the mill, which was very

hard. The following incident took place there. The prisoners were

working under the supervision of convoy guards. One day the

guards started to beat and kick one of the prisoners. Then the un-

fortunate man's shirt was torn off his back, he was tied to a post,

doused with water and left to the mosquitoes and those loath-

some midges, which crawl into one's eyes, nose, corners of the

mouth and ears, and drawblood wherever they bite. When the

man lost consciousness, he was dragged by the arms to the river

and thrown in. After he had beenpulled out and had regained

consciousness, he was again put to work. In the towns in the

north, as well as in timbermills, all the streets were covered with
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timber planks. The state of this man's back after he had been

dragged over such a surface was beyond description.

Our journey continuedon

the open deck of a ship. We

travelled north for several

weeks. Then small groups of

families were put ashore at

various settlements. At Igarka

adult males were left to work

at the shipyard there. Several

families, including ours, were

taken to Sushkov, an uninha-

bited place with two or three

A timber footpath.

fishermen's huts. It was locatednear a large river and surrounded

by forests. There was a brand-new, empty barrack with eight

rooms, doublebunks and a corridor. Between the bunks in each

room was a cast-iron stove. The

rooms had no doors, there was just

one main entrance. There was also a

bakery, a shop and an engineer's

house, all new, and all built spe-

cially for the deportees. To heat the

rooms, we brought wood from the

forest. Our hard labourwith a 12 to

14 hour working day began here. In

this part of the world the sun

doesn't set in summer, on reaching

the horizon it just rises again. We

had to cut hay, fish and saw wood.A cast-iron stove.
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Although too arduous for us, fishing in summer was more or less

bearable. Those who worked were given 800 g ofbread, a littlebut-

ter, sugar, 2 kg of salted fish and some groats. Bread was issued in

such small quantities at a time andit was so underdone, that some-

times there was nothing to eat, all you could do was take the hand-

ful home, put it in water and make a gruel, just water with flour

added. The punishmentfor the slightest transgression, failureto ful-

fill the work quota ora retort, was a reduction or evenwithdrawal

of the bread ration.

At the onset of autumn we had to cut firewood in the forest.

The snow was deep, we didn'tknow how to use a saw, it would

buckle, get stuck and we would lose control of it. Countless peo-

ple were killed. Then we were shown how to fell a tree. We were

hardly able to meet the quotas. Winter days were dark, and we

were cold in our threadbareclothes and with nothingbut rags on

our feet. In summer we had secretly cut offsome pieces from fish-

ing ropes and unravelledthem. A crochet hook was filed from a

five-centimetre nail.We crocheted slippers into which we put

moss and rags, and that was how we walked around. In later

years, boots of sorts, consisting of wooden soles and canvas up-

pers, were issued for work in the forest in 40 to 50 degree subzero

temperatures. Later still, lace-up boots were sent from America,

they at least were made of leather.

For lunch we had a frozen, one centimetre thick slice of bread,

which we ate with snow. I remember how, in order to meet the

quota,we cut down a larch, about 80 centimetres in diameter.We

all helpedto get it out of the snow and stack it, but the two metre

logs refused to budge. Finally, with great difficulty we managed

to put them in one pile. We were wiser after that.
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When we returned from the forest, each person would carry

three or four pieces ofsawn-up firewoodto burn at night and dry

ourwet clothes. In winter the cut firewoodwas transported to the

river bank. When the barge arrived to collect it, the women had to

load it on. This involved pushing the wood down a steep bank

and then carrying it along planks. It took four or five people to

roll some of the logs. Meanwhilethe men who were on the boat

laughed at us as we worked, half-starved.

In summer we had to fish with large nets. There were two

teams, but I don't rememberhow many people in each. The lead-

ers were Druzhinin and Shalguyev, the latter a real monster, who

tormented us in all sorts of ways. When we fished with Dru-

zhinin, however, we would cooka bucketful offish as soon as we

caught some. He himselfwould help with the work. But Shal-

guyev, heaven help us, wasn't content with just tormentingus

and harassing us, he swore at us as well, using the foulest lan-

guage and telling us to drop dead,as there were 200 more fascists

on the other side of the river. One day in autumn wewere fishing
in the first shift. Workboots had already been issued. We put

them on in the morning. But the shift hadn't finished when

Shalguyev sent out the second shift. We had to take off the boots

when we finished working. Wet and barefoot, we had to run

home, fourkilometres away, over frozen ground. I ran a short dis-

tance, sat down,rubbed the soles of my feet with tears and saliva,

continuedrunning, after a while repeated the process, peeing to

warm them andrunningagain. Frozen ground has the same effect

as red-hot iron. How my feet hurt afterwards! After this incident

we usedto take those slippers ofours with us.

We were often searched to make sure we didn't take any fish.

We did, but we hid themin bushes near home, or someone would
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come to meet us. If that wasn't possible, we'd go to get the fish

later at night.

In winter we were sent to fish onthe lakes. First horses, then

further on, reindeer were used to transport the nets. We carried

our loads on ourbacks. Weighed down like this, we struggled for-

ward, tamping down the snow, which was waist-high. When we

reached the shore of the lake,we had to clear anareaof snow, put

up a tent, saw some timber for bunks, cover the tent with snow,

set up and light the small stove and break off some fir tree

branches to sleep on. Only then couldwe have a rest. We slept

fullyclothed at night, in the mornings your head wouldbe frozen

to the tent. On our return fromfishing in the evening, we were

wet, the tent was cold and it would take a while to light the stove

and hang up the wet clothes and felt boots. After eating a small

piece of bread and a frozen fish, we had to go to sleep in these

steamyconditions.

When there were no more fish in a lake, we moved to another

one. I nearly drowned in one. Bruhanov, the engineer in charge,

was a decent man, who treated us like humanbeings by giving us

fish to cook, for example. One day Mrs Slemers and I were told to

check the hooks. On our way a snowstorm blew in, and it was no

longer possible to see the track that had been marked out. In the

middle of the lake there was avery deep whirlpool, which never

froze over. Somehow I instinctively stepped aside a coupleof me-

tres onmy skis. After continuing for a few metres, I feltmy skis

slowly sinking. I managed to fallbackwards. Mrs Slemers rushed

up to me and pulled me out. When, on all fours and on oneski, I

had extricated myself, I sat downand started to cry. Home was ten

kilometres away, night was approaching, thesnow was deep, I had

one ski and Mrs Slemers could only help me as best she could.
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When we reached home, I had ice all over me. The top layer of

clothes was taken off, but my legs up to the knees were frozen into

the felt boots. I stood onthe cast-iron stove to thaw them out, but

when the ice began to melt, I screamed with unbearablepain.

Bruhanov then gave me some alcohol to drinkand some hot tea to

wash it down. I don'tknow what happened after that. Apparently

he had ordered that my feet be rubbed with alcohol and covered

warmly, and that I was to drink more alcohol when I awoke.

Miraculously I got neithera fever nor a cold as a result.

When the fishing on lakes ended, we returned to Sushkov,

where we continued to fish through holes in the ice. The ice was

more than a metre thick, the weather was bitter, our hands were

raw and swollen, the wind was freezing and our clothes were

threadbare. We went off to work in darkness and returned in

darkness. In the north, winter days are dark. The only beautiful

thing was the northern lights, Aurora borealis, so bright that it

was almost possible to read by them.

When the winter fishing season ended, we had to saw up

birchtree logs, which were used to warm aircraft. First the bark

had to be stripped off, then the log had to be sawn and chopped

into five-centimetre long pieces. The quota was one cubic metre.

Just try not filling it
- you lost your breadration. In 1944 we were

ordered to clear forests, fell trees and cut down bushes, struggle

with roots and prepare fields for potatoes. We duga large pit on a

hill and, using spades and yokes, carried the soil away. At night

fires were lit over the entire site to allow the groundto thaw, for

below 50 to 80 centimetresit was permanently frozen. A cellar

was built here. Potatoes which were brought in on the last ship
had to be carried on our backs into this cellar. We took some

secretly and hid them, for wehadn't eaten any since 1942. During
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these years our double bunks had become vacant. People had

passed away, frozen to death or drowned on fishing expeditions.

Entire familiesperished. On that same hillwith the cellar there is

a Latvian cemetery, where my sister Vera is buried. On one occa-

sion in spring during a regular check, a militiaman, muffledup in

fur coats, yelled for someone to go in the direction of Karasina

where, about one kilometre away, a corpse was sitting. They

reached theboy too late, for he had already frozen to death. When

Mrs Freibergs saw the body ofher second son, she wasn't quite

normalafter thatand diedsome time later.

When spring came, flocks of white sparrows would fly above

us. My brother snared them. They were very fatty and were a sig-

nificant addition to our diet. Mother evensold a few of them, as

well as some partridges. We never had enough money to supple-

ment the value of our ration cards, especially in the last years

when 4 metres of clothbecame available.

In 1945, while sorting potatoes, I ate a few that were still good.

I got dysentery and was ill for a long time. There was no medicine.

I was given an infusionofpine needlesas well as rice water. When

things had got so bad that I couldno longer move, the supervisor

came in and in a loudvoice said, «Makea coffin, she won't last the

night.» There I was, just 20 years old, starving, and I had to die.

I wanted something to eatand then die.The next day, Mrs Dimitrijs

brought me halfa litreofboiled-upbilberries. I atethemall and fell

asleep. When I woke
up, everything was quiet.Irolled off the board

on which I had been sleeping, crawled to the small box where my

motherstored food, ate two tablespoonsful ofbutter, two birds and

a few spoonsful of some kind of porridge, crept back and fell

asleep. When I woke up after 24 hours, Mother,my brotherand sis-

ters were weeping, others were silent, for it is believed that a
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person feels fine just before dying. I lay there, breathing normally
andnot moaningasbefore. On the following day Irepeated the pro-

cedure, and so gradually Irecovered. The supervisor ordered extra

food rations. As Igotbetter, mywhole body, especially my legs and

the soles ofmy feet, were covered in wounds that looked like they
had been cut with razor blades. I slept on my stomach. I took cod

liver oil. Littleby littlethewounds healed. As I was no longer able

to go to large-scale fishing because of recurring spasms and diar-

rhoea, I was assigned to dropnet fishing. Compared to other jobs,

this one was a holiday. We fished in pairs. We'd cast the net, keep
the boat floating downstreamand check the net after a while. This

went on all day long. At times such as these, we always thought of

our motherland, and ouronly wish was to return. Itoften happened
that we would start singing, especially a song in which we ex-

pressed our sorrow about having to live in a foreign land and
our

yearning to return to our homeland, ifonly to be buried there. We

sang through tears. We made a promise to ourselves to survive,

come what may, for it couldn'tget any worse.

Whilewe were fishing oneday, we caught a onemetre long
white salmon. We wanted to taste it so much that we decided to

risk it and face the consequences. We dividedthe fish in halfand

threw thehead into the river. We washed it and driedit a little in

the sun so that it wouldn't have any blood on it. Thatevening we

went ashore quite far from home. We tiedone end of the fish to

the waist and in several places to the leg, bunched up our already
wide pants a bit more and continuedon ourway. Our hearts

were

in our mouths, ofcourse, but everything turnedout alright. Mother

salted thefish and gave us slices to put on our bread.

Because the war had already ended, our living conditions im-

proved. In Sushkov there was a new supervisor by the name of
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Shadrin. Searches were not carried out any more. There was no

point in searching the few people left. Shadrin always organised

jobs so that someone from each family was assigned to fishing.
Rations were also increased.

There was no school in Sushkov. In our group there was a

Mrs Aplocins and her daughter. Mrs Aplocins was the founder of

the Liepaja Art Secondary School. As soon as there was a free mo-

ment or it rained, she wouldeducate us by telling us about his-

tory, literatureand geography. She had travelled widely. She

would later test us by way of conversation and without us being

aware of it. When her husband was freed fromthe forced-labour

camp but was not allowedto join his family, Mrs Aplocins could

not endure it any longer and hanged herself. There was also a

woman by the name of Erna Jekabsons, who always had anen-

couraging word for us youngones. Although she was suffering

herself, she taught us to smile evenat the most harrowingtimes.

Back home she had a young daughter, for whom her heart ached

because she had no news of her.

Then I developed an illness affecting my joints and was put

into the Igarka hospital. When I gotbetter, I was assigned to work

in a fish-processing factory. My task was to unload fish from a

boat or salt from barges. Using a yoke, I had to carry the load up-

hill to the factory. This went on every day for countless hours, for

ifa cargo of fish was brought in at the end of a shift, you still had

to unload it. If a boat arrived to pick up processed fish, then bar-

rels had to be rolled down the steep bank. That was something I'd

rather forget. The large barrels containing salted fillets, a special

order, were transported in horse-drawn carts. Once again I fell ill,

suffering from diarrhoea, cramps and vomiting, so I was assigned

to stacking boards in a timbermill.
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In 1947 a rumour spread thatchildrenwho had been under age

at the time of deportation could return home. Many of us did.

After receiving news from those who had gone back about condi-

tions at home, Mother decided to send me and my brother by the

last boat. At the end of September we went to Krasnoyarsk, where

with great difficulty we obtained a ticket to Riga. As iftravelling
halfstarved wasn't enough, we were robbed as well. We survived

on the charity of others as far asRiga, for everyone was familiar

with hunger. I wept as we crossed the border.Even though it was

late autumn, it was as if the grey countryside was smiling at you.

For the first time in my life the sun was shining warm and bright.

My godmother, Father's sister, met me inRiga. But after a cou-

ple of days there, we were rudely ordered by the supervisory
committee of housing to leave immediately. We went to Liepaja

to another aunt. There was no room for us there, either, for peo-

ple were afraid to register us as residents. At that timeLiepaja was

a restricted area. I was terribly hungry, something that is hard to

understand unless you have experienced hunger yourself. I was

ashamed to eat so much. My brother and I bought a loafofbread,

went to a beach and sat down in the dunes to eat it.

Next we went to our family home, where Father's thirdsister

was living. Everything had been destroyed in the war. My aunt

and uncle had built a small cottage on the ruins. But we had no

luck there, either. We were the banished people, who appeared
like ghosts and brought bad memories. My brother stayed on

Father's property with our aunt, but I was taken in by mymother's

brother in Perkone. It was obvious that there was no place in the

sunfor two humanbeings when they returned to their homeland,

where evenin November, everything hadseemed so warm and wel-

coming. Documents werenot sufficient, references were needed.
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WhileIwas living at myuncle's place, I helped with the house-

work. Towards spring, a childhood friend of my mother offered

me a job as a secretary in the village sovietl. And so, in the spring

of 1948 I started working. I had a good commandof Russian and

managed alright. The supervisor could barely sign his name. I had

to do all the work. However, I was not allowed to continue my

education. As soonas I revealed on anapplication formthatI had

been deported, the door slammedshut.

One morning in March, 1949,1was woken by a stranger. He told

me to take a pen and some paper and go with him. He took me to a

farmhouse, where there was a vehicle with captured ex-Latvian

army soldiers. I realised what was happening. I implored them to

let me leave and started to cry. «Write down the informationwere-

quire or join them,»I was ordered. The man who was in chargeof

the deportation was watching people suffer with real diabolical

pleasure. This home, just like ours in 1941, was also looted.

Soon after that,kolkhoz farms were established and village So-

viets amalgamated. I got a job in a kolkhoz as a cashier and started

a bookkeepingcourse in Liepaja. After a while I was «promoted»

to the positionof organiser of culturalactivities, a task I performed

with a degree of success.

Shortly before October RevolutionDay in 1950, a man I didn't

know came to visit me in the so-called «red corner»2. I think he

introduced himself.He asked me what I was doing, read the wall

newspaper I was putting up and expressed his satisfaction. He

1 Soviet - A soviet was anelected council in the Soviet Union.

2 Red corner- usually aroom or part of a room in school offices and factories

where Soviet flags, photographs of heroes, memorabilia, exhortations and

wall newspapers weredisplayed. Apartfrom its informative function, the red

corner had a semi-sacred aura about it.
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wanted to know what else I had planned,and I toldhimwhat we

had decided to accomplish. He praised me for a tastefully arran-

ged «red corner». Then he asked me to sit down and said we

would go to my apartment because I had to go back to Siberia.

I sat there as though turnedto stone. After I had recovered from

the shock, I remonstratedwith him, saying that I had permission

to return to Latvia. When I got home, some strangers were helping
themselves to my belongings. And so, with a bag on my back,

I once again left my homeland.

First I was taken to Liepajaprison. WhenIentered the cell, the

rules and regulations applying to criminals were taken off the

wall. The doorbanged shut and I heard someone say in Russian,

«Politically dangerous element.» After a while I was fetched and

taken to a room where two men were sitting, and the interroga-
tion began, but I don't recall the questions. Some kind of tag was

hung around my neck in the adjoining room, I was photographed

from differentangles, and then fingerprints ofall my fingers were

taken. All this was carried out so brutally and had such a devas-

tating effect on me, that I could neitherspeak northink.

The following evening, under guard and on a passenger train,

one compartment of which had bars, I was taken to the Central

Prison. There were many people there already, some babies and

small children. Tears were ignored. For lunch we were given cab-

bage soup with maggots floating on top. And so began my second

journey to Siberia, via transit prisons, ofwhich there were six, in-

cluding the ones in Liepaja and finally Krasnoyarsk. The last one

was the most depressing. First ofall we had to stand and freeze in

the prison yard until the roll was called. You had to respond

when your surname was called. I heard my brother's name also

being called. There was no heating in the room where we were
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accommodated,and we slept onthe bare cement floor. Therewas

a tiny window in the ceiling. Water was dripping fromthe ceil-

ing, and a smelly latrinebucket was there for general use. It was

the most gruesome prison.

I spentthe winter on a collective farm. In spring we were trans-

ported further away, where I met my brother. He had been arres-

ted at work, in his dirty work clothes. He had been told that his

sister was going backand that his motherhad expressed the wish

to have her childrenlive with her. So we were taken to Yeniseysk

and left there. We got to know all the people who had been de-

ported for the second time. We supported and helped each other.

I worked as a waitress in a canteen, at least I wasn't hungry. In

1959 I returned to my homeland, and again it was October.

Spring, 1990
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THE DARK PAGES OF MY LIFE

Lidija Vilnis

In the early hours of 14 June, 1941, we were woken by the sound

ofa vehicle in our yard. Armed soldiers and a civilian entered the

room. They told my husband to pack. We were all surprised and

frightened. My husbandbegan to get dressed. After a while I was

told to get ready, too. I cheered up a little, for then I'd be with

him,come what may. In my confusionI didn'tknow what to take

withus. Iput a blanket onthe floor, threwall sorts of clothes on

it and tied it up into a bundle. The civilian allowed me to make

anotherbundle. We were put into a truck. My husband's parents

and my mother, three old, distraught people, were leftbehind.

On the way another couple from our district was picked up. We

were taken to Gulbene,where a line ofcattle wagons was already

waiting. Through the open doors guarded by soldiers, one could

see that there were already many people inside. An announce-

ment came that the men had to travel in separate carriages to pre-

vent embarrassment, we would all be together at the end. We

were naive enough to believe that. Our luggage was to be put in a

special carriage and only a small suitcase was to be carried, be-

cause it was only for a few days, after all, one didn't needmuch.

We said goodbye to our husbands. As we boarded the carriage,

my travelling companionand I jokingly sang a few snatches of
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«Wide and mighty is my native land»a. All thewomen in the car-

riage looked at us suspiciously. Apparently they thought we were

spies. At both ends of the carriage there were doublebunks, and a

«toilet», that is, a hole in the floornear the wall.

There was a young motherwith three children in the carriage.

Her relatives and the children's two grandmothers were standing

outside, begging for the childrento be givenback. Finally both

young daughters were released, but the eldest child, a son, re-

mained. Another young motherhad a small baby in her arms and

a two-year-old boy. There was aninvalidwith three of herbrother's

young children; a woman with three daughters aged ten, fourteen

and eighteen; anotherone with girls of about the same age; yet

another with two boys; and one with a ten-year-old son and an

eighteen-year-old daughter. In addition, there were several older

mothers and the three ofus withoutchildren.

The cattle wagons stopped in Gulbenefor three days. When

relatives found out what had happened, they cameand brought
us things. My brother-in-lawbrought us some foodandmoney.

I think we crossed theRussian border at night. After afew days
the train stopped during the night, the carriages were shunted

back and forth, and the onein which the men were travelling was

uncoupled. Later we discovered that they were no longer there.

On the way we also found out that war had started.2 The train

halted at some stations, where we were given milletporridge and

sometimes soup. At first we weren't hungry, but later when we

were, there was nothing to eat. On one occasion we stopped in an

1 « Wide and mightyis my native land» - a Soviet propagandasong praising the

vast «motherland» where everyone supposedly enjoyed unlimited freedom.

2 War had started -
The reference here is toNazi Germany's attackon the Soviet

Union on 22 June, 1941.
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uninhabitedplace, where there was a marsh by the railroad. We

were allowedto get out, whereupon we wasted no time in wash-

ing ourselves.

We travelled for three weeks. We were ordered to getoff at the

Adadimastation. We asked where ourmen were. They just laughed.

All the luggage was issued to us, the men hadn't received any-

thing. We sat down near a fence, in groups that had travelledin

the same wagon. Soon employers arrived in horse-drawn car-

riages. One group after another was taken away, but nobody wanted

us because of the large numberof children.Finally, after almost a

week, we too were taken to the kolkhoz «Kirov» in the village of

Medvedska, about forty kilometres away. We were accommo-

dated in two empty houses, the owners of which had been de-

ported earlier on. Thirteen of us set up home in two tiny rooms.

We had almost no food left.

Some Russian women came to inspect us. None of us could

speak Russian except Mrs Kliezbergs, who triedto get things done

on our behalf. We began exchanging our meagre belongings

for food.

Thosewho wereable to work were registered the very next day,

and we had to go to work. We were glad - we would earn some

money. Brigade commanderZenovey, a very stern man who had

tuberculosis (otherwise he would have been fighting at the front),

believed his main duty was to put everyone to work. Early every

morning he would ride his horse, crack his whip in front of each

house and yell, «Get to work!» We would hurry, climb into a big

cart drawnby two horses and be taken to a hay field, frequently

far away. Whenwe got there, we often found that there was noth-

ingto do,because it was too wetor something else was the matter,

so we wouldbe idle for hours. When there was something to do,
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we worked hard. For lunch we would make some soup, and we

got bread also. In our spare time we used to sing, not because we

were in a cheerful mood, but only to liftour spirits. We all knew

a popular little love song about a girl with eyes as blue as corn-

flowers, and to this tune we composed our own words, telling
about our harsh life here, describing the miserable living condi-

tions of the Russians and urging them to do something about it.

The village of Medvedska was overgrown with nettles and sink-

ing in manure.Cow dung was just shoved out behind the sheds,

where it mountedup and became covered with nettles. No-one

was aware that manure could be used to fertilise fields. Onions

were the staple food, which they simply dipped in salt and ate,

and if bread happened to be available, well then, what more

could you wish for?

The brigade commander's wife, Polka, was a sharp-tongued

woman, so we jokingly made up a little ditty about her, too.

As soon as we arrived in the village, we started making en-

quiries about the whereaboutsof our husbands. We wrote to all

kinds of places, but didn'treceive a reply.

Harvest time arrived. At first the wheat was cut with a com-

bine harvester, but more often than not it wouldbe idle. When

the cutting was done with a horse-powered machine, we bound

sheaves. Those who met the quotawere promised some grain.
The three of us, Milda, Emma and I, who were here alone,

arranged for thetwo of them to pass me a few sheaves as I worked

between them, so that I could achieve the quota. And so this way

I earned 40 kg of corn, which was a greatbenefit to us. In their

spare time, the locals roasted corn on an old tin over a fire and ate

it. The boys who carted the corn away would drive the horses so

hard that the corn was scattered all along the roads. Also, cattle
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were free to roam around the fieldsand eat from thepiles ofwheat.

When I saw that, one day I calmly put some in my pocket, in full

view of everyone. My goodness, the horror of what happened

then! I was nearly put in prison.

I used to knit mittens for the Russian women. Knowingthat at

work we wouldoften be idle, I once took my knitting with me.

You should have seen the commotion when they saw me knit-

ting! During working hours you were not permitted to perform

another task, you see.

As autumn approached, our conditions became increasingly

worse. Bread was issued in small quantities, if at all. The harvest

was handedover to the army. We were remindedthat we were

already in debt for what we had eaten.

Whatever the task, whether threshing or winnowing grain out

in the field, we werefrightfully cold. It became harder and harder

for me to work because I was expecting a baby. Fortunately I still

had some things, which I exchanged for potatoes, milkand so on.

When my littledaughter was born, my neighboursprepared a

marvellous lunch -
horsemeat rissoles! A horse which was no

longer useful had been slaughtered in the kolkhoz, and kind-

heartedMrs Kliezbergs had scrounged four kilograms for us. The

Russian women treatedus kindly. They too were having a hard

time
- theirsons and husbands were at the front, and news of ca-

sualties were starting to come in. We all lived in constant dread.

After repeated requests, we finally got a horse, so that we could

go a fair way into the forest and, in the deep snow, cut small

birchtrees for firewood. Some ofus wouldaccompany the Rus-

sian women to other villages to barter, mostly for potatoes.

In that summer, toward autumn, a lotof Germans from Saratov

and the Volga region were brought to the kolkhoz. They had lived
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in Russia for two hundredyears. They arrived with their families

and a lot ofbelongings. Later, however, the strongest men were

sent to various labouring jobs at the front.

When spring came, the kolkhoz had grown even poorer. We

discovered that it was possible to gather ears ofcorn in a fieldbe-

longing to a state collective farm just outside the borders of our

kolkhoz. I left mybaby daughter with old Mrs Lauris and went off

to gather these ears. Thatreally got us out ofa difficult situation.

Some people put a match to the stubble, which then got scorched,

and it was easier to see earsof corn. We rubbed the grains out and

steamed them. But then we were forbidden to gather these ears.

I did it anyway, and no-one confiscated them as we had been

warned.

We had to doall kinds ofwork oncemore. Zenovey would just

crack his whip and yell again. It was late spring. Sowing had to

be done. I and otherwomen, Russians, were taken to a field where

lush, knee-high grass was growing.We were ordered to line up

and sow oats on this field of grass. Some kind of harrow was

driven behindus which «worked in» the seed. And so thetarget

was met, that is, oats had been sown.

On one occasion we had nothing to do. Suddenly a boy began

beating a horse. When someone protested, he beat it even harder.

I don'tknow what mademe get up, go up to the boy, take him by
the scruff ofthe neck and push him away headlong. Everyone just

looked at me, but nobodysaid a word.

In the middle of summer we received news that some of us

stronger ones had to go somewhere else. From ourroom, Milda,

Emma, Mrs Gedrauskis and her daughters had to go. After some

time the rest of us had to go, too. I managed to exchange a few

items for food. If memory serves me right, we were taken to
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Nazarova, where we spent several days in anopen field. Thenwe

boarded a train that took us asfar as Krasnoyarsk. On this journey

we had our first «introduction» to lice. In Krasnoyarsk we had to

stay linedup along one side of a fence. It'shard to describe the

misery we all had to suffer, especially I and my baby. Sometimes

we wouldstand in an endless queue for soup - water. What a

piece of good luck it was to be able to reach a cabbage or beetroot

leaf through the fence somewhere! I was still breast-feeding my

daughter. We cooked up something on piled-up stones, but it

wasn't fit for a child. Mrs Lauris was of tremendous help to me.

She looked after my baby while I went somewhere or did some-

thing. One day I boughta box ofmatches for a rouble. It turned out

that there were matches only on thetop, the rest were woodchips.

There was a big heap of dirty, coarse salt in a muddy spot.

I wanted to take a handful.As I reached out for it, an armed guard

appeared and yelled, «Not permitted!»

We spent almost a monthin Krasnoyarsk. Finally, with a great

dealofpushing and shoving, we managed to board the steamboat

«Stalin».We were put onthe deck as close to each other aspossi-

ble. Some Germans, Finns and others were also travelling onthis

boat. Some people had to disembark in Igarka. Heaven knows

why we, about five families, were dropped off on the left bank of

the Yenisey River, in Yeryomina, where there was one fisher-

man's hut and a bath-housewithout a roof.

We all crowded into the bath-houseand stayed there for about

three weeks, starving and freezing, for it was already autumn. We

survived on red bilberries and rosehips (we ate the briar rose as if

itwere bread).

At last a boat, which was tugging behind it a huge raft with

logs and other building materials, stopped by the river bank. We



Lidija Vilnis

96

were assembled and taken aboard. After travelling about fifty

kilometres, we were again left on a barren shore, wherethere was

just a smallbarrack, anold fishermen's hutand a fewtents occu-

pied by the Germans who had been deported here earlier. Many

more Germans, Latvians and Finns

from Leningrad were brought in on

the same boat. Apparently some tents

were also brought, which the German

menputup. About forty people occu-

pied our tent. In the middlethere was

a tin stove that smoked terribly.

Along the tent walls were something

resembling bunks, with greenbirch-

tree branches to sleep on. We slept in

our clothes and so closeto each other

that everyone had to turn on his or

her side atthe same time.

We were issued 300 grams offlour.

A tin stove.

The tin stove was used for warming yourself, drying, and boiling

a «white soup» consisting of water and a bit of flour. Some peo-

ple made «flatbread» - some salt sprinkled on the stove and a

small piece of dough. Lice plagued us more and more.

We had to go to work straightaway. The rafts with the huge

logs had begun to freeze in,and we had to break them loose and

then, using picks, hack them. When a log was loose, long ropes

were tied to each end, with about twenty people, mainly women,

to each rope. In this way, to the order «One, two, together, and

again...!» we pulled the logs up onto the shore. Everyone was

hungry and no-one had any energy left, and the task became

harder with each passing day, for many of the elderly and the
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young died, and therewere fewer and fewer workers. I tried to

look after my baby as much as I could, but she had been coughing
for quite a while and was now wheezing. I was still breast-feed-

ing her. It was frightfully cold in the tent, therewas no way I

could take good careof her, all I could do was kill the lice.

Workbegan on building dugouts. The Germans, of course, went

into the first onesthat were ready, because the supervisor and

other people in charge were German. Finally we, too, moved into

one, where it was warmer. Again there were doublebunks all

around, a small stove in the middle, and for firewood, young,

green birchtrees and brushwood, which were progressively more

difficultto obtain. When the Yenisey River froze, some bread was

brought in from Plahina - 800 grams for those who worked,

400 grams for those who didnot.

My baby daughter passed away on 15 November when we

were already in the dugout. With great difficulty I got some

boards, begged the Germans to give me some nails and made a

small box in which to put my deadchild. Mrs Kamols and other

Latvian women helped me digthe grave. We lit a fire to thaw out

the ground, then hacked and dug with pickaxes until we got

through the half-metre permafrost. Below that there was soft

sand. We dug a proper little grave. At the bottom, along one side I

scraped out a hollow among the roots with my bare hands, and

into this I placed my precious smallbox, my darling Malda, my

littlewill-o'-the-wisp. Mrs Zemzars sang «Among the stars up on

high» by herself. The grave was filled with other bodies. Later on

the dead were stacked in an empty tent. Some families lost three

or four, or even all theirmembers. Ever smallernumbersof peo-

ple were available to pull the ropes. We thoughtthe dead were

lucky not to have to suffer any more. The naive Latvian women
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would at first lay out the departed in theirbest clothes and shoes.

Later we found out that these were taken, as well as rings and

even gold teeth. The people in charge, Russians and Germans,

were the culprits. It was forbidden to take anything belonging to

people who had died. Thebelongingswere supposed to be col-

lected and distributed to those in need. No-one received any-

thing, those who had issued the orders got everything. The super-

visor was a man by the name of Foss, and the chiefadministrator

was a dreadful, red-haired woman called Katya (we called her

«the Witch»). The brigade commanderwas Roberts, and the man

in charge ofstores was Makarov, a Russian.

They and their families all lived in the barracks. They lacked

for nothing, and they also lookedafter the other Germans, whereas

we, in their opinion, were to be wiped out. I rememberone day,
onmy way back frompulling logs, I tripped and fell. As I strug-

gled to get up, I saw that I had tripped over a foot, the owner of

which was lying there, covered with snow. The famine was ap-

palling. I was still able to divide my littlebit of bread into three

portions and eat three times,but some people would eat it in one

go. Occasionally some tiny fish were issued. In the -40° Cto

-50°Carctic cold, we could only drag out oneor two logs a day,
later onwe couldn'teven managethat, but then we didn'tgetany

bread, either. Day and night, we were continually tormented by
the thought of food.As soon as a few of us women were together,

wewould fantasise, «cook» and «bake» whatever weremembered

or made up. We would all listenenthusiastically and write down

these recipes if a piece ofpaper was available. That is how all the

photographs I had with
me ended up with recipes on the back.

Towards spring some builders arrived fromIgarka. A barrack

was built from our logs. When the dugouts started to melt, we all
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moved into it (there weren't many ofus left, after all). Our dugout
was on the verge of collapsing when Mrs Malenders, in utter

despair, implored me to goand help her pull out her young son,

Indulis. I was so weak I could hardly drag myself along, how-

ever, between the two ofus we managed to pull her child out of

the mud.

There was still pack ice on the Yenisey River when we, the

«strongest», were organised to go out to fish. Theboats were over-

loaded with people. Manoeuvringbetween hunks of ice, we made

our way to an island. There we were divided into several work

brigades, with three shifts working on one net. Our brigade, con-

sisting of a couple of women and several German boys, was led

by Ksenija Kliezbergs. The net was old. We didn't know how to

do anything. We wouldcast the net and haul it in empty. As soon

as we caught some tiny fish, the Germans would appear and de-

mand them for use as bait. They devoured the fish themselves.

We used to pick, boil and eat grass. We were told we would get

bread for coupons when we delivered fish to the government.

One day I found some nettles growing in a spot - what a delicacy!

The next day there wasn't a single leaf left. We never had a good

catch, so we had nothing to turn over to the state. With luck,

sometimes we were allowed tokeep thetiny fish and add them to

the grass we cooked. Later our team was moved to another place,

where we had more freedom. There we secretly fried any small

fish over a fire onthe shore and ate it, halfraw, with some coarse

salt. It was so disgusting that attimes we couldn't keep it down.

We fishedbarefoot. On one occasion I cut my foot and it became

swollen. I had to return to Agapitova. I received no bread, of

course, because I wasn't working, after all. Even though I could

only walk on one foot, I wouldmake my way to the woods and
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pick bilberries and mushrooms. Shura was supposed to be the

doctor's assistant (we calledher «the Exterminator»). I still had a

small, nickel plated watch, which Ioffered her. I «sold» it for a

loafof bread, a litre of oil and a kilo of dark noodles. That was

how, at that critical time, my husband's gift saved my life.

The order came to bark linden trees. One day, with extreme

difficulty, I had managed to get a small bundle of it. I limped

home and put it down outside the barrack. When I came out, the

bundlewas gone. The people who didn'tgo fishing pottered around

the «farm» and also barked linden trees. And so one of themstole

my bark. In general, there was a great dealof theft. In autumn they
had already stolen my husband's winter hat, but in spring, when

we started fishing, his shoes.

In additionto lice, there were masses of cockroaches in the

barracks, it was impossible to sleep. One night I slept outside on

the logs. Early that morning I heard the whistle ofa steamboat.

After a while «theExterminator» came running, calling out a few

people and telling them they had to go to Igarka to cut hay. Those

who were chosen were happy to get away from here. I limped up

to the supervisor and asked if I could go, too. She glanced at me

and said, «You have to stay and fish.» I replied that I couldn'tgo

fishing any more. She probably saw the condition I was in. Soon

«the Exterminator» ran up to me and said that, ifI could getready
in five minutes, I could go, too. Of course I could get ready. I put

a blanket down, threw in mywoven rope shoes, the Russian style
cast-iron pot and otherbits and pieces, and I was ready. I hobbled

downto the steamboatand clambered on. It was mooredthere

until the evening, but no-one risked getting off.

The following day we reached Igarka, where we found our-

selves in an old town. A horse-drawncarriage arrived, into which
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we put our belongingsand alongside which we walked to the new

town located about three kilometres away. Afterwards eyewit-

nessestoldus what a horrific sight it had been as we had dragged
ourselves along theroad like walking corpses, barefootand ragged.

We were housed in a shed. When the authorities came to regis-

ter us, they realised that we wouldn'tbe of much use as labour-

ers. So we were put into hospital, where we recovered within a

couple of weeks. Ration cards were issued for the following food

items per month: 800 g of bread (for those working), 400 g (for

those not working), 750 g of sugar, 800 g of fat, 3 kg of fish and

2 kg ofmacaroni. We had to gather polytrichum (a white moss) in

the forest, apparently it was added to bread.

Our living quarters were a room in an old barrack. It was the

first barrackbuiltby the first deportees to Igarka. Therewere eight

of us in oneroom.

Some Russian women began looking in on us, both out of cu-

riosity and a hope ofobtaining something from us. And not with-

out success- some ofus still had a bed sheet or two, or a pair of

socks. In a littlebag I had a present from my father-in-law, the fur

ofa fox he had shothimself. I pulled it out and gave it a shake, it

was still quite good. And loandbehold! This little item saved me

at this difficult time. I «sold» it to a pilot's wife for bread, oil and

a littlemoney.

A workshop was set up, in which the German women did

some sewing, for they had their own machines, and the Latvian

women, including me, did the knitting. Two boys also worked

there. We used to arrive therebefore starting time because the

place was heated. Therewas always a fire burning in the cast-iron

stove in the middle of the workshop. We would unpick and

process all kinds ofused garments, and fromthem knit new ones.
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We were not paid, but it was vital to get foodand to work in warm

conditions. But best ofall - we started gettingprivate orders. The

payment for this work was, of course, food. There was an airport

in Igarka, and the pilots' wives were not short of anything. Bosses

as well as membersof the Communist Party had theirown shops.

In order to warm our draughty room just a little, we used to

drag some wood from the forest, or sometimes pinch a piece or

two from the workshop, or take some small cut-offbit fromthe

kindergarten on our way home.

Twice a monthall the deporteeshad to be registered. Late at

night the long corridor at the KGB wouldbe swarming with peo-

ple. Next to the many stoves in the corridor were piles ofgood

firewood. On the way out you sometimes managed, if
you were

lucky, to hidea chunk under your big shawl. Ifcaught, you could

have been shot.

At work we used to boil water in our own small tin on the

stove. Lunch was a piece of bread with salt and the hot water.

Occasionally we could obtain a kind of fish fat which, when

salted in smallpieces, was almost transparent. It tastedof real

fish oil. If you had a piece of this to rub onyour bread, what a

tasty morsel that was! Somehow we survived that winter,

although our belovedold Mrs Lauris died.

In spring I was assigned as team leader to cutting firewood in

the forest. In my «brigade» therewere two old German women

and two boys. They couldn'tand wouldn'twork. I worked fit to

bust. Ifwe didn'tprepare the quantity demanded, I was threat-

ened withpunishment.

Getting paid for the work was out of the question. In the se-

cond winter we
did crocheting in the workshop «Labour». In

spring I was sent to a hay field, about 100 kilometres north to the
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island of Talnyichnaya on the Yenisey River. The brigade com-

mander was a Russian, there were also a few German women,

some teenagers and a Finnish youth. We worked as hard as our

strength and skill permitted. Some wild onions and sorrel grew

on the banks of the Yenisey. We ate them like cattle. We cut and

mixed them with salt, and if there was a drop or two of oil and a

piece of bread, we had a veritablefeast. To getbread we had to go

over to the village of Suharik. I remember oneoccasion when we

got there, but there was no bread, we had to wait. We spent the

night shivering in a shed onthe bank of the river. Therewas bread

in the morning,but we couldn't travel back because of a storm.

Towards evening the storm abated somewhat, so we set off, but

the waves were huge. The Finnish youth was steering the boat,

and I and one German womanwere rowing, but she was fright-

ened to death and, dropping the oar, kneeled down in the boat,

praying and crossing herself. It's hard to comprehend where a

person gets the supernatural strength at a life-or-deathmoment,

but that time I rowed across the Yenisey all by myself. The

boat was being tossed the whole time. Itwas only thanks to the

excellent navigating skill of the Finnish boy that we reached the

other side.

We returned to Igarka by the last steamboatbefore the Yenisey

River began to freeze over. We received no payment for the work

done in the workshop. The following spring I was assigned as

team leader to cutting hay. That was dreadful! My team consisted

of a few old German women and a bunch of teenagers who nei-

ther could, nor knew how, nor wanted to work. I was unbeliev-

ably exhausted.

A few Latvian women foundwork as servants or nannies in

the homes of «the upper class». I, too, was employed by the wife



Lidija Vilnis

104

of a young pilot. She was uneducated, one might even say thick-

headed,but considered herselfvery clever. I couldn't stand the

humiliationshe put me through and left.

In the meantime our workshop was closed. I went to work as

cleaner in the sewing workshop «Lyegprom».When spring came,

it was off to the fields again, this time just 15 kilometres away.

Once a week we could go to Igarka to getbread. One day toward

autumn, anadministratorarrived and told me to leave the work

in the fields, as I was needed as a servant for the chiefengineer,

whose wife was leaving to study in Moscow for three months.

The brigade commander tried to talk him out of it because he

didn't want to lose a hard worker, but it was nouse. No-oneasked

me if I wanted to go, and so I started my new job. I did mybest.

The man was a war invalidand possibly also shell-shocked. They
had a daughter, Inna, very spoilt and insolent. When the father

became angry, he would beat her so mercilessly that I couldn't

stand her screams. One day I ran to console her and was belted

across the shoulders.

After the designated three months, I went back to the «Lyeg-

prom» workshop, and in summer to chopping firewood. At that

time I was already living elsewhere with my friend Matilde. In

winter I started sewing mass-produced clothing in the workshop,

but in spring the workshop was closed. Then we were both em-

ployed at «Igartorg», Matildeas a skilled seamstress, I as a driver.

I drove an oxcart pulled by Mishka, who barely moved. I carted

whatever I was told to - groceries to shops, firewood, and so on.

ThenI was employed to sew clothes. We were living with an old

cutter, in the corridor, the two of us women on onebunk. We

used to go to work early and return late, that way we got more

done. I received a good bonus. Officials came to look at this
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«latishka» (Russian for «Latvian woman»)who had earned so

many bonus points. I also learned to make trousers. The cutter

used to get private orders. Matilde made the jackets, and I made

the trousers. The lion's share of the earnings was pocketedby the

cutter, of course. But in spring, because I was single and in the

prime ofmy life, I was again assigned to working in the fields.

We were constantly short of bread. When it was no longer

rationed, we would start queuingup at the shop in the evening,

write the number onthe back and go to check the queue during

the night, but even so only the strongest got any bread because

there wasn't enough. In lateryears it became somewhat easier,

although you still weren't allowed to havea lunchbreak. So there

were times when I had no bread for two weeks. Bread seemed to

be the most precious thing in the world. If I'd had as much of it as

I wanted, I think I wouldn't havewished for anything else.

News spread that our master was leaving and a new cutter was

arriving with his family. Obviously we wouldn't be able to live

there any longer. Matildehad already made arrangements to stay

with a Latvian woman, but I had to go and work in the fields.

Where would I live afterwards? A Ukrainian, who had recently

served a ten-year sentence, but had been given another ten years

in Igarka, was the supervisor at «Igartorg». I asked himwhere

I could live. He told me I could go and stay with him. I stamped

my foot in anger and toldhim to stop making fun ofme, as I was

serious. He answered that he was also serious. And so he ob-

tainedbread for me and triedto help in all sorts ofways.

When I left for the fields, he and Matilde accompanied me to

thesteamboat.As soonas they had left, «extra» news arrived that

some ofus, including me, were not to go to the fields, but had to

go to Dikson to fish instead. Some people got off the boat, but
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I didn't. I became so hysterical that they wouldn't have taken me

alive. Thebrigade commander took my side and as a result I went

to work in the fields.

At first we cut bushes and levelled the ground. Grass grew

quickly and we began cutting it. The cook would make soup for

lunchand boil water for the evening meal. We were no longer

starving. On Sundays, office people were sent to help us. The su-

pervisor also arrived. He protected and lookedafter me. When

there is absolutely no-oneto help or console you, you begin to

feel gratitude and warmth in your heart.

In the autumn, when the River Yenisey began to freeze over,

we returned on the hay barge. We arrived in Igarka late at night.
He was there to meet me in a horse-drawn cart. I had no alterna-

tive but to go with him.He had a small room. So we began to live

together, but the workshop in Igarka was closed.

However, I continued making clothes at home. I made a lot of

work clothes, overalls. For instance, a roll of materialwould be

delivered in the evening and the order was for six large overalls

to be ready by the morning, otherwise, they warned, the bread

carters would not be admitted into the bread store in the morn-

ing. So I would manage to make three overalls, and Matilde with

her friend the other three, otherwise the town could have been

left without bread. Another time ten pairs of padded mittens for

woodcutters were ordered for the next morning. Again I accom-

plished it.

At last I had someone who defendedme. I wasn't sent off any-
where in summer. In May, 1951,my daughterMaija was born.

I was aware that one's pension depended on the number of

years in employment, so I made sure I got witnesses to certify how

long I had worked in the «Labour»and «Lyegprom» workshops.
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Life gradually became more normal. My husband,Kornely Yosifo-

vich Chernenko,put in a request for rehabilitationand quite soon

got it. His pay doubled. In 1956 Latvians were issued with pass-

ports. It looked as if we could now return to our homeland(some

had already done so), but we had nothing to go back to. We had to

save some money to start a new life, so we stayed until 1959.

And so, on 4 June, 1959, when there was still pack ice onthe

Yenisey River, we set off on the first steamboat, the «Stalin». We

didn't have to pay for the fare. The three of us and our luggage

were transported for free. My daughterwas by then eight years old.

In Latvia I soon found a job. When it was time forme to retire,

it became clear that the certificates of my witnesses were not

valid becauseten years had passed since I got them. I had already

been rehabilitated,as had my first husband,Nikolajs Vilnis,but

that didn't count, either. I submitted another request to be reha-

bilitated. The response was that I wasn't entitledto be, as I had

been a «free citizen* who had only been transferred. Finally I ob-

tainedrehabilitationdocuments from Moscow which acknowl-

edged all my years in exile as years ofunbrokenservice.

Itwasn't until 1956, after the war, that I was called to the KGB

and informedthat my husbandhad died on 25 May, 1943, in the

Sverdlovsk region. The poor man had survived just two years.

If there was a pleasant memory
from Siberia, it would be that

of the northernlights. Whenwe fished at midnight on the river,

the sun would slide downtowards the horizon, move forward as

if in a hurry, and after a while rise again. The tundra was also

beautiful, especially in autumn.

1988
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WINTER BY THE WHITE SEA

LilijaBīviņa

The sun had gone, the cottongrass 1 had

withered, our first summer in the camp

sank into the depths of the swamp as we

constructed a cemetery for the free citizens

of the Severnaya Dvina 2 region. Other work

brigades were building houses for them.

As is the custom, the deceased were laid

out, placedin coffinsand, followedby weep-

ing, heartbrokenrelatives, taken to this ce-

metery. Our burial was not like that. In the

mornings a light-brown, puny little horse

harnessed to a cart, stood at the gate of the

camp compound eitherbeside or behind

the work brigades. With its head hanging,

stamping sleepily, it waited for its turn to

be let out through the gate. Cottongrass.

1 Cottongrass - a low rushlike plant native to the northern hemisphere.
Cottongrasses have grass-like leaves and are found in swamps, bogs, or wet

meadows,where they grow45-120 cm high.
2 Severnaya Dvina - «the Northern Dvina», a river in Russia. The Latvian river

Daugava, which rises in Russia, is referred to by the Russians as Zapadnaya
Dvina, i.e. «the Western Dvina».
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The load it had to take was large and heavy, rather carelessly
covered with a tarpaulin, under which numbered tags made of

veneer were clearly visible. They were tied to yellow or bluish

feet, and the numbers on them were a graphic indicationof how

many thousands of people had gotno further than this cart and

werenow no longer able to walk or escape on theirown two legs.
Our graveyard was near the Kudyma River. The light-brown

horse plodded along, pulling its load as far as the pit that had

been dug, the driverthrew the contents into it, filled and levelled

it, and the horse could then return home at a slow trot. The

weight of the load no longer pressed on the back of its neck, so

the way back was easy and pleasant.
However, our people were not destinedto lie in the pits for-

ever. Very frequently, when the river flooded in spring, bodies

which had beenburied in shallow graves were washed out, and

again, but now for the last time,our people could stare at the sun

with unseeing eyes, while their corpses floatedaway for ever into

thevast, free expanse of the White Sea.

With each passing day, naturalselection took place more and

more frequently, but the best were not always spared. We had

learnt to laugh at ourselves, and often when Silva and I saw this

horse and the overloadedcart, we would throw a glance at the

rows of the living and with anironic smile, our lips wouldutter

the old saying «the wicked flourish*. The best as well as the

worst perished. Death had a difficult job, for no-one wanted to

die,everyone wished to return home.

There was almost no autumn in this place. Winterarrived sud-

denly. First there was frost, the temperature dropped below zero,

the snow didn'tmelt, and then a long, long winter.

Our work brigade had to accurately stack 32,000 cubic metres

of timber boards. A pointless task, carrying a board on your
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shoulders in one direction,returning withoutit in the other. Your

legs got tired, shouldersached, and in your dreams an infinitely

long paling fence disappeared in the distance.

BREAD

We suffered more than just hunger. We experienced semi-starva-

tion, which made us holda small crust of bread with a feeling of

reverence. Yet there was always something to hold in your hand,

even if it was only hope. That's not famine. Famine is easier to

endure, for then thereis nolonger hope for thattiny «something».

I believe that near-starvationis a more difficult experience, one

in which your organism is forced to struggle on today, tomorrow

and for many days to come. Famine decides the outcome of the

struggle within a shorter time, sooner for some, later for others.

It's possible, however, to live half-starved for an awfully long

time, for years, and this incalculable continuation is shattering.

Famine renders you indifferentto your fate and makes your body

weak, you hallucinate, then perish. When you are half-starved,

on the other hand, you want to live every day and there is no

feelingof indifference.Once youbegin to feel apathetic when you

are half-starved, then that signals the end, your body has

exhausted itself, and the person ends his orher existence if not at

theirown hand, then slowly going out like a flame.

Sozi was a depressing worksite. No matter how hardwe tried,

we had no strength and consequently we got no bread. The day

was insufferably long in the trenches we were digging for the

city's water and sewerage pipes. The site was located 14 kilome-

tres fromthe camp. Those of us who worked in Sozi were woken

anhour and a halfearlier than the others, but we returned from



Lilija Bivina

112

work at various times. In the mornings the open platforms were

always waiting for us, but in the evenings it was always we who

waited for the platforms. I don't recall one occasion when it

wasn't so.

We had long since learned to survive without lunch, on 300 g of

bread a day, and it seemed as if ourorganisms had become accus-

tomedto this regimen, for there was absolutely no hope ofa change
until the job was finished.The money for the Sozi project had run

out, but we had to keep working as best we could. Anotheryear or

so was needed to finish the job. The people in our brigades had

conditioned themselves to do without food and, wearing torn rub-

ber boots, to stand in ice-cold water all day. Our hands moved of

their own accord, throwing out sand from the eight-metre-deep
trench. Even at night, during the short hours ofrest, our handsand

fingers, stiffly bent as if still holding a shovel, moved continually
and prevented those sleeping beside us from having a good rest.

On sunny mornings, when it wasn't too cold, we would hurry

to the swamp. Our feet, clad only in rubber boots, didn'tfreeze so

much in the water and, besides, we could eat some frozen cran-

berries hiding in the snow-covered moss.

There were two things that always terrifiedus: onewas start-

ing a trench, the other was finishing one. When we started one,

we had nowhere to warm our feet, but even that wasn't as awful

as finishing it.

When the poles had been put in, they had to be cut to preset

levels under water. A cover was placed over them, and on this

cover sewerage or water pipes were laid.The pipes had to have

the correct fall.

I still remember with horror the moment when we had to

throw down our mittens, take hold ofa saw and use it in the icy
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water for an indefinite length of time. And also when the last log
was removed. Itwas there for support and held the framewith

tongued andgrooved liningboards, so that the trench walls could

be reinforced. Itwas like removing the last brace of your own

grave. At first your heartbeat wildly - will you be faster than the

collapsing sand, chunks of frozen soil and peat, or not? Usually

two people knocked out the last brace. In the beginning we took

turns, but later it became routine for me and Herta, an Estonian,

to carry out this task. We had simply had a lotofpractice, but still

you often had to try and free your half-buriedpartner using a

trench spade in a frantic struggle. A few seconds longer, and a

humanbeing couldcease to be. In these briefmoments it never

occurred to me that I myself could be buried alive. My only

thought was how to free the endangered workmate. Whenever

I noticed that there was an urgent need to hurry, I would call out

one word to Herta, «Hurry, hurry!» And Herta would first lift her-

self, thenpull me out of thepit. She was bigger and stronger than

I, that was why she would always get out of the collapsing grave

first and drag me out after, for I wouldn'thave had the strength to

pull her out of the pit.

When the danger was past, we wouldstand next to each other

for a moment, smile at each other and say, «Well done, my dear.»

Well indeed,but what about the next time? We didn't dwellon

that, we'd thinkabout it when the next time was behindus.

But onthat day we had only just started a new section of the

trench. We picked frozen cranberries out of the snow and longed

for the icy water in which to warm our feet. The temperaturewas

ten degrees below zero, thesun was shining and we were digging.

Suddenly the sun disappeared although it wasn't even halfpast

eleven. That was a bad sign. We became edgy. And sure enough a
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mere fifteenminutes later we could no longer see anything either

on the ground or in the sky. A blizzard.

Itwas impossible to work because we couldn't see where to

aim the spade. The convoy chiefhurried off in search of a tele-

phone to find out what to do with us. He returnedafter a while

and said that the weather conditionsin town were calmbut if the

brigades couldn'twork he was to move them from the site and

herd them together somewhere until the weather improved.

We were quickly taken off the job and hustled into a burnt-out

building with nowindows or doors. The groundwas shockingly
foul with excrement so we couldn't sit down anywhere. There

wasn't enough room for everyone anyway.

We found some bits ofburnt boards and some people sat down

on these others onthe bare ground, still others on someone's lap
and almost on top of each other. It was warmer that way, forthe

wind was blowing through the windowand door openings, howl-

ing and bringing with it masses of snow.

We ate the 200 g ofbread we had saved for lunch, having eaten

only soup in the morning. For dinnerwe would get soup again

and 100 g of bread. We had been onshort rations for a long time

and had grown accustomed to it. There were, of course, a few

weaker individualswho devouredboth the soup and thebread in

the morning. They found it harder to last the day. But there

weren't many such gluttons, for every prisoner knew how to

divideup the calories.

We wanted to sleep a while, but the wind and snow prevented

us from closing our eyes. We tried to find solace in songs. But

singing didn'twarm ourbodies, in fact it required a great deal of

energy. Our songs fadedaway, we fell silent. But the howling gale

didnot do likewise. The blizzard continued.Time passed.
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Thechief convoy guard became uneasy and somehow managed
to get to a telephone again. After a very long time hereturned with

badnews -
there was a snowstorm in the town, roads were closed,

platforms wouldnot be sent to pick us up as the railway tracks

were covered with snow and couldn't be cleared.We wouldhave

to wait until the blizzard was over.Wait! That was easy to say!

We were gradually snowed in. We stood up, hopped around to

get warm but that required a huge amount of energy. So we sat,

silent.For a long time. It was dark outside. We waited. For what?

The snowstorm continuedto rage. Evening fell, the chief could

no longer communicate with the town - the lines had come

down. We waited. Was it for the night?

At ten o'clock that night, the chief of the convoy took charge.

We wonderedwhat he had in mind.

For the first and probably last time duringour imprisonment,

we were not countedbecause it couldn't be doneand there was

nopoint anyway. We held onto each other in ordernot to get lost.

Tight. No power on earth could have made us letgo, because that

would have meant certain death.

We couldn'tunderstandat first what the chief had thought up.

Before we were allowedto leave the burnt-out house, two guards

went and stood in the door opening. The second one held onto

the first oneby firmly grasping the back of the first soldier's belt.

The first prisoner who went out had to grip the second guard's

belt, and so on. Theprisoners who followedclung to the waist-

bands of the ones in front, waistbands that were belts, string,

whatever one had come up with to keep the padded jacket closer

to one's body. Then this rope of the living began to move, a long

rope consisting of 300 humanbeings. Theprocession ended with

the rest of the guards and the chiefof the convoy.
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Where were we going? No-one knew. But every move forward

was a hope of arriving somewhere, leaving despondency and

inertia behind.

It was night. A storm. Hell on earth and in the heavens. There

was noconcept of time, almost a state of non-existence. And then

over the noise of the howling wind, the shouted command of the

people in front was heard. «Careful! Mindyour step! A pipe!» In

single file we werebeing taken along the topofpipes laidto convey

sand. A pipe road, 12 kilometres long, with a swamp somewhere far

below on either side, for the pipes were laid ona highembankment.

A slight movement to the right or left meant certain death. There

was no way one could have climbed up from the swamp.

The pipes were about a metre or more in diameter.Along the

top was a path, if you could call it that, the narrowest track you

could imagine. In infinitesilence, like ghostly apparitions, a liv-

ing mass of corpses moved along it.

Our legs were moving. But what about the rest of our body?

We simply became covered with ice. The storm was blowing from

the left, and we felt a terrible weight. Ice covered the jacket,

shawl, the left cheek. A layer of ice gradually covered the left eye.

It wouldn'thave made any difference ifthe right onehad been

covered also, for we couldn't seeanyway. Our legs did the seeing

and moving. Kilometre after kilometre. Twelve kilometres along
the track on the pipes, two kilometres on the road to the camp.

It
was halfpast one at night. From the guardhousewe went

straight to the canteen. We didn't have enough strength to trudge

to the barracks. We thought it wiser to get warm and revive our

bodies and souls with 500 g of hot dinner soup, 100 g of bread

and some boiling water as well. It was impossible to squeeze any

more calories out of our own bodies, the physical and mental
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energy were leftbehind on the pipeline. We were nothing but the

mathematicalaverage ofa live human being and a corpse.

Itwas cold in the canteen. The cook had gone. There was no

soup. Thebread servery was empty and locked up. So there was

no bread to be got. No smoke was coming out of the boilerhouse,

the hot water had been used up and the boilers had been filled

with icy-cold water for the next day's tea. Everything for tomor-

row. Today had ended. At night there is only the cold, darkness

and - nothing.

We dragged ourselves to our barracks. And then, for the first

time in my life, I understood the meaning of the frequently inap-

propriately used words «I don't care». Even now I try to avoid

using them in conversation, for I know their deeper meaning,

their very essence - a hopeless, but without anguish, yet in-

evitableend. You no longer need to take off your shoes or your

shawl. You don't need to do anything. If only you could clamber

up onto the bunk, but if not - you don't care where the end

comes, on the bunk, under the bunk, in the aisle between the

bunks... The place doesn't matter.

Nothing had any meaning, neither the place nor the time,

nothing. One arm tried to lift the body up onthe rung, that was

successful. Then the other arm helped. Soon there would be that

longed-for, everlasting rest.

But then you notice something onthe pillow. Your eyes can

no longer see, but they've given a secret message to your brain,

but it no longer wants to carry out its function. A warm stream is

now flowing through your eyes, which feel as if a thick spider's

web was over them.

There is bread on the pillow! Bread? No, rather the helping

handand loving heartofa friend. There was no visiting card with
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the extra piece of bread attached with a splinter of pinewood to

your ration. And it was not important who had left the bread.

What matteredwas that it had been left, as if to say, «Cheer up,

my friend, you're not alone! We knew how you would feel if you

returned. We couldn't wait up for you, but even if we had done

so, what could we have said? Words would have failed us. Take

our hands held out in friendship, they are warm and loving. We

hope with all our hearts that you make it through the night. You

have to! We want you to, and you also have to want to.»

Have you ever held such a piece of bread in your hand?And

could you simply eat it? I don't know. I received one like that. I

didn't eat it, but pressed it to my heart. Then quickly I took off

my shoes, padded jacket and shawl, and crawled under the blan-

ket with the crust of bread against my heart. I could feel the little

sliver of pinewood sticking into me, but that was pleasant, like a

pang ofsorrow in the midst of great joy. I had to get up in three

hours' time. The platforms would be waiting. Sozi. And the way

seemed sunny and bright, throughSozi, throughthe night, through
the dark nothingness.

FOUR ROUBLES

How muchis the lifeofa humanbeing, in money terms? Not what

is the lifeofa human being worth, which is a very long andtedious

discussion. But in roubles, kopeks. You don't know? Well, ten

tongued and grooved lining boards cost 20roubles. By dividing this

sum by five, you get4 roubles. That is the price of a life. You don't

believe me? Shall I prove it? I think everyone is interestedin know-

ing his or her monetary value, but not everyone has considered
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whether it's possible to calculate it in the first place. However, in

this age of materialism, anything is possible.

Eling onthe White Sea is one of the largest shipyards. The

main building is 50 metres high, built from red bricks. And al-

most every brick has cost the life ofa prisoner. Yet the building is

stable and doesn't sway with horror. Only the northern lights

colour it blood-red during stormy autumn nights.

I think painters have a wonderful job. There's something artis-

tic about it. If nothing else, the smell of oil paint brings to mind

the Louvre, the Dresden art galleries, the Tretyakov Galleries, the

Old Pinakothek in Munichand the Hermitage.

Our work brigade didn't paint on canvas, but on50-metre-high

cranes in Eling. As usual, Estonians and Latvians were kept busy

on the most difficult and dangerous jobs. Men's brigades were

also working in Eling. There was onewomen's brigade, Estonians

and Latvians, and two men's, of the same nationalities.

On the first day, when Iclimbed up onthe crane with a bucket

in onehand, a paintbrush tied to a long handlein the other, and a

rope around my waist, I didn'tfeel particularly safe. Two planks

were placed across the metal frames of the crane. We had to use

them when moving from one place to another, and we had to lie

down onthem either on our stomachs or backs, depending on

where the surface to be painted was. Of course there were no

handrails anywhere, you
could always holdon to the air thick

with the smell ofpaint. But these conditionswere not deadly, be-

cause around our waists we had a rope that was attached to the

steel braces. The rope was about 5 metres long,and consequently

the freedomofmovement extended to 10 metres. To the left andthe

right of the narrow walk was one of the building's dimensions-

a drop of 50 metres.
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At first your feet would grip the planks and you felt as ifno

power on earth could make them let go. Centimetre by centimetre,

with our hearts in our mouths, we would change position hold-

ing a bucket in onehand, a paintbrush in the other. But later we

became accustomed to it.

Frequently it happened that we untied the other end of the

rope to enableus to move further, but forgot to tie it to the steel

brace, and it wouldswing happily and temptingly across the bot-

tomless gap as if inviting Fate to yank it and see what happens.

During lunchtime, too, we didn'tfeel like climbing downbut,

having eaten ourbread and the fried leftovers issued in the morn-

ing, we wouldcalmly lie down on one or two planks and have a

blissful nap whileonly the end of the brown rope continued to

entice and tempt the abyss.

There was a large number of cranes. Covers consisting of

tongued and grooved lining boards had been placed across to en-

able the brigade that had finished painting one crane to cross to

another freely and without unnecessary delay. Compared to two

pitiful little planks, this walk was very wide. We walked across it

as if it were a bright, glistening highway, and often there was a

great dealof laughter ifanyone trod onsomeone else's rope.

It was a very beautiful, sunny summer Saturday. We had been

promised that, after three weeks of working withouta break, the

following day would be free. There wasn't a single prisoner on

the site who wasn't looking forward to the evening.
Our brigade had just started painting a new crane and wasn't

hurrying, for the pressure of the long, continuous workdays was

making itselffelt.

Whenever work on a new crane was begun, the brigade com-

manderwould first warn theelectricians to disconnect thepower.
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But it often happened thatno notice had been taken ofthe warn-

ing, with the result thata painter, having touched the lines with a

damp brush, never touched anything anywhere again...

The Estonian men had finished work on their crane and were

picking up their things, ready to start on the next one. The first

six had collectedtheirbuckets and paintbrushes, untied the ropes

fromthe steel braces and with a cheerful «Hurry up, hurry up!»

were headingfor the timber decking. They didn't wait for the rest,

who were still dawdling and couldn't get organised fast enough.

The rhythm of the six men's footsteps echoed across the gap. The

noise ofoxy-welding filled the air, there were the usual sounds of

work, when suddenly a totally unfamiliarnoise made us look up

from our work. Something was cracking, breaking and falling.

The timber decking had vanished, as had the men on it. We

couldn'tbelieve our eyes. One minute everything was there, the

next there was a gaping shaft between the two cranes. A minute

or two later the alarm sounded somewhere downbelow, and a

gong calledus to line up.

But first we looked at what was left of the Estonian work bri-

gade. The sculptures of twelve men decorated the gleaming, light-

blue crane.

It would have been an outstanding achievement to portray

these men, their faces turned into stone, their feet frozen in

mid-step, neitherbucket nor brush shaking in theirhand, every-

thing at a standstill. Only twelve ends of rope were still dangling

temptingly across the abyss as if to say, «Come on, Fate, you

cheat, give them a tug if youwant to, go on!»

Finally we all climbed down.At first we thought we wouldn't

witness anything else. Perhaps everything would have been re-

moved by now. But when we reached the scene of the accident,
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we couldn't go on. It wasn't the ones who were lying there who

stopped us dead in our tracks. No, they had breathed their last

and it was all the same to them whether we went or stayed. We

weren't looking at the ground but upwards. Up there, about

35 metres above us, caught on something or other, a body was

swaying. Then we looked down - five motionless figures were

lying at our feet. Five. The sixth man was up there!

Two hours went by before he was taken down by means of a

«swing», which refused to stay put in the required position. Two

hours.

In two hours one cansee an excellent adventure film, travel by

plane fromArchangelsk to Riga, listen to Mozart's «Requiem» or

Bach's «Mass for Organ and Choir». What did theEstonian youth

do in these two hours? First of all his hair turned white. But that

didn't take the whole time. What else did he do?Did he perhaps
think that it wouldhave been better not to have become caught
on the end of the steel girder? How wouldyou have felt in those

two hours? Imagine having to look at five motionless figures
down below. I don't know what went on in his mind, he wasn't

able to say. For a long time after, I was tormented by the question

of how he spends the night. Many other questions as well.

There was an investigation into the incident, of course. Five

prisoners were brought to book and the foremanwas held respon-

sible. The court decision was just: the foreman had to pay the

state out ofhis wage for the damage to government property - 20

roubles for the inadequately thick covers on the ten broken

planks.

Do you believe me now? Have I calculated the price of a

human life correctly? Perhaps that is the price ofyour life, too?
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ESCAPE

Freedom is the bright, inaccessible sun, the Holy Grail that brings
deathto the one who has unlawfully drunk from it. A few did, and

died. Others didn't die, but life afterwards became horribly bitter.

I know how Fuksis tried to escape. With a crust of bread

pressed against her chest, she ran through the forest sparkling in

autumn gold, where every moss-covered moundbeat the rhythm
of the «Marseillaise» for the prisoner's feet now grown so swift

and light. Oh, to breathe in deeply the crisp autumn air, which

was no longer enclosed by barbed wire or littered with harsh

warnings in the rasping voice of a soldier!To run ever further and

enjoy a little longer drinking the clean wine of the autumn morn-

ing, eventhough soonthe thud of the persecutors' footsteps and

the hoarse barks of their dogs wouldbe heard.

I know how Dusya tried to escape. She did so with the inten-

tion ofreaching lasting freedom and never again falling back into

the abyss thatwas leftbehindlike the hellof the doomed.But she

didn't succeed either, for she wanted to reach her homeland

much too quickly. Already on the third day she was making her

way to the train that would take her away faster from this valeof

sorrow. A convoy sergeant happened to recognise her, and that

same evening she was again among us. It's hard to say whose

despair cut deeper, ours or hers.

I was also tempted once, but the knowledge that those closest

to me would suffer made me swallow the bitter disappointment

and give up the plan in time. There were few who triedto escape,

for the same reason. Those who had no-one back home tried, or

those who had lost theirgood judgement in the long, agonising or-

deals and only their sense ofself-preservation was left, preventing

theirmind frombeing locked into total darkness for ever.
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I don't know how Marija lost her mind. Itwasn't difficult to

guess, for she had been left with two small children, her home

had beenburnt down, her husband had been shot and thrown

into the flames, and she herselfgiven the burden often long years

of suffering.

I noticed Marija, because for long periods of timeshe would

stand at a window or outside, or in a remote corner somewhere,

with her hands clasped and constantly murmuring something to

herself. Her eyes were wide, gazing fixedly up to the sky, its

indifferent, cool blueness blending into the calm immobility of

these eyes, a look typical of people who have become insane

because of deep despair.

There are mentally ill people whose stare wavers and shifts and

is threatening. One feels no dismay when meeting such agaze. But

it's impossible to look into eyes in which everything has died, as if

only a stone were there, a stone sunken into a swamp and bathed

in the blue of the sky. It is as if the one gazing into these eyes

wouldbe overcome at any moment by the calm ofa reason now

lost, one's consciousness would return to the beginning of infin-

ity, and only one's body wouldcontinue to exist aimlessly.

I didn't disturb Marija as she continued living in a world of

her own, but I attempted to understand the whispered words

which streamed incessantly over the barbed-wire fence, reaching
towards the familiar, beloved little country. I thought she was

praying,but when I listenedcarefully, I heard her saying, «Socks,
I should mend your littleboots, too. But don't go far, you may get
lost, and your feet are wet and muddy today, the potatoes willbe

ready soon, don'trun off now, I won't be long, I won't be 10ng...»
I won't be 10ng... Murderers, what have you done to this

mother!
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All the brigades worked in the forest. The invalid brigade, to

which Marija also belonged, worked in the housekeeping area.

This area was not surroundedby a fence yet, and the cottages of

ordinary free citizens were located nearby. Guards were posted
all around. Civilians were of course free to go about theirbusi-

ness as they pleased.

Marija always went to work wearing her threadbare coat and

her own footwear. She didn't accept anything from the state,

which could no longer offer her anything. On that fateful morn-

ing in lateautumn, she calmly walked past the guard without his

suspecting that she was a prisoner. It

didn'toccur to anyone to checkwhere this

woman was going. Utterly composedand

without any haste she headed for the

forest, where just then all the brigades

from thecamp were busy felling trees.

Judging by the sun, lunch would be in

about an hour. But quite unexpectedly the

gong sounded,and we were surprised that

our sense of time had failed us. While we

were still hesitating, a guard was already

hurrying towards us, calling out the usual

«Hurry, hurry!»
Afterputting our sawsand axes downby

the felledpine tree, we grabbed our jackets

and bread bags andwalked to the checking

area, where the lunch would have been

brought. But we couldn't see our one-eyed

littlehorse anywhere. The guards and their

commander urged us to get into lines of A jacket.
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five, so that they could start counting us. When we had been

countedand checked three times, the chiefguard gave us anunex-

pected order: «Run! On the double!»

«Where to?»

«To the camp!»

There could be only one reason for such haste: someone had

escaped either from our camp or the one next to ours.

When we entered the camp area, all the other brigades, which

had beenworking closer, were already there. After a few minutes

we found out that oneof our women had escaped. Who, we won-

dered. We didn'thave to think long. It was Marija!

A veritablestorm of thoughts arose in our minds, and a variety

of guesses as to the reason for this escape vibrated in whispered
words aroundus. Fear and hope mingled: Wild animals will tear

her to pieces in the taiga! The local inhabitants will help her on

the way! No-one will refuse to give a helping hand to such an

unfortunatehumanbeing! She will return ofher own accord! No,

she will not return. She has gone to her small, abandoned

children. She'llbe shot! The dogs will rip her apart!

No other escapee was as much in our thoughts and enveloped

in our most fervent prayers as Marija. She had to reach home, if

only to die at the feet ofher children! Home!

But she no longerhad a home, there was only aninsane, dark,

unremitting longing for her children.

She walked slowly, without haste, keeping to a westerly direc-

tion. Purposefully and with every step taken, she was approach-

ing those she had given life to. Marija did not realise that the end

of a hopelessly long journey would have taken a year or even

longer. She also didn'tcomprehend thatthis road couldend in an

hour or sooner. Her footsteps were blessed by the flames of a
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mother's love thathad not been extinguished by the dark shadow

ofinsanity.

Clearings alternatedwith woodland, woodlandwith impene-

trable scrub, scrub with marshes, and marshland with forest.

There was nopath. There was only love and the glow of the set-

tingsun. Oh, to flee ever further from those who had smashed her

lifewith their fists!

The clearing. Behind her the galloping horses and shouts of

«Stop orwe'll shoot! Stop!» A quick glanceover her shoulderand

Marija sawthe pursuing horses but there were no dogs. In frontof

her was her saviour, a wood thick with undergrowth which the

horses would not be able to penetrate. Her stride turned into a

mad dash. Marija ran, her arms outstretched as if wishing to

touch the forest. 150 metres, 100 metres 50 metres - any minute

now she'd be out of her tormentors' sight.

Now! Nearly there!

She fell with arms extended, the rays of the setting sun ca-

ressed her back which was shot through and through with a

round from a machine-gun. Her blood was slowly seeping into

the ground. Earth, the giver of life, unmoved and pitiless, ac-

cepted it.

Towards evening the gongsummonedus to assemble. We went

out onto the road near the guardhouse. The entire camp. Marija's

body had been thrown down in front ofus. With the aid ofa con-

crete example in the formof Marija's body the camp supervisor

beganhis pep-talk about the futility of escape. He didn't get far,

this supervisor nicknamed «Dobre-dobre»(«Good-good»). The

women silenced himby calling out «Hero! Shooting a mentally

illwoman! Shooting a mother! What a brave thing to do! You pro-

bably shot only women in the war too and deserted! A hero
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Hopeyour mother is dumped at your feet like this!»

«Dobre-dobre» slunk off. Theprisoners lifted Marija's earthly

remains in their arms and carried her into the barracks. That

evening a coffin was made from some bed-bunk boards and Marija

was dressed in her own clothes, no government rags were used.

Her hands were crossed and helda small fadedphotograph of two

smiling imps, a little girl and a boy. Marija was holding her

childrenin her stiffhands. The rays of the setting sun had erased

the desperate longing fromher face, the long journey was at an

end, the wheel had come full circle. The Holy Grail had spilled at

the edgeof the eternally impenetrable Taiga.
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4478 AND 5952 DAYS

Arvīds Lasmanis

Arvids Lasmanis was born in 1915. He graduatedfrom the Latvian

Military Academy in Riga in 1939 and the Latvian Air Force

Academy, also in Riga, in 1940. He was a lieutenantof the 11th

Dobele InfantryRegiment. On 14 July, 1941 Lasmanis was deported

to Siberia and there sentenced to 7 years imprisonment with hard

labour. In 1944, he was unjustly accused of organising an escape

and was sentenced to a further 10 years. He waspardoned in 1956

and returned to Latvia the following year. Until 1967, Lasmanis

worked in an office of the Department of Agriculture. He diedin

Riga in 1977.

4478 AND 5952 DAYS

I lack the time, willpower, andresources to record all ofmy expe-

riences. The most I can do is to relate events as I rememberthem.

While I would be happy to know even a littleabout the lives of

my forefathers,the fact is I know almost nothing. Their life sto-

ries have gone with them to the grave. This, I feel, is a great pity.

Years will pass and I too willbe gone. My children will know

nothing about their father. About the 4,478 days I spent in cap-

tivity. Of the 5,952 days of my life spent in prisons and slave
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camps. Of the days spent in exile and in the search for documents

to regain my freedom. Of my struggles fromthe day of my arrest

to the day I returned to my small homeland.

I would like my descendants to know why I have travelled this

long road, why the best years ofmy life hadto be spent in captivity.

I would like them to understand, as much as possible, why their

father from the age of 25 to the age of42 was far away in a corner of

theworld completely foreign both to his heart and to his mind.

Perhaps they can gain frommy paltry notes some knowledge

to help themthrough life. Something to give them courage, strength,
drive, perseverance, and endurance in theirhourofneed. Perhaps

some small detailin my story will widen theirview of the world

and broaden their outlook, give them a clearer idea about the

seemingly endless ocean that is called life.

THE ARREST

On 14 July, 1941, I was stationedat the Litene Army camp. I was

platoon commanderof the Communications Battalionattached to

the 295th Infantry Regiment. The soldiers and their sergeants,

even a few of the officers, were billeted in tents. The remaining
officers lived in barracks or private houses near the camp. I had

founda place in a barn about 100 meters from the tents ofmy pla-
toon. About ten officers from our regiment were in the barn; we

slept in the hay. Our uniformsand suits hung in bags along the

barn walls and our otherpossessions were crammed into one or

two suitcases tossed onto a pile of last year's hay.
The internationalsituation was very tense. In 1939, Poland

had been occupied by German troops. In 1940, France had
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followed. There was little doubt that, sooneror later, Hitlerwould

make a move to the east. While I had been on leave in Riga,

people who listened to radio broadcasts from Germany had said

as much. They toldme that Hitler's plan had been to open up the

eastern front in April or, by the very latest, May. But for reasons

unknown, the attack had been postponed.

At our camp, there was nothing to indicateany preparation for

war. On the contrary, in Riga, and at the garrison in Valmiera, as

well as here in our summer camp, the atmosphere was one of ap-

parent calm.

In all truth, some incidents atour camp had unsettledme. The

first of these had been the arrest of Ozolins, a lieutenant in our

regiment. Eyewitnesses reported that he had been escorted from

the camp in a dishevelledstate, with the buttons of his uniform

torn off, and his hands tied behind his back. Something else had

alarmed me. A few days before this, a new tent had been erected

in the camp and a whole platoon of foreign troops had moved in.

Everyone had been greatly surprised by their arrival. This platoon

consisted of regular soldiers, sergeants, and conscripts. In my

opinionmost of them were not Russians. Theircomplexions were

dark and well tanned. They had low foreheads, black hair, and

the narrow eyes characteristic of Asians, and the wide cheek-

bones of the Mongol race. Most had the badge of the Young Com-

munist Leaguepinned to their uniforms, which, even after the

Soviet occupation ofLatvia, was something that I had never seen

done in the Latvian army. The newcomers seemed timid or, to be

more exact, frightened and insecure. We felt uneasy about show-

ing open interest in them, and yet our soldiers could oftenbe seen

standing about, watching themwith great curiosity.

Today, almost thirty years later, I can still recall the premoni-

tion of terror I felt when these foreign soldiers arrived at our
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camp. More than once, rumours of possible arrests had been

heard. I recall an important incident which occurred at the end of

the first week of July just after my return from leave. I found

Lieutenant Bujins (class of 1940) lying in the meadow behindour

barn studying a map of the area. He said that he was looking for

an escape route in case travel by road was blocked. Obviously,

Bujins had judged the situation better than most of our senior

officers.

I can't recall any other incident from those days, which might
have indicated that my colleagues anticipated danger, terror, and

impending misfortune.Perhaps it was because, having just re-

turned from leave, I had not had the chance to have a heart to heart

talk with any ofmycolleagues. Bujins was very reserved. His friend

Jankakept any thoughts about our possible fate to himself.

Our duties at the camp increased. As a result of the incorpora-

tion of the Latvian Army into the Red Army of the Soviet Union,

new instructions had been issued and many changes had to be

made. I had worries enough within my own platoon. During my

absence, 'the boys' had lost the antenna of the radio transmitter. It

would be next to impossible to get a new one.Besides, in my

opinion, the boys of the platoon had become very slack. Their

tent was untidy. They had lost many of their special skills.

I was also worriedabout my family. My greatest fear was for

my youngest brother, Zanis. In May he had been sentenced to 10

years imprisonment. We had received the news from a soldier who

had guardedprisoners, amongst them Zanis, awaiting trial. As a

memberofthe Soviet Army (as a result of the annexationof Latvia

by the Soviet Union), I had been able to trace my brother to Riga

Central Prison. I hadbeen given permission to talk to him through
the prison bars. My brother had seemed very bloated, his face

puffy. He said that he hadgainedweight, but I didnot believe him.
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«They feed us excellent pea soup,» Zanis had explained. To

see my brother behind bars, sentenced to 10 years imprisonment,

was dreadful, inconceivable, unthinkable.

After this unbelievableexperience, I agonised aboutthe reason

«why» until I found myself in exactly the same situationas my

brother. It was only then that I realised that the reason «why» was

totally irrelevant.

I had returned from leave around 8 June. But evenby 14 June,

I had not become accustomed to either the new conditions or to

our lodgings. Neither had I renewed friendships with my

comrades, nor become acquaintedwith the new members of our

regiment. I expressed nothing about eithermy fears and concern

for my family, or the uneasiness and anxiety I felt about our

future. I had had ample time to determine the thoughts and feel-

ings ofmy colleagues about the changes made to camp life during

my
absence. To my surprise, nobodyseemed too concernedabout

the possibility of danger.

On the morning of 14 June, 1941, the sun shone brightly. We

were woken by the regimental orchestra playing a march. This

was the commandto get up. In a few minutes our barn was empty.

Young, strong, healthy men rushed down to the stream to wash

and exercise. The sunwas high above the pine trees, silvery dew

was glistening on the grass, larks were singing in the blue sky.

After a deep healthy sleep, I felt carefreeand happy, untouched

by life's concerns and troubles. I sent the men of my platoon to

signals exercises, while I myself headed to that day's lecture for

officers. Lieutenant ColonelLasis's lecture was on the coding and

decoding of messages. Maybe it was because it was such a sunny

morning, maybe it was because the information the lecturer was

so diligently trying to impart to us was already familiar, but the
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truth is we lacked all seriousness and concentration. Lieutenant

Colonel Lasis was forced to call us to order more than once.

Nevertheless, this carefree atmosphere became decidedly unset-

tled when news reached us that empty cattle cars withbars on

the windows and locks on the doors had been seen at Gulbene

railway station.

This news completely shattered me. My heart felt heavy, my

arms dropped to my side, and thoughts aboutpossible arrests shot

throughmy head. Whom were these freight cars meant for if not

us? During the months of the occupation, constant warnings had

appeared in the newspapersand onthe radio about the enemies

of the people: about the saboteurs and counter-revolutionaries.

The reactionaries were only waiting for the rightmoment to begin
their disastrous operation, they warned.The enemy is not asleep,
be onthe alert, they reminded.Every speech, every newspaper

article expressed this view. Who was this secret, potential enemy?

First and foremost, surely this would include anyone who had

worn the uniform of an officer of the Latvian Army. And I was

one ofthese men.

The lecture was about to end. How to act? What to do? I had to

make a decision before that «dark hour» was upon us. Iwas con-

vinced that this hour was approaching. Would I be arrested? And

for what crime? I was the son of a farm labourer. Under difficult

circumstances and with frequent imploring, I had finally been

granted permission by my motherto complete years 5 and 6 of

primary school. Each autumn,with tears in my eyes, I had begged
to be able to continue on to the next class, until finally I had

graduated from High School. Was this the reason? My education?

Or was it because I was a goodsoldier during mycompulsory mi-

litary service? Orbecause I successfully completed the officer's
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candidates course? It wouldbe an injustice to arrest me (me who

was not eventhe son ofa landowner!) because I had tried to ac-

quire a profession in order to escape the fate of becoming a

labourer. And if, in the future, there was anopportunity to study

at the Military Academy and then at the Air Force Academy...

What was criminalabout doing that?

The lecture came to an end. The officers dispersed. Weighed

with doubt and torturedby thoughts about the unknown, I left

the lectureroom. My head was spinning, my heart was pounding.

They have noreason to arrest me, no reason at all! Of course I

knew nothing about the teachings ofMarx, Engels, Lenin or Stalin.

How could I know if I had never come into contact with their

ideas? I had grown up here in the land of my fathers, my only

homeland.The rivers ofRussia: the Volga, Yenisey, Lena, and Ob

were foreign to me; but dear to me were our rivers: Daugava,

Lielupe, Venta, Gauja. I did not know much about the birth of the

Soviet Union, but I did know that great sacrifices had been made

towin the independence of Latvia. Many lives had been lost so

that Latvians could reclaim their homeland, where they could

speak their own language, and where Latvian moralsand tradi-

tions could flourish. Could I be punished because of this? Could

my freedombe taken away as aresult of this?

Surely that could not be true! Had I committedsome criminal

act I wouldnot havebeen transferred to the Soviet Army, butsim-

ply demobilised.But thingswere not that simple. During the past

year, many had beenarrested and many had disappeared without

trace. Once again I recalled the crowd of visitors at Riga Central

Prison. Only Latvian could be heard in the waiting room. And I

rememberedRudis, the youngest son of a farm labourer. Rudis, a

soldier completing his compulsory military service who had
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disappeared without a trace. He had norank in thearmy, no asso-

ciation with a military academy. He had grown up in a farm

labourer's family. What did this young man have in common with

me? But if he had disappeared, then why not me and my fellow

officers? What didit matter that most of the younger officers in

our army, that is, the army of independent Latvia, had come from

poor
families who could not afford university fees?

My greatest immediateconcernwas to account for theantenna

lost by my platoon. Next, but by no means less important, I had to

dealwith the fact that two pistols wererecorded in the files against

my name. This was no small matter. According to Soviet regula-
tions, anofficer could only possess one pistol (an officer in the

Latvian Army could have as many as ten!). What other things
should I do? Whatelse couldbe used to incriminateme in the event

ofmy arrest? After careful consideration, I could think of nothing.
First, I orderedthe platoon sergeant, Stalazs, to submit a report

to me stating the circumstances surrounding the loss of the an-

tenna. Next, I wrote a report to the battalioncommander request-

ing a new antenna. Then, I gave both reports to Sergeant Stalazs

and informedhim that, in the event of my arrest, these documents

were to be given to the commanderof the battalion. Finally, I took

one of my pistols to the ammunitiondepot and asked them to

strike it off my records. I felt thatall my «transgressions» had been

taken care of. «Anything else?» I asked myself. No. Nothing. My

conscience was clear. I gave my home address to Sergeant Stalazs

and also to the chief of the office staff, Ozols, and asked them to

forward my personal belongings there in case I did not return.

Midday was approaching. I left the sergeant in charge and

returned to our «quarters» in the barn. Once again the question:

«Why?» tormentedme.
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For what reason would I and the other officers be arrested?

Every fool knew that the oneenemy of Latvian officers and the

Latvian nation had been the Germans. This had been the case for

thousandsofyears. Nobody had ever mentionedthat wehad to fear

the Russians, or that the Soviet Union was our enemy. For what

reason would the Soviets want to eliminateus, we who would be

prepared to go into battle against the common enemy? But the

questions remained foreverunanswered. There was nobody with

whom I could share my thoughts or doubts, not evena friend.

In the barn there was a great deal ofactivity.

«What's happening?* I asked.

«Don't you know? Tactical exercises for the officers. Some-

where outside the camp. Immediately.»

«Who has to go? Everyone?))

«The devil only knows! The messenger said that the officers

were to assemble in front ofHeadquarters.»

«But today is Saturday. All exercises -without exception -

must end at 1400 hours. In the past, this routine has never been

changed.»
«Don't ask. We don'tknow any more than you. An order has

been given. An order has to be obeyed. Hurry!»

«Was my name called out? Maybe I don't have to go.»

No onecould answer my question.

One by one the officers left the barn. On the way to Head-

quarters, a few dropped into the club. Some were still hungry,

some were aftercigarettes, a few wanted to grab a bag of sweets.

I managed to hold back my friend Janka. Grabbing him by the

arm Iasked:

«Do you really believe the story about exercises? Don't you re-

alise that the cattle wagons at Gulbene station are meant for us?
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The exercise is justanexcuse to getus out of camp. They wouldn't

dare arrest us here in front of the troops.»

Janka looked at me with wide eyes. In them I saw confusion

and fear. He was trying to hide his feelings.

«Are we goingto let them arrest us?» I asked. «Let's run! Along
the riverbank. Into the forest. Maybe we couldhide in the barn. In

the straw. Not eventhe devil would findus there. Think it over,

Janka. Let's do it.»

Janka had always been a reserved man. Even on this occasion

he would have liked to have said nothing,but felt anobligation to

answer. He shifted fromfoot to foot and said:

«I am taking off. But there are already threeof us.»

«Take me along!»
«We can't. With a fourth it would be too dangerous.»

I could not change his mind. He hurriedofftowards the camp,

to his companions.

I was alone in the barn. I was in anagitated state. My back was

wet and sweat was pouring from my forehead. My thoughts were

racing. What to do? How to escape? Behind the camp was a

forest. Maybe it wouldbe best to disappear in it? I couldreach the

farmhouse over the hill, change into civilian clothes and, with a

spade and axe over my shoulder, pretend to be a worker. The

railway station was not too far.

Suddenly, I thought of my family. While still on leave, my

motherhad begged me to pretend to be sick, to get a doctor's cer-

tificate, to wait and see what the futurewouldbring.
«These are troubledtimes. Therewill be war, I know there will

be war,» she had pleaded, trying to convince me. «Hide in the

forest. Or with family! Don't goback to your regiment. Can't
you

see, there has to be a war. Things must change. Wait and see!»

she had begged.
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I had ignored my mother's pleas. And now, if I were to be cap-

tured escaping from camp, I knew that my parents would also be

punished. I recalled the decree that I had seen in one of the daily

newspapers. It had warned that, in the event of anindividual try-

ing to evade arrest, all of his relatives would be called to answer

before the authorities.Ifmy name was onthe list of those to be ar-

rested and I escaped, my parents, my brothers, my sisters would

also suffer. I could not inflict this upon them. If it had still been

possible to reach them, we couldhave all gone into hiding. But

how long can a family remain in hiding? What if war did not

break out soon? Whatwould happen to the farm, the livestock in

the meantime?

Endless thoughts and questionsrushed through my head. But

there were no answers to my dilemma. One thing was clear: my

family were not to suffer because of my actions. Escaping was out

of the question.

Twenty eight years have passed since that day and I still have

not been able to forget this agonising soul searching. When cir-

cumstances are clearly defined, a decision is easily made. But at

that moment in the barn absolutely nothingseemed clear to me. I

was convinced that there wouldbe arrests. I felt it with every

nerve and fibre of my body. But I did not believe that onecould

predict the future in this way, to feel it through some primitive

instinct. (Now I have no such doubts!) Even now, shivers run

downmy spine and my
feet become numb andcold remembering

that day.

I remember, I next took off my officer's uniformand put on a

cadet's shirt and trousers. In the event of escape, I could remove

the insignia and look like an ordinary person, a Russian civilian.

But if I ended up in Siberia, I knew that warm underwear would
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be a necessity. So I stuffed a towel, soap, and some warm under-

wear into a bag. Now, when I thinkof these events, they seem like

a bad dream, the details ofwhich are difficultto relate. But for all

of these long years, these events have lingered in mymind and in

my heart like inescapable black shadows. Lying on the hard

bunks of the prison camps, I have relived this day over and over

again, trying to picture what my life would have been like had

I made a differentdecision in thebarn onthat fateful day.

Even before the day ofourarrest, 14 June, Ihad heardrumours

that our camp was surrounded by Soviet soldiers. They were not

assigned to protect us from enemies outside the camp. On thecon-

trary, they were there to prevent us from leaving the camp. Had

I tried to escape through the forest and run into these guards,

I wouldhave goneno further. But thenagain... hadI succeeded...?

Now Iknow that a quick death either in battle or whileescap-

ing would have been a far kinder fate than all of those terrible

years spent in the hell camps of the north. After the war, large
numbers of former Red Army front-linesoldiers arrived in the

labourcamps, and right down to the last man they categorically

agreed that they would have preferred to be under heavy fire in

the most dangerous and precarious of front-line positions than to

have spent even one day in the slave labourcamps of Norilsk.

Now Iknow that deathwould have been a blessing compared to

the freezing conditions,the starvation,humiliation, insults, pain,

despair, and existence in the shadow of death.

Once again I am in our small barn in the field of the army

camp. I was convinced that we
would be arrested, and probably

executed. But I could see no way out. Slowly I approached the

headquarters. Perhaps I could arrive late. It was possible that I

had not even heard about the exercises. Yes, this last option
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seemed to be the best. Even now, after thirty years, this option

still seems the best. So why did I ignore my inner voice, why did

I not arrive late?Then I rememberedthe reason: I was afraid that

I would be arrested later, separated from my comrades.Taken

away like Lieutenant Ozolins in a dishevelled state, hands tied

behind his back, never to be heard of again. Maybe it wouldbe

easier together with one's friends.

Slowly, but trembling with fear like a rabbit crawling into the

open jaws ofa gigantic snake, I walked towards headquarters. The

officers were standing in line. The doors of the headquarters

opened. Out ofHeadquarters stepped the commanderof the regi-

ment, Colonel Abelitis, followedby Commissar Smirnov and a

number ofRussians whom I had neverseenbefore.

My arrival seemed to go unnoticed,as if I had not been expected.

Had I arrived five minutes later, they wouldhave already been on

their way. To mysurprise, the command given was simply for us to

climb into the waitingtrucks. No one checked the numberof offi-

cers present. Withoutfailwhen goingon exercises, the command-

ing officer had always checked the number ofofficers present. Was

this an indicationthat my suspicions had been well founded?

The convoy of trucks left the camp. Along the road we met

Lieutenant Bojars from a neighbouring regiment who, onhis af-

ternoon off, was out riding his motorcycle.

«Whereto?» he asked.

«To exercises,» someonereplied.

«I'll come with you,» he shoutedback and the lieutenant fol-

lowed the trucks. He was one of the first to perish at the labour

camps of Norilsk.

We
were travelling at a fair pace. To my surprise it seemed as

if none of my colleagues suspected anything out of the ordinary.
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Orperhaps they had theirsuspicions but were hiding theiralarm.

Perhaps in my agitated state I simply misunderstood them. Surely

they were aware of what was happening. But then Vitolds began

to sing «Nu ardievu, Vidzemite» («Goodbye, dearVidzemel ))).

Everyone joined in. Would they be singing with such gusto ifthey
knew that they were being driven to theirown funeral, theirown

grave? The singing continuedand became louderand louder.

Then the trucks stopped, and so did the singing.

«Out of the trucks!»

«Line up!»

«Forward march!»

We proceeded across a field towards the forest. I was in the

last truck and foundmyself at the tail-endof our column. Behind

me was the lieutenant commander of the second battalion, a

Russian. I've forgotten his name, but he was sucha repulsive, un-

pleasant character that even today I would have no troublerecog-

nising him. From time to time he shouted: ((Faster, faster!»

A narrow path led us to the forest. We were commanded to

march in pairs. We reached a clearing. It was surrounded by

young bushy fir trees, a few deciduous trees, and a little further

away, a forest of older fir trees. This scene, this romantic corner

of the forest, this field has forever beenburned into my memory.

After the march in the hot June sun, the coolness of the forest

enveloped us and we eagerly breathed in the pleasantly pungent

aroma of the firtrees. The assistant commanderof the regiment, a

Finn calledPartala, turned to face us.

«Stop!» he commanded. «First row to the left, second to the

right!»

1 Vidzeme - a region ofLatvia.
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But even before his command had rung out in the forest, we

heard a ferocious roar: «Hands up!»

I was in the left row, facing some fir trees which were at most a

metre or a metre and a half tall; suddenly these trees seemed to

surround the field like an impenetrablebrick wall.

Simultaneously with the disgusting commandof «Hands up!»,

a row of dark skinned faces withnarrow eyes, wide cheekbones,

and jet black hair rose above the wall of trees. Their heads were

covered by army caps. On the left pocket of their filthy and oil

stained uniforms was the badge of the YoungCommunist League

and decorations for good marksmanship. Hundreds of rifle bar-

rels and bayonets were pointed at us.

A young lieutenantin the uniformof the Soviet Army emerged

from the forest. He pointed a Nagan revolver at my chest. With

his left hand he unbuckledmybelt and shoulder strap. My pistol

and belt fell to the ground. He unbuttonedthe top pockets of my

uniform and emptied the contents on the ground. He emptied my

other pockets. Thenhe frisked me. The only pockets that re-

mained untouched were the back pockets of my trousers. Maybe

he had forgotten about these, maybe he did not know they

existed. The money in these pockets remained untouched.

On the ground lay my bag withthe cigarettes, towel, soap, and

warm underwear. The lieutenantwas very agitated. The hand

holding his revolver was shaking. His index finger trembledon

the trigger.

I have a reputation for not keeping my cool; only rarely have I

succeeded in doing so. But standing with my hands above my

head, I felt an immense calm. Coolly and calmly, I observed

everything happeningaround me. The riflebarrels pointed at me.

The fear and tension in the faces oftheirowners. The revolver in

the lieutenant'strembling hand.
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«This is how your lifewill end, Arvid,» I said to myself. And,

as if in a film, my life flashedbefore my eyes. I saw again my pa-

rents' struggle and sacrifice to secure my primary and secondary

education. I saw the years of my military service. Admission to

the Academy. The graduation ball. And my silent, distant dream

of studying at the French Military Academy. My humblebegin-

nings had not stopped me frombecoming an officer. With tears in

my eyes I kissed my parents' work-calloused hands and saw the

grief-stricken and tearful face of mymother.

Five minutes is an eternity; ten minutes, infinity. Thathad been

my motto during training. In five minutes a soldier can accom-

plish a lot, I had always said. And now, in these last five minutes,

I had been disarmed, searched, my belongings confiscated. I had

relived my life, walked down all its roads and remembered my

loved ones. And time seemed to stretch into eternity.

After being disarmed, we were marched into the forest. We

were surrounded by tanks with theirmotors running. Was this to

muffle thesoundofshots? Was Ito be shot andburied inthis ditch

like a dog? But I was mistaken. The Russians took our names, date

and place of birth, our rank. Thenwe were ordered to stand up.

«Hands behindyour backs!» someone shouted. In pairs, sur-

rounded on all sides by our captors, we were marched to theroad.

On this day we heard for the first time the commandswhich

we were to hear day in, day out during the long years ofour im-

prisonment:

«Obey my commands! Keep to the road, no lagging behind!

A step to the left, a step to the right means an escape attempt!

The guards will shoot withoutwarning!»

Covered trucks were waiting on the road. We were pushed in,

one against the other, legs, arms, and ribs breaking. Commander
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Abelitis had been pushed against me. He was a large man. I won-

dered whether I would be able to bear his weight for long. But

under extreme conditionseven the impossiblebecomes endurable.

The trucks were drivenalong back roads, through the forest. It was

still necessary to hide this «exercise» fromthe eyes of the local

people. The journey seemed endless. Then the trucks stopped,

the doors opened, and we were orderedto disembark. We crawled

out of the trucks, arms and legs numb. CommanderAbelitis could

hardly move. His face was flushed, dripping with perspiration.

The journey had placed an enormous strain onhis heart.

We were assembled by the railway line in front of the locked

doors of cattle wagons. The windows had bars. We were herded

into the wagons in great haste. If anyone lagged, he was hurried

along with a shove in the back with the butt end ofa rifle.

Finally, our wagon was crammedto capacity. Quickly, quickly,

the doors were slammed shut and locked. Double bunks lined

each end ofthe wagon. In the centre, a small area of open space.

The toilet was a hole in thefloor.

Those forced into the wagon first had climbed onto the bunks.

There was hardly enough room for the rest of us in the open

space. Thebunks had only recently been constructed. Traces of

excrement on the floor told us that the previous cargo of the

wagon had been horses.

The door opened. Our names were recorded. We were asked to

appointa spokesman for our wagon. Again the door was slammed

shut. The only view of the outside world was through the bars of

a small window. Those who could see through it told us that we

were at Gulbenestation.

Duringall the years following these events, Ihave had to recall

anepisode which took place at Gulbene station. During the night

4478 and 5952 Days
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the doorof our wagon had been opened. Russian guards stood

outside. By the light of a lantern a Russian officer had tried to

read three names from a list. One of these names sounded very

much like mine: Lansmanis, Laukmanis, or something similar.

Three men were takenfromour wagon. They didnot return. This

episode is very important because on the following day at Riga
station when our names were checked against a list by new

guards, some confusion arose. To make sure that no one was

hiding under the bunks and that the floor, walls, and window

had not been damaged, the guards orderedus to stand at one end

of the wagon. As each name was called out, that person moved

to the opposite side. My name had not been called out! Yesterday,
at Gulbene, my name had been recorded, today it was not on

the list. Was I to have been one of the three prisoners released

from the wagon on the previous night? All these years this

incidenthas occupied my thoughts.

I remained in the corner near the door. I could not be seen by
the guards. Everyone else had moved to the opposite side. The

guard yelled:

«Anyone else?»

«Yes,» I answered.

The guards were very surprised. They turned to where I was

standing.

«What is your surname?»

I told them. The leadersearched the list for my name, again
and again asking me to repeat it.

«I cannot find this name on the list! Repeat it again!» he

shouted.Again he examined the list asking the other guards to

help him.Finally they foundit.

«Here it is! But it has been crossed out and marked «released»!»
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My knowledge of Russian was not very good,but I had picked

up enough from the Russian officers, military police, and com-

pulsory Russian languagelessons to understand what was hap-

pening.

Not certain what action to take, they announced:

«We will clarify this matter.»

I was told to join the others at the opposite end of the wagon.

Everyone realised what was happening and told me to ask for

my freedom. I asked the spokesman of our wagon, who could

speak Russian, to speak on my behalf. The chief guard barked out

again in Russian:

«We will clarify this matter!»

They moved onto the next wagon. Everyone in the wagon

agreed that, during the night, someone had been released in my

place. Therehad been a misunderstanding. The mistake had only

been discovered in Riga. I wouldbe released immediately.

Then, someone pulled out a short pencil stub, someoneelse a

piece ofpaper. Many hurriedly wrote down the addresses of their

next of kin. When there was no more room on the paper, they

wrote on cigarette packs. I was asked to memorise the names of

all the prisoners in the wagon in case I either lost the paper or it

was confiscated by the guards. The atmosphere in the
wagon was

one of alarm. Each man tried to press closer to me than the

others, so that I wouldnoticeandrememberhim.

Everyone was convinced that the doors would open. That I,

Lasmanis, would be released. That I wouldconvey the sad news

of theirfate to theirmothers, fathers, wives, families, and friends.

Suddenly, the soundof a whistle rang out shrilly. The trainbegan

to move. Perhaps they were simply shunting the echelon to a side

track - out of sight of the eyes of passengers who were not
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supposed to see this train and its cargo. But thetrain did not stop.
From the window we caught a glimpse of the peoplewho had

heard about the sad fate of the arrested officers and had come to

farewell us.

I still had not lost hope ofbeing released when the train stop-

ped at Daugavpils. But it was precisely here that all my hopes eva-

porated. On arrival we saw seven other echelons ofcattle wagons

crammedfull ofarrested Latvians. On the tracks immediately next

to us, the wagons were crammed full of women and children.

Clearly, a mass deportation ofLatvians to Siberiawas taking place.

Siberia. A name so often mentioned.Siberia and its labour

camps; these two concepts are inseparable in the minds of all

Latvians. Soon we reached the Latvian-Russian border. In our

thoughts we said goodbye to our country and our dear ones. We

sang «God bless Latvia», independent Latvia's national anthem,

and someother patriotic songs. The wagon fell silent. The same

questions must have filledthe thoughts of each person: Where

are we being taken? Why have I been arrested? How will this

journey end?

We were not long in Russian territory when the train came to a

halt. We were givenbread, butter, and sugar. This was our wel-

come, the famous Russian hospitality. The food was handedout

to us in its original wrappings. All were the products of Latvia.

Smolensk. Vitebsk. Station followed station. Hours, days,

nights passed. Our journey seemed endless. Our bodies ached

from sleeping on bare boards. From time to time we were given

food. Black bread. Water. Less often, a few grains ofsugar, a piece

of salty fish.

The officers in our wagon were a varied lot. There were some

who had graduated in the same year as I had, others earlier or



4478 and 5952 Days

149

later.There were some older men who hadtrainedthe officer can-

didates at the Military Academy, they must have been nearing

40 years of age. Then there were the really old men, the lieutenant

colonels. Allbranches of the forces were represented and all had

been reduced to the same misery. Nevertheless, we maintained

ourrespect for rank. The bunks were allocated to the higher rank-

ing officers, the space on the floor near the bunks to the lieu-

tenants. The older men wereallowedto sit near the window; they
neededmore fresh air. Whenever oneof these older men had to

give up his place by the window, for example, to take careofhis

«business» at the hole in the floor, this place was unfailingly re-

turned to him. Even the rations were given to the older officers

first, eventhough the younger ones were hungrier. There were no

arguments about this state of affairs.

It turned out that not all of us had beenarrested in the forest.

Some had been taken from their homes. There were those who

had even been pulled from hospital beds. Others had been al-

lowed to bring a suitcase, blankets, a change of underwear,and

food.There were those who sharedtheirprovisions. Others, mainly

the older officers, were saving these things for later. I remember

Lieutenant ColonelM-, who had taken up position at the win-

dow. One night, a loafofbread fell fromhis bag onto the floor

near where Jankaand I were sleeping. In the dark, I could feelthis

loafof bread with my hands. Struggling against our hunger, we

forced ourselves not to eat it. When we returned the loafofbread,

this old «bird» took it indifferently, barely giving it a second

glance, not even rewarding our honesty with a single crumb.

Later it turned out that such hoarded food often became old and

mouldy. These hoarders were the same people who couldbe seen

guiltily trying to drop their mouldy bread into the toilet ditch at
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Krasnoyarsk withoutbeing observed. Andall thiswhen the younger

officers were feeling the first effects ofstarvation.

At this stage ofour ordeal it was hard to understand such self-

ish behaviour. Later, it surprised no-one. Every old inmate of the

labourcamps cantellofa hunger so great that even the mostfirmly
entrenchedbeliefs are abandoned and forgotten, when he finds

himselfunableto share his food even with his closest friend.Very

few can claim that this has not been true of themselves. But such

egoistic behaviour is understandable when, all around you,

prisoners are dropping deadone by onefrom starvation.

Nevertheless, the motto «one for all and all for one»should

not have been forgotten. We had been taught this at the Military

Academy. The older officers should have been the first to help
their younger colleagues. Many of the older officers lost the

respect of the younger officers for this very reason.

The train pulled into Babinino station. Not once had we been

let offthe train since being loadedinto the wagons at Gulbenesta-

tion. Theorder came to disembark.Exhaustedand weak, we were

happy to inhale the fresh summer air. We marched the 30 kilo-

metres to the camp at Yuhnovo in two columns. Someone

mentioned that this place had once been the homeof the Russian

writer Turgenev. At thecamp we noticed that the timberhuts had

been recently built. Polish writing on the walls told us that

prisoners ofwar fromPolandhad recently been incarcerated here.

The weather was warm and sunny. Even the nights were not

cold. We
were divided into groups of 100 men, each with an ap-

pointed leader. These groups were divided into yet smallergroups.

Next to our own camp I rememberthat there was a camp housing

only civilians. All of the prisoners there were Latvians who had

been arrested and deported on the same day as we had been.
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Probably the inmates of the cattle wagons we had seen near at

Daugavpils.

Estonian and Lithuanianofficers had also beensent to Yuhnovo

camp. All together there must havebeenabout 1,500officers from

the three Baltic states. One could observe clear differencesin the

behaviour ofthe officers of the three Baltic countries. The Lithua-

nians were very loud, noisy. They always seemed to be arguing,

especially when food was being distributed.Theirbehaviour was

quite informal, not at all what one wouldhave expected from an

officer. The Lithuanians adapted to camp conditions more read-

ily than the others and, as a result, more of them survived. Many

of the Lithuanianofficers spoke Russian.

The Estonian officers were the complete opposite of oursouth-

ern neighbours. The Estonians had suffered the most. Not only

had theirpistols, belts, and other military articles been confis-

cated, but even the buttons on theiruniforms had been cut off.

Yet, their military bearing was exemplary. Strict army discipline

was maintained. They were enraged about the treacherous cir-

cumstances of their arrest and maintainedthis rage until death.

Few spoke Russian and then only with a heavy accent. It seemed

to me that they hoped to be released soonand deliberately did

not adapt to the conditionsat the labourcamps. Although few ac-

tively resisted being driven out to work, fewer still actually did

any work. As a result, theirrations were cut to a minimum. As

expectations of release became more and more remote, the Esto-

nians lost all hope. Proportionally, a greater number of Estonian

officers left theirbones in the tundra.

The behaviour of the Latvians fell somewhere in between

that of their two neighbours. The Latvians were quieter and

displayed more self-control than the Lithuanians. However, their
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individuality, egoism, and concern for the selfwas apparent from

the first days in the camp.

YUHNOVO - BABININO - KRASNOYARSK

On the morning of 22 June, the German army attacked the Soviet

Union, thus beginning its Eastern offensive. We had beenprison-

ers for 8 days. Each day in the camp the news had beenbroadcast

over the loudspeakers; this is how we heard about Hitler's attack.

On that particular day, the broadcast was abruptly cut off. The

camp was readied for evacuation.

One evening, surroundedby mountedguards and foot-soldiers

with dogs, we were marched away from Yuhnovo camp. The

horses trottedup and downon each side of the column; the riders

seemed to be as small and scruffy as their horses. The march

stretched on into the night. At sunrise we reached Babinino sta-

tion. The officers were herdedinto a large empty barn. Even when

the barn was already crammed fullof men, the guards kept forc-

ing the remaining hundredor so prisoners into the barn, urging
them forwardwith the butts of theirrifles. Body pressed against

body. It was impossible to sit down. Difficult even to breathe. Our

arms and legs became numb. The hours spent in thatbarn were

ones of unremitting agony. Finally, we were released fromthe

barn and allowed to sit in a field near the railway line. We

watched many trains carrying tanks and cannons speeding by. To

our surprise these trains were not heading west to the frontwith

Germany, but east. A few thought they might be heading to fight
the Japanese who were theallies of the Germans.

At dusk we were herded into the cattlewagons. This time we

set off in the direction of Moscow. The train stopped at some
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small Moscow station where we saw anti-aircraft balloons float-

ing above the city. After that, the train did not break its journey

again, but was constantly rushing eastwards. I have pleasant

memories ofone night of this journey. I spent most of it at the win-

dow. The night was a very short one. Darkness set in late and the

sun rose early. Through the bars of the window I saw stations,

fields, forests, and people in dirtypadded jackets. The countryside
overwhelmedme with its beauty. I was surprised by the vast fields

which were so differentfrom theLatvian countryside. Birch groves,

forests, hills, valleys, rivers, swamps, lakes, farms surroundedby

paddocks, and fields ofcrops all slipped past thetrain.

It seemed to me that Russia should have been a prosperous

country with an abundance ofbread, meat, and milk. Why was

this not so? How could the poverty which the citizens of Russia

were experiencing be explained? We had learned of this grinding

poverty from members of the occupation forces as well as from

civilians we had met along our journey.

The heat was unbearable, especially between Moscow and

Krasnoyarsk. Rations were meagre: bread was handed out once a

day. One day we were given salted fish which we ate with the

bread. There was no drinking water. I rememberthat that day was

an unbelievably hot one, and we had become very thirsty. When

the train pulled into a station, the guards began fetching water

from a nearby stream, two buckets per wagon. They had almost

reached our wagon when the whistle sounded. The train began to

move. We did not get our water. Our lips were chapped, our

tongues parched, and our heads ached from the extreme heatand

our thirst.

Another scene through the bars: A group of women harvesting

crops, guarded by a man with a rifle. Wooden huts surroundedby
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barbed wire could be seen close to the railway line, and the same

sort ofwooden huts further away.

My friend Janka suggested that we could make anescape from

the moving train by cutting a hole in the floor of the wagonand

then lowering ourselves onto the tracks. The train would pass

over us.

«Janka! It's too late to think of escape. Where were your ideas

ofescape when we were at Litene? You didn'tlisten to me when

I tried to convince you not to go to staff headquarters but to

disappear into the forest!»

Later, in the camps, there were others who spoke to me of

escape. Once a Czech chemical engineer tried to convince me to

attempt an escape with him. A few days later, I saw his body

dumped at the camp gates beaten beyond recognition. The guards

had left himthere as a warning.

THE TRANSIT CAMP ATKRASNOYARSK.

OUR FIRST DAY AT CAMP

Among the memories of thecouple ofweeks spentat Krasnoyarsk

is oneofour march to the bath-house. We were dressed in army

uniforms. Many were in the uniform of the Red Army. Along the

way we were followedby a mob of teenagers. They threw stones

and yelled at us in Russian. Those who understood said it was

abuse. We deserved to be locked up, they shouted, for not fight-

ing against the Germans.

One evening we were ordered to load cement onto barges in

the Yenisey harbournear the camp. The harbourwas encircled

by barbed wire. There were guards in the towers. Some of our
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groupwere carrying sacks ofcement from the sheds to the barges.
Others had noticed that our supervisors had disappearedand

made use of their absence to explore the barges and the sheds. I

was one of them. We found some bags of wheat in a cornerof a

barge. Jankaand I hidbehindthese bags, made holes in them and

ate as much of the grain as we could manage. The night was dark.

We could see the lit-upguard towers. Waves were crashing against

the shore. Jankaagain brought up the subject ofescape. We would

only have to crawl along the river bank. Perhaps we could make a

hole in the barbed wire which must surely end at some point in

the river. Perhaps we could swim around the barbed wire. But

what then? The soppingwet and torn uniforms would be a dead

give-away. Also, not knowing the language or the geographyof

the district... it wouldbe foolish to dream ofsuccess.

FROM KRASNOYARSK TO DUDINKA

One day we were marched to the Yenisey harbour and herded

onto a barge. Our accommodation was on the lowest level of the

barge. We were only able to lie on the floor like sardines. In one

corner was a large tub; this was the toilet. Those on duty had to

scoop the faeces and urine from thetub, and carry it in buckets to

be tipped over the side of the barge into theriver.

Only a few rays of daylight shone down through the hatches.

The air was foul.We didnotknow our destination.Somebecame

ill.There were many cases of dysentery: the prisoners' curse. The

lives of many wouldbe cut short due to dysentery epidemics. To

keep a record of the numberof days spent on the barge, some of

the prisoners cut notches into astick.
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DUDINKA

The barge arrived at Dudinka. We disembarked and then were

marched to the railway station for further transportation to Norilsk.

At Dudinka we were given a large piece of bread each. I still re-

memberthe pleasure this fresh, tasty piece of rye bread gave me as

it eased my hunger. There is little else that I remember ofDudinka:

the dirty streets, people dressed in dirty padded jackets, the usual

wooden huts surroundedby the usualbarbed wire fences.

NORILSK

On the morningof 10 August, the train reached Norilsk. The night
before had been a very difficultone. We had travelledin open

goods wagons. There were no seats. The first men to board the

train had sat down on the floor leaving no place for the rest of us

to sit. We had no choice but to squat on the knees of the others.

Guards with rifles kept pushing more prisoners into the wagon. If

anyone tried to stand up to stretch or changeposition, theguards

threatened to shoot. In the middle of the night we were allowed

one short toiletbreak. We found it difficult to move because our

arms and legs were so numb.Barely a few minutes later, the train

began to move again. Most of us were in our summer uniforms

and had felt cold even at the start of the journey. As we headed

furthernorth, the weatherbecame increasingly bitter. My teeth

were chattering. By morning many were sure to have developed

pneumonia.

I did not know then that summer here began only in mid-July
and that by 25 August it could already be snowing. The start of a

bitterly long, cold winter.
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Many times I had read about the «white nights», and now

I was witnessing them. The sun, although not as bright as during
the day, shone in all its glory. But whatuse was that, when every-

onebelow it was freezing to death.

Around us, a vast plain stretched as far as the eye could see end-

ing somewhere near the foot of distant mountains. Stunted fir and

birch trees dottedthe plain. Therewere no houses, only the huts of

railway guards and prison camps. The horizon was formed by the

silhouetteofa mountain range. There seemed to be no end to the

vastness. What was our destination?What role would we play in

this distantpart of the world? How would this depressing journey

end? Would we ever return to our homes in our now so distant

small country? Perhaps our lives would end here in the tundra.The

latter seemed more likely. We who had committednocrime against

the Soviet Union would not have been sent so far away from our

homelandhadwe been meant to survive and return.

The distance from Dudinka to Norilsk is only 120 kilometres.

Even thoughwe had been travelling all night, the end of the jour-

ney seemed no nearer.
We were frozen and our hands and feet

were numb, I could no longer feel mine. How long were we to

suffer? Then we were at the foot of a mountain. It was covered by

snow. There was littlevegetation. The railway line curvedaround

the side of this mountain and Norilsk came into view.

It was already late morning when our train came to a stop. To

our right, we saw the hugemountain and, next to it, another one

just as large. Between these two mountains and a third lay deep

valleys. Next to the railway line was a shed for coal. Behind the

shed lay a prison camp surrounded by two barbed wire fences. To

the left, more huts, more barbed wire. We could see some figures

inside the fence. Our prison mates?
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The coal mines must have been near, because everything the

eye could see was covered with gray dust. This corner of theworld

seemed so black and dreary. Only the sky was clear andblue, and

the sunshone just as brightly as it did in our homeland.

We were ordered out of the wagons, lined up and countedover

and over again. Then just to be sure, we were counted again.

Finally we began to move. We were not taken to the camp near

the railway, but marched towards the town. Houses, many deco-

rated with Russian wood carvings around the windows, lined

both sides of the street. We saw men, women, and children, the

free citizens of the town. Then we stopped. A column of prison-

ers crossed our path. They looked worn out and exhausted, but

they observed us with great interest. The free citizens also stop-

ped. What a sight we must have been. About 1500 healthy young

men in uniform,still in good condition even after two months of

imprisonment. We marched at a slow steady pace, our backs were

not yet bent and ourheads were still held high.

This was our first marchthrough the town with our guards. In

just a few weeks and months, after countless such trips, what a

different sight we would make. Our heads hanging helplessly on

our chests, bowed in quiet desperation. Our backs would bebent,

our step would have lost its spring. Feet, hands, and faces would

be swollen. Others wouldbe walkingskeletons. Our cheeks, chins,

and noses wouldbe covered with unhealedsores fromthe ex-

treme cold. Our feet clad only in rags beginning to smellbecause

of the festering ulcers on our toes and heels from frostbite. A feel-

ing of indifference, of unspeakable apathy, an unconquerable

weakness and exhaustion would overwhelm the men who today

were still so strong in body and spirit. In agony they would drag
their feet and stumble over each small stone on the road. The
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eyes, which now with interest observed the foreign town and its

people, would lose their spark of life. These eyes would only

begin to glimmer at the sight of a free citizen carrying a loafof

bread. Every night dreams wouldbe of bread, and every waking

thought ofhow good it wouldbe to eat just onesmall crust. Only
a few months would pass, and many of these young men would

no longer be amongst the living. In a year, only half ofus would

still be alive. In three years, only a couple of hundred.

After the difficult journey, the freezing and overcrowded con-

ditions, we received a pleasant surprise. We were taken to a com-

munal bath-house which had hot water. Without this trip to the

bath-house,we wouldhave surely developed pneumonia.

From the bath-house we were marched to our Camp No. 7.

Many of the huts were only half built. There was no heating or

lighting. In the grounds of the camp, the roadways and paths had

yet to be built. There was a lotofmud. The only parts ofthe camp

to have been finishedwere the double barbed wire fence and the

guard towers. These werewell lit. Only a few hours after leaving

the train we had reached our destination,our new «residence». At

the gates we were ordered to hand over our money and all valu-

ables: watches, cigarette cases, rings. Many actually didhandover

their valuables, but others, including myself, gave up nothing.

I did not havemuch: a watch whichhad stopped during the jour-

ney, a mirror, a comb, a cigarette case, a dustcoat, and 900 roubles.

Some of the money I gave to a friend, Peter Ermansons, the rest

I hid behindthe collar ofmy shirt and in the cuffs of my trousers.

I do not rememberhow all of that money disappeared.It was not

stolenfrom me.
Most probably was spent onbread. In thebeginning

the price ofa portion ofbreadwas extremely high, 30 roubles! Later,

when most ofour money had been spent on food or tobacco, the
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price fell to 10 roubles. Neithermy watch nor my dustcoatbrought

me any money. The watch I lost because ofmy own incredible stu-

pidity. I gave it to a Russian, a mine-worker, who promised to sell it

to his foreman for me. Later, the Russian told me that there hadbeen

a terribleaccident at the mine. Thatboth the foreman and the watch

had perished. The coat I gave to a friendfrom high school and the

Academy, who promised to sell it for me. After a couple of days this

friend(a renownedwheelerand dealeratthe camp) told me that the

coat had been confiscated by the camp guards. More likely my

«friend» had filledhis own stomach withthe proceeds ofthe sale of

that coat. Everyone who knew himthought as much.

The first search at the gate had not been tough. Perhaps this

was planned so that later, in the camp, the guards themselves

could take possession of any items not confiscated. In many cases

precisely this took place. The prisoners had even been issued

with receipts for their valuables. But only a few years later, I saw

the silver cigarette cases of officers of the Baltic states being
melteddown in order to make electrical contact fittings. Perhaps
these were only the cigarette cases of those officers who had per-

ished. The foreman at the workshop, a soldier of the Revolution

and anardent communist,showed me these cigarette cases but

could tell me nomore about them.

THE CAMP

During the first couple ofweeks we were not taken outside of the

camp to work, but spent it in so-called «quarantine». We were

given acamp uniformconsisting ofa shirt, light trousers, a padded

jacket, and canvas boots with a rubber sole which began to fall off

withina coupleof days ofwearing them. On rainy days, the boots
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were saturatedwithinanhour. We were also given long black bags
made of cotton, without any filling, to sleep on.These sleeping

bags remained empty for many months until, bit by bit, we ma-

naged to scrounge wood-shavings fromour work place to fill them.

One morning, we were taken outside the camp to work. To our

horror we discovered that the soles of the canvas boots had been

nailed on with sharp nails; these protruded and jabbed into the

soles of ourfeet. Marching in rows of five, withour hands behind

our backs, we were not allowed to adjust our clothing. And of

course nobody was allowedto lag behind.

I remember those first days at the camp. The weather was

good, and the sun smiled down from the blue northern sky. In

fact, I will always rememberthe clear skies of the north with

fondness. That and those fewhappy moments when onewas able

to get an extra portion of bread to appease the never ending

hunger. It is moments such as these, togetherwith those in which

the end seemed near, which will stay in my memory forever. I do

not speak of heavily overcast skies on rainy days, but of the end-

less, clear, sunshine-filledblue sky. Even when I was weak from

hunger, covered in lice and bed bug bites, exhausted by hard

work, hardly able to drag my feet, in my heart I could not stop the

feeling ofexultation at seeing that blue sky, beautifulbeyond de-

scription, vaulting over the valley of deaththat was Norilsk.

Maybe the sky above Norilsk left this impression on me be-

cause, by contrast, everything else was grey, drab and repulsive.

The sky gave hope to my imprisoned soul. I remembermany oc-

casions when myeyes automatically turned towards the clear sky

and its never-ending blueness. It seemed to become mistierand

dimmerbeyond the mountainsacross the tundra. It gave the soul

such peace, comfort,and a brief moment of respite.
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On our first day of work, we were ordered to clear a band of

scrub for the proposed road. With interest I observed the mass of

human beings in motion around me. This scene reminded me of

autumn in my homeland, when neighbours gathered to help one

another to harvest their crops.

The first day at work was followed by countless such days.

Soon we wouldbecome as black and dirty as the prisoners we

had seen at Krasnoyarsk and on the first day at Norilsk. Dressed

in rags, with expressionless faces giving no hint of either sorrow,

despair, or suffering. Apathetic beings, devoid of all feeling. How

could it be otherwise? What reason was there to believe that one

day we would be set free? In spirit we had already said goodbye
to our loved ones, our friends, and to freedom.

Was therea way out? Maybe one could find a way to escape

this impossible situation?But there was no way out. Barbedwire

and guards, guards, guards and more barbed wire. When onehas

lost all hope, one will clutch at even a straw. I have read a story

about a prisoner who felt the insurmountablewish to change into

a mouse and to escape through a mouse-hole.I myself have made

this same sort of illogical wish. One day when working in the

open tundra, I imagined that a squadron of war planes would at

any moment appear in the clearblue sky above and save us. Later,

I had to laugh about such foolishhopes.

THE INTERROGATION

Our arrests had taken place between the 14 and 16 June, 1941.

None of us was guilty of any crime. Although the law clearly
stated that nocitizen could be arrested without the permission
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and order of the prosecutor, none ofour arrests had in fact been

sanctioned by the public prosecutor. Itwas not clear who had

been responsible for ordering the arrests of June, 1941. But what

was clear to us was that there was not e,ven the remotest chance

of escaping the hell ofNorilsk.

The treatment meted out to us was the same as for theprisoners

who had been triedand sentenced, who knew not only why they

were here, but also the length of their sentence. But this situation

was soon rectified. The grim days of the interrogations began.

While some were taken to KGB headquarters, the rest were inter-

rogated in theguard house next to the camp.A state ofalarm arose

amongst the prisoners. These interrogations were extremely savage.

The prisoner was forced to sign fabricated accusations. A refusal

to sign meant a brutalbeating. Soon the camp was full ofprisoners

with black eyes and bruises. A friend from the Academy, Francis

Misins, suffered particularly severely. Dressed only in his under-

wear, he was placed in an unfinishedprison cell which had no

roofor floor. Even though he tried to exercise and jump around to

keep warm, he suffered from the effects of exposure to the point of

collapse. Although he was a well-built young man, the interroga-

tion had been too much to bear. He returned to the campbeaten

and bruised and could not leave his bunk for many days.

I was taken to interrogation unprepared. None of my friends

could give me advice aboutwhat to say, or how to act. Theolder

prisoners thought it beneath theirdignity to advise the newcomers.

One morning the guard ordered me to remain in the barrack.

Everyone knew that this meant interrogation. Iwas not mistaken.

Around lunchtimeI was led away to the guard house, where I was

taken into a narrow room. A captain sat behind a table. He began

questioning me in Russian. Although I could understand the
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questions about name, address, and rank, I could not understand

any of his other questions because I didnot speak Russian. This

enraged my interrogator. He began to swear, pulled out his re-

volver, threatening to shoot. Although this did nothing to im-

prove my knowledge of Russian, my interrogator continued to

rant and rave. Then he began to talk more slowly and I under-

stood a littleof what he was trying to say. He told me that, as I

was not to be released, I could stop pretending. But I was unable

to understand any of his other questions. Even if I could have

guessed what they were, I would not have been able to answer

them. The captain flew into a rage and pushed the revolver into

my face. He repeated the same sentence about five times. I had a

notion ofwhat he was saying:

«If you don't speak, I shall call you for interrogation in 20 years

time! By then you will speak perfect Russian. That is, if you are

still alive.»

He screamed, pushed the door to the corridor open, grabbed

me by the throat and slammed me against the wall. I lost con-

sciousness.

I came to in the corridor. My head was pounding and ex-

tremely painful. The guards ordered me to stand up. Then I was

taken back to the camp. This was the first day of my interroga-

tion. The next day I returned to work. After a few days I fell ill. I

had a high temperature and was given permission to remain in

the barrack for the day. I was happy about my illness as it meant

sleep and a rest from hard labour. After breakfast, I was just be-

ginning to doze off pleasantly when Lieutenant Colonel SpalvinS

beganpulling me by the leg. One of the guards was waiting for

me. Yes, the animal was standing there, using abusive language,

ordering me to dress.
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Once again I was taken to the terrible houseof interrogation

opposite the gates of the camp. Once again I found myself stand-

ing in the same room as I had done one week previously. This

time a lieutenantsat behind the table. After establishing thatI did

not speak or understand Russian, he called for aninterpreter, one

of the prisoners at the camp, Lieutenant ColonelBerzins.

The interrogator explained calmly that, since no-one couldbe

kept at the camp withouthaving been convicted, establishing my

guilt was a mere formality. Our task for the day was to draw up a

statement of the offence for which I was to be convicted.

What was I guilty of? I was here only because of a misunder-

standing. I explained how I had gone onmanoeuvresat Litene of

my own accord. Had I arrived five minutes later, I explained, I

would not even be here. I toldhim how at the station in Riga my

name had already been crossed from the list of arrested people

and marked «released».

The interpreter calmly translated my story. The interrogator

listened even more calmly. Thenhe began to speak, a friendly

smile on his face. He explained that he understood me, believed

me, and felt sorry for me. Offering me a cigarette he continued:

«I have already told you,
I cannot keep anyone at the camp

withouta conviction, therefore you shallbe convicted. The state-

ment must be signed today. If this is not done, you willbe called

in front of the captainwho interrogated you last week. You would

not want to meet with himagain. Tomorrow, I leave on assign-

ment, so let us begin now. We must come up with some small

matter. We must show that there was something you did not like

about the Soviet system. You will receive a sentence of two to

four months. By then the war will have ended. You will be able

to return to Latvia and resume your life and career in the army.
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Actually, you are not a prisoner, but are merely internedfor the

durationof the war.»

The lieutenantwas in no hurry. He continuedto smoke and of-

fered a cigarette to the interpreter and me. He pointed out that, if

I had to face my first interrogator, the captain, again, the conse-

quences could be disastrous. Then he, the man who held my fate

in his hands, began writing the statement.

«You did not like the Soviet system because of the price
increases?)) asked the interrogator.

«The prices went down and my wages went up after the occu-

pation! As I am a single man, I was mostly concerned about

having good food and a few drinks. While in the Latvian armymy

pay was 235 lats per month, under the Soviets it was 650 roubles.

Brandy and food at the staff canteen were cheaper after occupa-

tion. I was actually happy about the decrease in the prices and

have no complaints about this.»

The interrogator seemed bewildered, but then with a smile

asked:

«But the boots, they were more expensive?))
In my innocence I stated the facts as they had been. While an

enlisted soldier, I had bought my first pairof boots for 16 lats, the

second pair for 19. After graduating fromthe Academy, I ordered

the most expensive boots, they cost me 55 lats. I didn't know the

price ofboots in 1941, but I had seen themin the shops starting at

400 roubles a pair.

The interrogator's response was:

«Nobody is happy about rising prices, so naturally, you were

not pleased either. Therefore we shall enter on your statement:I

did not like the high price ofboots. Next question: You did not

like the collective farms, is this true?»
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I replied:

«There were no collective farms where I lived, therefore I

cannot express an opinion about them. The question of liking or

disliking them never arose!»

«You did not like thenationalisationof private property?))

«As I did not own any property, there was nothing of mine to

nationalise.Nobody in my family is wealthy and nothing was

taken fromthem.»

«But on the whole you did not like to see the hard earned

property of others being taken away from them,» the lieutenant

continued.

«Naturally I do not like to see the hardearned possessions of

ordinary honest people taken fromthem.»

«Yes, let's record this on the statement as well. You have said

nothing bad, only stated the truth,» the lieutenantwas satisfied

and continued to write. Then we talked amicably about other

matters. I do not remember the details. He reminded me a few

more times aboutmy fate were I to fall into the clutches of my

first interrogator, and consoled me that I wouldnot spend more

than three to six months at Norilsk. Then he asked me to come to

the table, read the statement,and sign it.

I did not believe that I would spend only three to six months

at Norilsk. None of the old prisoners had sentences of less than 8

to 15 years. Once, someone had heard ofa prisoner sentenced to a

5-year term. Even after serving out the sentence, one could be

held at the camp indefinitely. The onesamong us who under-

stood Russian had dragged such informationfromthe old prison-

ers with much interest.

How can I explain the fact that I signed this fabricated state-

ment without offering resistance? The camp was full of prisoners
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with broken ribs, and bruised faces and bodies. Also, during the

three months spent at the camp, the knowledge I had acquired had

wiped out all hope of justice in this cornerof the world. I had been

arrested by accident. My name did not appear on the list.

According to the list, there were 70 prisoners, while actually there

were 71. The presence of this extraperson had not concerned any-

one.We had no rights and no protection under the law. We were

considered lower than animals, whom the master could treat as

mercilessly as he pleased. Did our captors not realise that the

prisoners, all highly educated people, would perish if kept in

a state of starvation? Of course they did. We were neitherthe first

nor the last group of deportees with highly specialised skills to

pass through the handsof these heartless monsters. Thousands of

us perished. Death was a normal, everyday occurrence which they

perhaps evenwelcomedand enjoyed. The experiences and know-

ledge gained during the last three months in the camp had con-

vinced me that there was nothingto gain by refusing to sign the

fabricated statement. I would have been beaten, perhaps even

killed. This would have been the end of my struggle for justice.

The interrogations continuedall through autumn. Sentencing
took place on Christmas Day. Withouta trial, witnesses, or evi-

dence, our sentences had been decided in Moscow, thousands of

kilometres fromNorilsk. Most of us were sentenced to 10 years,

some to 8 and 7 years, and a few to «only» 6. Christmas, that year,

was ona Sunday. I do not rememberifit was 1941 or 1942,but I do

rememberour surprise at not being marched out to work onthat

day. Soon the reason became clear: our sentence papers had to be

signed. By this time many ofour comrades wereno longer with us,

and others were in poor health as a result of the abominable

conditions at the camp. The blow of being arrested without
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reason, the cruel interrogations,and longing for homeand dear

ones had been too much for some.During the first autumn,many

had perished. If this rate of death was to continue, it would not

be long before we wouldall be gone.

My sentence was «only» 7 years. The questionremained: For

what crime? Once the sentences had beenannounced, we were

considered «fully fledged» convicts, «zeks». We were no longer

protected from the old prisoners, the criminals, bandits, and

re-offenders.Until now we had only been able to meet with them

secretly to exchange information and to trade our meagre pos-

sessions. Soon even the fence separating the two zones of the

camp was dismantled.

Later we heard that the ones taken for interrogation at KGB

headquarters had fared much worse than the others. Many were

taken,but nonereturned to the camp. We did meet a few ofthem

later at the nickel works and in the mines, but what had hap-

pened to the others? In the spring of 1944 I was takento the same

KGB prison for interrogation, and it was here that I learned the

answer. Sharing a cell with six or seven thieves, a couple of them

knew what had happened to the officers. In the late spring of

1942, they toldme, the officershad been shot. One evening, when

the food containers had been brought to the cells, the prisoners

had been told to eat as much as they liked, that they could get

evenmore food.

«This is my sixth time in prison, but I rememberthis evening

wellbecause I gorged down so much food that I felt sick. That

night, the prison was very empty and very quiet. It was clear that

your friends were no longer amongst the living.»

The criminals even told how the executions had been carried

out. Forced to walk down a stairway leading to the cellar in
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single file, the officers had been shot through the small window

of an adjacent room. I have my doubtsabout how the criminals

could have obtained such detailed informationabout the execu-

tions. But there is no doubtthat ourbrothers had beenexecuted.

How had they chosen who to take to the KGB prison and who

to interrogate at the camp? Who to execute, and who to sentence

to hard labour?None of the prisoners had committedany crime.

Amongst the officers left at the camp were ones who had fought
in 1919 in the Latvian War of Independence against the Soviet

Army. Some had even received medals for valour. Amongst the

ones taken for execution were young lads, cadets ofthe Military

Academy. I still remember Aleksandrs Popovs, a tall, pale, blue-

eyed youth, blond and skinny. He was perpetually hungry and

couldnot hide this. He was always freezing, withblue lips and

goose-bumps onhis bluish cheeks. Because of the effects ofstar-

vation and the cold, he couldn't do much work, but was always

cheerful and never lost for words. I liked himand felt sorry for

him more than the others. He was only a boy, not ready to face

the hellish conditions at Norilsk. This lad had been one of the

ones taken to the KGB prison. He did not return. We came to the

conclusion that he had been shot. What was his crime? He had

committedno crime!

And how had the decision about the allocation of sentences

been made? One group sentenced to 6 years, another to 7 years,

the third to 8, the fourth to 10, the last but by no means least, sen-

tenced to death. How had this been decided?Nobody was guilty
and there were no records about any of us. But the decision had

been made. Most likely, the official who had been assigned to

carry out this task had achieved the result by very simple means.

Eyes closed, he wouldpoint a pencil at the list ofprisoners names
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and, eyes now open, read out the name touched by the tip of his

pencil. This one is to be sent to KGB prison. Repeating the same

procedure, this time he strikes off two names. These two then,

also off to KGB prison. Or maybe he chose the first couple of

dozennames from the top of the list, some from the bottom of the

list, and some from the middle. The same with the other pages,

and his task was accomplished.

Dreadful, ghastly, inhumane?Certainly. Yet, during my long

years at the camp, I heard eyewitness reports of evenmore hor-

rendous events. I have heard so many terrible stories about both

Soviet labour camps and Nazi concentration camps, that there is

littleleft that can shock me. But I cannot stop the feeling of ants

crawling over all my body when I think how inhumane,heart-

less, and cruel the most intelligent being on this earth - man -

can be.

In the autumn of 1941,we were ordered to build a road from

Camp No. 7, past mine No. 3/4 to Bear Mountain. Ourbrigade was

lead by Jurjans, a Latvian lieutenant.Our task was to chisel out

blocks of frozen earth, load this into carts, dump it onto the site

for the new road and then to level it. Work began in early autumn,

it was still quite warm. In order to speed up the work, we were al-

located horses and carts. Every morningthese arrived fromthe

horse compound. The horses were a Siberianbreed: small, dirty

animals with long, dark brown shaggy coats and large floppy ears.

In the early days of road works, these horses looked well fed and

cared for. As the weeks went by, they became thinner, their coats

shaggier and ears floppier. When pulling the carts, the ears dan-

gled as if lifeless. During the last stages of the road-works, they

had become extremely thinand could no longer pull their carts.

The work onthe road had to be halted. Even though oats and hay
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ished, because of a lack of feed. The fact was that the oats had

been eaten by us, and the hay had become stuffing for our empty

sleeping bags. This made lying on the bare boards of the bunks

more bearable, easing the pain of our ever protruding bones dig-

ging into our lice-riddled, calloused skin. We gathered whatever

we could lay ourhands onin order to fill these empty cotton bags,
and the owners of the horses had been happy to exchange the hay
forany small article we had managed to conceal from the guards.

Even more intolerable than the bare boards were the ferocious

hunger pains which, as weeks went by, became worse and worse.

The prisoners tried to appease their hunger by eating the buds of

tundrabirches, or by sucking pine needles. Then, out of theblue:

oats! They were fresh and of very good quality. A mirror, a hand-

kerchief, or a comb from home was exchanged for the oats. Others

paid in cash. The owners of the horses tradedall of the oats with-

out any qualms. Soon, the horses became unfit for work, leaving
their ownerswithout an income. Then the owners themselves

perished, having destroyed theirown livelihood.

The owners of these horses seemed to belong to the Magyar

race. They were short ofstature and dark from head to foot; to my

mind, they were also dark on the «inside». Black hair, black

stubble on their faces, and dark brown eyes with dirty oily pants

and padded jackets, they were forever swearing and hitting their

horses. Their clothes were covered in lice which, during the

autumn, they got rid of by burning over a bonfire. They took off

theirshirts, quickly pulling on their outer clothing, then held the

shirts over the bonfire. The heat made the lice fall into the fire

and there they crackled as they burned, the noise reminding me

of the fireworks on the banks ofthe Daugava River in Latvia.
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At the beginningof winter, the conditionsbecame unbearable.

The wind was cold at the footof the mountain. We felt as ifwe

were naked. Our feet and hands, which were clad only in thin

cotton gloves, felt thecold most ofall. On ourfeet we wore «socks»

made fromour worn outer garments. These came up to the knee

and had to be tied on. Our «shoes» were made from rope. Dirt

found its way inside these through thegaps in the rope, and stuck

to the insideof the «shoes» and to the «socks» and froze. This

hindered our mobility. Feet froze, and sores on the heels and toes

festered and would not heal for many months.

A friendofmine from the Military Academy, Sergejs Milgravis,

was on our team. He was a big man with broad shoulders. Com-

pared to him, Jankaand I were like sickly lambs. He was a dili-

gent worker. He didmost of the breaking up of the lumps of frozen

clay. Our task was to load it into the carts. The exhausting work

sapped our strength. The work madeus perspire, and then the icy

wind cooledus down too quickly. Sergejs was unlucky and, as a

result of these conditions, became ill. He developed a dreadful

wheeze, so that it was painful to listen to him. I don'tremember

how long he continued to work in this state, perhaps one or two

more days. Then,he simply disappeared. We did not doubtthat

Sergejs had gone down the same road as had many ofour friends.

It is with sorrow and sadness that I now remember this quiet,

physically and mentally strong man, who was endowed with a

sense of humour. But when I returned to Riga after my release, I

experienced a few unexpected surprises, oneof them was meet-

ing Sergejs Milgravis. Although he was only a shadow of his for-

mer self, he had managed to hang onto his best characteristics. He

told me that he had been taken to hospital at Krasnoyarsk in a

very weakened state. Although the conditions there were not

much better than at Norilsk, he had survived.
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The Russians have a proverb: «The horses die,but the masters

survive.» This is what happened in our case: the horses perished,

but the prisoners kept on working. As weeks went by, the number

ofworkers in ourbrigade decreased. The fewwho remainedhad to

keep onworking. In the beginning, each brigade had 40 men; soon

the numbers dwindled.This also happened in the other brigades.

Prisoners from one dwindlingbrigade were used to reinforce other

dwindlingbrigades. Every day prisoners were dying. High fevers,

pleurisy, pneumonia, frost-bite, and festering sores took their toll.

The highest numberof deaths, however, were caused by dysentery.
There was insufficient food,no medication,and nosuitableaccom-

modationto treat the sick and dying. We were all under one roof,

so the ones suffering with pneumonia soon developed dysentery.
Their weakenedbodies could not fight these diseases and so lost

the battle for survival. The dead were collected from the barracks

and taken behind a shed where our footwear was put to dry out.

There they lay in rows on thebanks ofa stream waiting tobe carted

away in the death carts. They were naked, frozen, staring at the

foreign northernsky with their lifeless open eyes.

Once I witnessed the «carting away of the dead». Two horses

arrived hitched to a sled, a second sled attached to the first one.

On each sled was a long box, which was soonstacked fullof the

naked corpses. After rolling and then lighting a cigarette, the

driver casually climbedonto the frontof the sled. And so began a

journey taken by many of myfriends to join those already resting
in a mass grave at the foot ofMount Smith.

In the spring of 1956,1visited this prison burial ground. At the

foot of the mountain I found wooden stakes with numbers on

them. In this frozen burial ground, far away from their homeland

and dear ones, lay my unlucky friends.
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The officials didnot seem to be worriedabout the high death

rate at the camp. Perhaps deathwas one way of making room in

the camp for thenew prisoners arriving at the camp in large num-

bers from spring right through to late autumn. The barracks be-

came overcrowded. There were nomaterials available to build

new ones, because all building materials had beenallocated for

the constructionof a new power station, factories for processing

nickel and copper, as well as for the building of roads, bridges,

and housing complexes for the free citizens. Norilsk was rich in

coaland metals, the products ofwhichwere sent to the front.The

«free» labourersalso told us that Norilsk was surroundedby large
lakes abundant with fish and that large herds of deer roamed the

areaa couple of hundredkilometres away. Nobody would have

had to suffer a shortage of food if hunting and fishing parties had

been sent out. But this was not so. The prisoners were starving

and weak. It was incomprehensible why our captors acted asthey

did. Who wouldbenefit from the numerous deaths that
were a

direct result of starvation? We also could not understand why

they treated us like animalsboth at the camp and at work. Who

benefitedfrom the tragedy of May 1942, when our friends did not

return from the KGB prison? Amongthem strong, bright men, doc-

tors, engineers,other specialists who couldhave contributedto

the constructionof a grandiose industrial complex in the north

and thus to the manufactureof materialsneededfor the war effort.

One of the most unbearabletortures was «the counting of the

prisoners». In my opinion this was not designed to prevent es-

cape, but rather to torture the prisoners. The prisoners were

counted at the gates when setting offto work. This was repeated

on theirreturn. They were counted inside the barracks, sick bays,

kitchens, work sheds, and storerooms, not forgetting under the
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bunks. More than one guard did the countingbut rarely did they
reach the same result. The counting had to be repeated over and

over again. At times we stood outside the barracks, soaked to the

skin, waiting for the counting to end. Our feet sank into the mud

and we shivered from cold and exhaustion. Occasionally the

counting was accomplished in one go; we rushed into the bar-

racks and fell into ourbunks to rest our weary bones, to get warm

and to catch a few moments of sleep. Thensuddenly the com-

mand to line up again. If anyone was slow to respond, the guards

wouldpull himfromthe bunk by the legs andbeat him.

Only a few of the guards possessed any humane characteris-

tics; the majority were shadowy scoundrels of limited intellect.

Their greatest pleasure was to exert their power over theunfortu-

nate prisoners. Some guards got real pleasure in forcing the

prisoners to march through mudand water, then to make themlie

down in the mud. If anyone refused, shots were firedabove the

prisoners' heads. The weakest prisoners wereprodded with bayo-

nets. Although they did not stab the flesh, trousers and jackets

were reduced to shreds. Some idiots set dogs upon the weaker

prisoners when they could not keep up with the others. The

guards sneered and laughed at the suffering of the prisoners.

During the first months at the camp, we learnednever to obey
a guard if asked to carry wood to a boundary of the camp. There

had been occasions when such a prisoner had been shot for

escaping. We also learnednever to approach a guard. One could

be shot for «attacking» him.

Once I saw a prisoner shot. Ithappened in frontofour brigade.
When we were lined up to be counted before returning to the

camp, Jersovs, the book-keeper, was found to be missing. One of

the guards went to fetch him.He appeared and took his place in
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the line. The guard approached the line-up, a shot rang out, the

book-keeper fell to the ground dead.

Another time, in the middle ofwinter, I saw a prisoner stand-

ing naked. The guards had orderedhim to undress. Most likely

he had been guilty of warminghimself too often at the bonfire.

The scene was a horrifying one. Snow covered the ground all

around us, the cold crept into every fibreof our bodies and sud-

denly, the unbelievable sight ofa naked man standing on the top

of a hill. How long he was forced to stand there, I do not know.

But scenes such as this no longer aroused any feelings in us.

We had seenand experienced too much. Thebarracks and food

awaited us. We had been out in the freezing cold without shelter,

food, or water for 15 hours. We had been breaking up the ground,

frozen as hard as cement, using only hoes, crowbars, and ham-

mers. Our only interest was in food and water.

The first winter at Norilsk was the hardest. We suffered men-

tally and physically. From 1941 to 1945 there seemed no hope

that I wouldremain among the living. I felt the icy breathof death

all around me. There was no reason to think that, even if I did

survive, I would get out of the camp. Itwouldhave been far better

to have died onthe day of the arrest. I could not get used to the

conditionsat the camp: the cold, starvation,and the daily humili-

ations. I was torturedby uncertainty about the future. All of this

weakened mybody. I became oneof the weakest among the prison-

ers. Still, I survived! Why?

Later, mymothersaid that herprayers, her faithhad saved me.

Perhaps some day science will find that there are such supernatu-

ral forces, but I do not believe in these. I feel that my survival can

firstly be attributed to the hardships of my youth. I had had to

struggle for everything I achieved. Secondly, I have never been
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afraidof death. Only once, in 1942, in a state of madness, I con-

templated suicide as a meansof escaping deathby hunger. Thirdly,

my sense ofhumourhelped me to survive, and fourthly, I tried to

preserve my mental state, not to lose my identity and human

qualities. On setting out from camp each morning, I prayed to

God asking Him not to let me become an animal or to lose my

mind, to let me stay strong and honest and pure of heart. The spi-

ritual world did not cease to exist for me, but helped me to sur-

vive. After returning from work, I never ran to the kitchen for the

rations as some did. This sight was an odious one. With faces

blackened by coal dust, dirty hands, muddy feet, clothes soaked

through and frozen to the skin, they ran from the gates to the

kitchen to be first in the queue. A friend wouldrun to the bar-

racks to get the utensils. These prisoners reasoned that the food

was best whilestill fresh and unmixed.On receiving their rations,

they hurriedto the barracks and, often unwashedand still in their

work clothes, gulped downthe watery soup at the same speed.

Then the dishes were licked clean. Impatiently they waited for

theirportion of bread, the staple ofour diet. This was consumed

just as rapidly. To me such actions seemed unworthy. I reasoned

that if onestarted to thinkabout food long before the endofwork-

ing hours, the stomach wouldbegin to produce gastric juices and

a person only became more hungry. When the time came to re-

ceive the food, such people were in a state of ecstasy. If one con-

sumed starvation rations in such a state, the organism would not

get the fullbenefits of the food. These prisoners spent 24 hours a

day thinking about food. In the mornings, they were the first at

the kitchen window waiting for theirbreakfast ration.

There wereothers who lingered in the hope that things ofmore

substance, cabbage, grits, bits of fish, might sink to the bottom of
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the pot. I didnot like these peopleany better, because the mo-

ment of eating was also the only thing they thought of. To me it

seemed a mistake to increase the torture and pain caused by star-

vation by constantly thinking about food. Nobody could tell

when the soup would be better, at the beginningor at the end of

the dishing out. Sometimes the cooks added water to the soup if

they thought that there wouldnot be enough.

After returning from work, I headedfor my barracks, took off

my work clothes, washed my face and hands, cleaned my foot-

wear and, only then, went to collect my ration. By then the bread

had arrived. I ate my mealcalmly. This seemed to me to be amore

civilised way to behave. Therewere others who did the same, and

I feel thatbehavioursuch as this contributed to my survival.

I would like to add another important factor which played a

part in ensuring my survival: pure luck.

THE HUNGER

Near the entrance ofour mine was a valley and a small river; on

the hill opposite, shacks, for the free citizens. One day, near the

shack closest to the mine, we spotted a heap of cabbage leaves,

old and yellowing. Amongthe leaves seemed to be a few green

ones. When a prisoner is starving, it does not matter how old the

cabbage is. One's eyes are always searching for anything edible

and, at night, one's dreams are only of bread.

There was a large, broad-shoulderedman in our brigade, who

looked as if he had had a good life before his arrest. Every time

we were allowed out of the mine for a break, his blueeyes were

immediately drawn to that pile of rotting cabbage leaves. It was
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not possible to reach thembecause a guard was posted just out-

side the mine entrance. Soon we were herdedback into the mine.

I was working quite close to the entrance when, suddenly, a shot

rang out, thenanother, followed by anoutburst of swearing. I saw

our broad-shoulderedwork mate running fromthat heap of cab-

bage, having managed to stuffa few leaves into his jacket. As he

ran, he crammedthose slimy leaves into his mouth. The guard

ran towards him and, pushing the butt of his rifle into the

prisoner's side, grabbed the rotten cabbage fromhim andthrew it

to the ground. With a few more pokes of the rifle, the prisoner

was again safely in our company. Surprisingly, the behaviour of

this guard was unusually kind. Any of the other guards would

have finished the prisoner off with a single shot. I was horrified

at our friend's desperate action. An hour after this incident, I

heard more shots and swearing. Hungerhad driven this prisoner

to madness. Once again he had run for the cabbages. The guard

beat him severely with the butt of his rifle. He was in such pain

that he was unable to work for the rest of the day. To me itseemed

that he suffered more from his inability to get atthe cabbages than

from even the guard's savagebeating.

TO THE BATH

Late
one autumn evening, our captors decidedto take us to the

bath-house. Dirt clogged every pore of our skin. The evening roll

call seemed longer than usual. It had rainedall day and we were

soaked right through. We had just dozedoff on the hard bunks,

hopingto dry out through the night, when a commandrang out:

«Prepare to go to the bath-house!»
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We had to line up outside the barracks. At the gates, we were

joined by guards withrifles and dogs. The night was dark. Rain

pelted down. Insteadof taking the road, we were marched across

the unevenground of the tundra; puddles, shrubs, and sparse

northern fir trees prevented us fromkeeping to strict formation.

Many were tripping over these obstacles and could not keep up.

With the help of dogs, the guards urged the fallenprisoners on

with theirrifle butts. We were driven in great haste, as if to a fire.

I wished I could just fall downand go to sleep, but I knew that

I must not. I was almost at the end of the line. Theriflebutt and

the bayonet poked through my jacket. The dogs tore at my cloth-

ing. I must not fall. I didnot want to die. I must move closer to the

front of the line so that the dogs could not reach me.

At last we arrived at the bath-house, but, as there were others

there before us, we were forced to wait outside. Finally, we got

inside. Our clothes were taken for delousing. We were given a

microscopic piece of soap.

Itwas almostmidnight. The workers were tiredand hurriedus

on. Suddenly the hot water was turned off. Finished or not, we

were told to stop washing. When we received our garments, they

were still hot and wet, and smelt disgusting. Outside we were

counted and recounted. Finally, we movedoff, arriving back at

the camp only around breakfast time. Some tried to snatch some

sleep; others, rattling theirutensils, rushed off to get some food. No

time to rest: we had to set off to work at 6.45. Above the gate was

the camp slogan: «Honest Work is the Shortest Road to Freedom.»

By the spring of 1942,1had reached the end of my endurance.

Totally exhausted, extremely thin,muscles wasted, I couldhardly

drag my feet. Itwas evenhard to sit up and get off the bunk. Iwas

apathetic to everything except food and sleep.
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As a result of a lack of vitamins in our food, we developed

scurvy. The rations we received were minute and of little nutri-

tional value.We looked like skeletons with our bones protruding,
and our skin looked like thatof a plucked chicken. We were co-

vered in lice and bed bugs: they sucked ourblood mercilessly.

Ourskin was always itchy. We lacked the energy to wardoff these

horribleinsects; they seemed to have been created by ourcaptors
for the sole purpose ofour destruction.

In any situation, nomatter how bad, there will always be those

who findways to improve their lot. This was the case even in the

first weeks at thecamp. Therewere some who soldtobacco to buy
bread, then sold the bread to buy tobacco, managing to make a

profit with each transaction. Others established contacts with the

free citizens. Go-betweens found saleable goods from the prison-

ers, which were then traded to the free citizens. Some got cushy

jobs in the kitchen, the bread cutting room, store-house, or work-

shops. Some degenerates got extra portions of bread or some

tobacco for spying on the other prisoners and, as a result ofsuch

informers, I and many of my friends received a second sentence

more severe than the first.

Once everything had been sold, these people no longer could

carry on their «businesses» and could no longerescape disease,

suffering, and evendeath. Once the bribes ran out, the cushy jobs

also ended. These former «lords» were thenput to work in the

mines or on the roads. As they were not used to the hardwork

and meagrerations, they soon collapsed and many died.

Then, during the first months of 1942, when a great numberof

the prisoners had already perished, a surprising thing happened.
The rations improved. The soup andgruel were thicker; occasion-

ally wereceived an extra piece of fish, a pancake, or some stewed
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fruit. Sometimes you could even see a speck of oil floating in

the soup.

Why was this happening? Evidently there had been a directive

not to annihilateall of the so-called«specialists», that is, the offi-

cers of the Baltic states. For many of us it was much too late. We

had reached the stage where we needed much more to recover

our healthand strength. The deaths continued. Many became so

weak that they could not climb down fromtheirbunks, let alone

dress themselves. These skeletons were transferred to the invalid

brigades. Other were sent to Valoka, Lama, Dudinka. Some ended

up at Krasnoyarsk.

It is hard for me to believe that the governmentknew about the

conditions at the camps. After all, the prisoners were valuable

slave labour who could be used to build up the national

economy.

On 9 March, 1942,I fell illwith the worst possible disease a

prisoner could get: dysentery. The previous evening, I had had to

be helped back to camp by my workmates. I could not stand up

and kept falling down in the snow. My friends helped me in the

same way asI had helped others before. After reaching the camp

and being counted, my friends hurried off like hungry dogs to re-

ceive theirrations. I was forgotten outside. Staggering, I moved

slowly towards the barrack; my headwas reeling and my legs did

not obey me. I was determined to reach my bunk. If I remained

outside, I knew Iwould freeze to death. I gathered all of my re-

maining strength, moving forward step by step. Allwho were still

able to move ran past me. HadI reached the end of the road?I did

not want to believe this, but I had seen so many young, strong

men perish! None of them believed that they would leave their

bones in the cold foreign tundra far away from theirhomeland.
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I gathered my last strength, but then, suddenly, a gust of wind

blew me flat onto the ground. I couldnot get up, I had no more

strength. I tried again, but in vain. Must I diehere like a dog?

I tried to call out, but I could only whisper. I could not breathe.

My mouthwas dry. Then, I saw bright lights, then darkness.

I was overtaken by a feeling of peacefulness. I was warm and

comfortable. No more snow or ice. No cold, no more frozen hands

and feet. I was at home, my loved ones aroundme...

Suddenly, someone pulled me up by the collarand shook me.

I woke as if from a deep sleep. Who was this unknown person

who did not allow me to die?I wouldhave frozen to deathhad he

not shaken me. If I believed in fate or the supernatural, it would

be easy to explain. But I do not. Some would say that my hour

had not yet come. I was destinedto live.

I started to move towards the sick-bay. WhenI had reached it,

my appearance musthave stunned everyone. SomehowI crawled

into the surgery. The doctor was a Latvian, Dzenitis. My appear-

ancehorrified him:

«You look beyond all description. Like a monkey! Skin and

bones. How canyou still move?»

Iknew that I was thin,but I had not known I looked so dread-

ful. There were many others waiting in the corridor. The doctor

could not spend much time with me. He gave me the only medi-

cineavailable: cod liver oil. Thebest he could do was to release a

prisoner from work. There was no greater happiness than to be

able to spend a whole day sleeping in the barrack.

The doctor told me to return the next morning. In the warmth

of the surgery, I had regained some strength. SomehowI managed

to stagger back, get my ration and then fall into a blissful sleep,

thinking about the day ofrest ahead. Next morning, I felt very ill
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and nauseous.I had severe diarrhoea.There was blood in my

stools. I reported to the first aid post. I had dysentery! I was told

to return to thebarrack and wait. It wouldhavebeenblissful had

I not had to run to the latrineevery few minutes. That morning

was the first time since arriving in the camp that I had no desire

for food.After three whole days, I was finally summonedto sick

bay. I was too weak to stand. I had not eaten anything for three

days and had constantly been running to and from the latrine.

I was ordered to be taken to the hospital in town. At the gates

of the camp stood a small scruffy Siberian horse, hitched to an

open sled. The driver and a guard carrying a riflewere also in the

sled. As we started the journey into town, a snow-storm raged

around us. Two or three times Ihad to jump offthe sled to answer

the callof nature. I had lost my gloves and my festering fingers

were frozen. I could not button up my trousers. I held them up

with my elbows, trying to keep my hands warm inside my jacket.

Then nature called again, but it seemed pointless to get off

the sled...

Then I passed out. An orderly was undressing me when I

awoke as if fromthe dead. He as asking me to step into a bath, a

properbath with warm water and in a warm, well lit room. Soap

and a washcloth! All such things had been long forgotten. The or-

derly helped me into the bath. He had clean hands, he was clean

shaven and was wearing a white coat. He seemed as if from an-

other world. He did not curse, swear or yell at me, but talked

calmly and even made me smile.

Therewere rows ofbeds, painted yellow, with cleanblankets,

white sheets and white pillowcases. Even the patients here

looked differentfrom those at the camp sick bay. In fact, most of

the patients looked healthierthan the majority of the prisoners!
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These patients belonged to a different class, which was visited by

doctors and orderlies, given medicine and actually treated.

On the following day I was put ona special diet. Surprisingly I

was not hungry and hardly ate anything. Eating resulted immedi-

ately in an attack of «the runs». This seemed inappropriate in

these clean conditions. They brought me milksoup with rice or

semolina. The orderly elevated my pillow and began to feed me,

as I was too weak to sit up and to lift the spoon to my lips myself.

Milk soup! I was dizzy with happiness! I had not set eyes onmilk

soup for the last nine months!Suddenly, I felt hungry! This dream

was short-lived. After the first mouthfulthe diarrhoeabegan again.

I could not move.The orderly putme on a white bedpan. The bed-

pan filledwith blood, I felt as ifI was slowly fading away.

On waking the next evening, I saw five or six people in white

coats surrounding the bed next to mine. This bed was occupied

by an Estonian. Was it a consultation or a teaching round?

Exhausted, I drifted off againand did not see what happened. By

the next morning the Estonian was dead. He had already been

taken away by the orderlies. The same evening the group of peo-

ple clad in white coats was standing around my bed. One of the

doctors was explaining something to the others. The scene was

the same as the previous night around the Estonian's bed. Would

my fate be the same? Would I be dead tomorrow? I wanted to

question the doctors, but I could not speak Russian. Also, I was

drifting in and out of consciousness. Once again I fell into a

death-like sleep.

Incredibly, the next morning, I was still alive! I felt my hands

and tried to pinch myself to see if it was really true.

They kept me at the hospital for five or six days and, although
I hardly ate anything, I did not die. Apparently, the doctors had
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decided that I had a chance to survive and wanted to help me.

I spent the next seven months in the prison hospital. Even after

being cured of dysentery, I remained so thin that the doctors

shook their heads while examining me. My weight had dropped

to 40 kg. I was unable to walk for months.Finally, when I was able

to stand, I started to walk by hanging onto the sides of the beds

with both hands. Then I suffered a relapse affecting my lungs,
liverand nervous system. My temperaturewas constantly above

normal.

Finally, I was discharged and sent back to the camp and the

mines.

One of the doctors from the dysentery unit will always stay in

my memory, Zelma (Petrovna) Jirgensons, a Latvian, who had

emigrated to Russia in 1914. The Soviets arrested her in 1937.

After finding out that I was a Latvian, she granted me special

favours and treated me as much as possible. She prescribed but-

termilk for me, 100 grams or more daily. This seemed like God's

gift to me, even if it was made from powdered milk.

The festering sores on my hands and feet healed during the

stay in hospital. Every day they were bathed and ointments ap-

plied. This saved me from the gangrene that took not only the

limbs, but also the lives ofmany other prisoners. I had only met

one Estonianand one Latvian during the seven months I spent in

hospital. The members ofThe Special Contingent, the officers of

the Baltic states, were usually not taken to the hospital but treated

at the camp's sick bay. Only few survived treatment there. Most

of the officers who had fallenill from 1941 to 1944 had died. Was

it fate that, due to severe overcrowding, Dr Dzenitis had been un-

able to accommodate me in the sick bay? Had this not been the

case, I wouldhave surely gone to meet my Maker withina matter
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of weeks. If there is such a thingas luck, then I was the lucky one.

Only God knows why I remained alive, while other young, strong

men were dropping like flies all around me.

Was my survival the result of my upbringing, the hardships

suffered in my childhood and youth, the simple life, food and

hard work? Or was it God's answer to my mother's prayers and

her faith and hope that I wouldreturn home? Perhaps, some day
in the future, scientists will uncover the power of prayer and

hope.



SKETCHES DRAWN ON A TRAIN

CLATTERINGTO SIBERIA

AinaRoze

These drawings were sketched

onscraps ofpaper by Aina Roze

on a train takingher and her mother

to Siberia in June 1941.
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In this photograph we

are all still together.
The inscription on

the back says, «Leav-

ing for France», so it

must have been in

1933. I was six, had

been ill with whoop-

ing cough, and the

doctors weren't hap-

py about the sound of

my lungs. My parents

were worried, and

Father made a deci-

sion: his childhad to

go to a warm country,

no matter the cost.

South was Menton,

near Nice in France.

We stayed in a small

cottage built on a

cliffside, and the landlady was calledMadame Peritie. Three of
us

went there - Mother, Janis (standing behind her) and I. After three

monthsFather arrivedto take us home. So I have swum in theMedi-

terranean, where the beaches are covered with blue pebbles.

Both my brothers were considerably older than me. There was

a nine-year differencebetween Janis and me, and a twelve-year

one between Ilmars and me. They used to tease me, but in a

good-natured way, of course. They calledme Princess, probably
because, being a sickly child, I was mollycoddled.
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Here we are in the 19th wagon of the train. My mother, below

right, is wearingonly a petticoat because it was very hot. The

drawing shows the topbunks. The children are at the top, my legs

are in the foreground. Later, when my colleagues at the Academy

of Art looked at these drawings and praised them, I thought to

myself, «I've drawn the dress in such a primitive way, in straight

lines as if it's been starched.» You can also seeour belongings -

a saucepan, a basket and a bottle ofwater.

We were arrested at night. School had just broken up for the

summer, and I was staying overnight with my friend, Arija Bikse,

the daughter ofan architect, in Mezaparks l. Suddenly I was woken

and told they had come for me. A black car was waiting outside,

two men entered and, without any explanation, ordered me to

return home. I remember

my friend's family stand-

ing at thegate.

Back at theapartment,

Mother was running to

and fro, packing some

things. She had insisted

that I be brought home

because she wanted us

all to be together. Father

was sitting on a chair

with his head down. It

was the second time this

was happening to him,

1 Mezaparks - literally «Forest Park», an attractive residential suburb with

manyone-family dwellingsonthe outskirts of Riga.
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the first being in 19052 when the punitive expedition sentenced

him to death.

We were driven to Zasulauks station in a lorry. Several trains

were waiting there, and we were immediately separated. In her

confusionMother didn't know what to give Father, so she gave

him the suitcase with bedsheets.

This is Seryozha

Brauns, a Jewish boy.
Seems I'd been trying

to write something, the

letters are crooked. The

train was rattling along
and my hand was un-

steady. The little boy
was two months old

here. He and his

mother were on the

lower bunk, we were

onthe upper one.

A few years ago,

when my drawings
were shown at anexhibition of arts andcrafts by people deported

to Siberia, the catalogue had somehowfound its way to Seryo-
zha's mother, who now lives in Israel.

She wrote to tell me that she had recognised our 19th wagon

2 In 1905 Latvia and the other Baltic states were part of Tsarist Russia. Many
Latvians participatedin the so-called «1905 Revolution*,an uprising against
the Tsar's regime and a call for social reforms. The Tsar sentin a punitive ex-

pedition,executing some revolutionaries and causing many others to flee.
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and her son in the drawings. She asked me to sendher the origi-

nals so that she couldphotocopy them. I had no objections and

didso. The drawings came back with the news that Seryozha was

now a professor ofbiology at the University of Jerusalem. The old

lady and I occasionally exchange letters.

This is Mrs Kuplais, the eldest daughter of Antons Benjamins3.

She was born in the same year as my mother - 1888. A very in-

teresting person. She had studied in St. Petersburg. She was very

knowledgeable and could enlighten us on many topics. She was

imperious by nature and looked down on her fellow Latvians as

if to say «You semi-

illiterates».

In my drawing

she looks most pur-

poseful. Both she

and my motherused

to unravel blankets

and knit things. i

There were noknit- g

ted garments where ;

we were and they

were in great de-

mand. !

Itwasn't as ifall 1

we ever didthere in {
the north was mourn

3 Antons BenjaminS - a well-to-do Riga newspaper publisher.
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and weep. I remember one occasion when I came home to find

Motherand Mrs Kuplais (they were no longer assigned to labour-

ingthen) singing «An Italian Capriccio» at the top of theirvoices.

There was a radio in every hut, and the ladies were in seventh

heaven- they had just heard beautifulmusic.

These are Siberian beggars.

They were not drawn from

life, but half-imagined. How-

ever, I had seen people like

them.

I had a friend, Irmina. She was 21,

I was 15 at the time. She seemed

very old to me, but we got on well.

She andher motherwere being sent

on along the Yenisey River to some

fishing village. The drawing shows

my sorrow. My jacket is still from

homebut the boots I got there.



Sketches Drawn On a Train Clattering to Siberia

195

This is in a schoolhouse in the first camp we were sent to. Mrs

Pakula was there with her two small daughters. Here she is with

Andina. The dear little thing would stand around whenever

someone was eating.
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This is what it was really like, and this is me. The otherbank of

the River Yenisey was visible in the distance. I didn'thave
my

own skis, I had borrowed these from someone. I'm wearing felt

boots. I returned home in this padded jacket in 1947. My dog
slept on it for quite a while.

I've always been more interested in people and have never

drawn landscapes.
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LETTER TO MY FATHER

AinaRoze

Dear Father,

Inmy thoughtsI have been writing you a letter ever since we were

separated at the Tornakalnsl freight terminal on 14 June, 1941,

when, standing in a crowd of distraught people, we watched

bewildered as you were led away to another train.

This letter as a never-ending conversation has changed from a

child's account of events, albeit often mingled with cries of

despair into your now grown up and aged daughter's reflections,

memories and attempts to be near you, to understandyou.

As a result of the poverty and harsh living conditions that you

experienced as a child, your aim and philosophy of life were to

reawaken the spirit of yournation, anation that had been scorned

and disparaged for centuries. You wanted to promote culture and

foster education. You published works by well-known Latvian

writers, your peers, and popularised the portraits of persons in-

volved in cultural activities, as well as reproductions of famous

paintings. But in so doing, you
never lost sight of the aesthetic

valueof a book, its quality, design, illustrations, lettering and so

on. You acquired this attitude from your teacher, J.Ozols, an

1 Tornakalns - an inner suburb ofRiga.
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outstanding publisher in Cesis 2, and it became your conviction

also. Quality was always a priority, andbooks were always printed

on very good paper. But for your own notes and sketches you used

bits ofpaper, eventhe blank spaces onused envelopes. I became

awareof this much later as I was going throughthe few manu-

scripts and drafts that have remained, despite the despicable at-

tempts by a recently deceased literary figure to destroy the archives

and memory ofmany prominent Latvian people, including you.

It is strange that I am now as old as you were when we were

A woman wearing a

woollenshawland «pas-

talas», hand-crafted san-

dals.

forever separated near the red cattle

wagons. It seems remarkable that in

many ways I have developed your out-

look on life, even though you have

never actually instilled it in me.

The era during which we were hu-

miliatedand ground down, and at the

beginning of which you died, has not

been kind to our nation. It is still not

known how many people were mur-

deredand howmany families destroyed.

Perhaps the real numbers will never be

known, for they wouldbe horrifying.
You know, it was actually Mother's

sunny disposition and the vitality she

had absorbed from the country life of

her childhood that helped us through
those devastatingyears. (Rememberher

account ofhow she arrived in Riga from

Kurzeme3 at the turn of the century,

2 Cesis - an importantprovincial town 100 km from Riga.
3 Kurzeme - the westernmost region of Latvia.
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wearing a woollen shawl and hand-crafted leathersandals?) She

hardly ever cried,but if at all possible, set to work.

I want to tell you that we took just one book with us -

RabindranathTagore's writings, which Mother had picked up

from her bedside table. We all read it, and before long it went

missing. You wouldprobably be interested to know that a small

local library in Siberiawas a godsend for me. Within eighteen
months I had mastered Russian well enough to start on Russian

classical writers. I am most grateful to authors such asPushkin,

Turgenyevand Lermontov, for they helped me to survive. I used

to whisper myfavourite poems at night when Iwas so hungry that

I couldn'tsleep. Sometimes I still recite them; the reason for my

insomnia, however, is no longer the same.

Fortunately you have been spared seeing the way people

nowadays often treat and «cherish» books and other culturally

valuable things. Cries for help from state archives are often pub-

lished in newspapers. Managerial incompetenceand waste have

become the norm. It'sonly a small step from throwing out a piece

ofbread to the destructionof one's cultural heritage. Can it really

be possible that only the ravages of war and years of deprivation

could change one's attitude?I wouldn't wish war and hunger on

anyone.

I remember the cry of «Kipyatok!» at just aboutevery station

where we haltedas our train, crammed with women and chil-

dren, crawledeastwards at a snail's pace in June, 1941. At that

time I didn't appreciate the value ofboiling water, that one ofthe

women would undermilitary guard bring to each wagon. This

water didn'ttaste good, and I didn'tfeel hungry during the whole

journey. But it wasn't long before life in Siberia in semi-starva-

tion made you realise what a miraculous drink this mysterious

«kipyatok» was. The tinybread rations Motherand I received,
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togetherwith a couple of litresofhot water created the illusionof

having eaten for awhile. Ever since then I can't bearto seepeople

not valuingbread.

Finally we reached the frigid north ofSiberia, thetundra, about

350 kilometres beyond the Arctic Circle. We were transported

there below decks onbarges along the Yenisey River. We were

jammed into several levels. Some people were ill, and there was

someone dying nearus.

The village where we had to disembark was called Ustj-Port, a

name that I in my child's naivety associated with my brother's

sports club - U(niversity) Sport. There was tundra all aroundwith

tiny, low-growing bushes and a river eighteen kilometres wide

expanding into a deltanot far away.

A stark image that is etched on my memory is that ofa mother

of two little girls lying on the top bunk in our barrack. She had

died during the night and her body had not been removed yet.

The girls were crouching beside theirmother, fear and bewilder-

ment in their eyes. Their blonde hair hadn'tbeen combed and

they didn'tunderstand what had happened. One girl's name was

Laima (Happiness).

The people in your labourcamp, just like those in our place of

exile, were also probably of various ethnic origin. I remember

there were Ukrainians, Poles, Finns, Germans from the Volga re-

gion, Kalmyks, Hebrews, Russians, Lithuanians, Estonians and

Greeks. But we were friendly and helpful in our collective mis-

fortune. Some of the local inhabitants were Russians who had

been deported earlier. Although they treatedus with a certain

degree of reserve, I never heard them abusing us by calling us

fascists. Nevertheless they didoccasionally remark that they en-

vied us for having at onetime lived in conditions fit for humans.
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Once or twice a monthwe had to go to the KGB authorities to

register. We had no passports to show, just a scrap of paper with

columns that you had to fill in. There was no sense in all this -

where would we escape, seeing that we were just about onthe

coast of the Arctic Ocean and there was a vast expanse of tundra

for hundreds of kilometres around? Escape wouldhave meant

certain death. But we all lived not withthe thought of death,but

in the hope ofreturning homeoneday.

I think Iwillalways rememberwhata Polishwoman once said

to me and Mother as, after receiving ourbread ration, the three of

us were walking back to our quarters. Her words were: «This is

not bread, it's sorrow.» The woman's remark conveyed the utter

misery and despair we all knew so well. In no way did she mean

to find faultwith the smallpiece of bread she had received.

Your conditions, Father, were no doubtinfinitely more diffi-

cult. You survived themfor a mere eight to ten months, to even-

tually succumb to hunger, cold, diseaseand humiliation.I know

now where it happened. A person who miraculously returned

fromthathelltold me. And he remembers you.

In the Soviet prison system there were three camps north of the

town of Solikamska in the Perma region. They were Chertyozh,

Prizhim and Mogila4. Deportees were first sent to the first camp,

then as they lost theircapacity to work and fell ill, transported in

stages to more distantplaces to await their death. It is obvious that

Mogila was the last stop, where you must have arrived in January

or perhapsFebruary, 1942. No-onebothered to record the exact

date. At thebeginning ofthat winter, those who still had a scrap of

energy left were able to bury their dead companions, but by the

4 Mogilain Russian means «a grave».
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second halfof winter they were incapable of doing that. The de-

ceased were dragged out of the barracks en masse, feet first, and

stacked up outside. Later they were lugged further away and sim-

ply covered with snow and lumps ofearth. And what happened in

summer?The wind, the rain, the sun and foxes did therest.

I would like to know where these tragic camps were located.

Then at long last I could stand there in a field of summer grass,

lean against a birch or pine tree that has perhaps sprung to life

from your or your unfortunatecompanions' hands, eyes, last

breath. Do not weep, Father, that you have no grave. Your spirit is

and forever will be with us here in Latvia.

You would have liked to have your finalresting place in the

Vecpiebalga s cemetery, or in Lieiupe6, where your mother is

buried. You had a headstone madefor her, designed by Niklavs

Strunke7. Mother is also buried there now. She lived to the ripe

old age of 97, but unfortunately didnot see the day when enlight-
ened people, who wish to honouryourmemory, started working
in the bookstore you established. Of course there are some who

want to discredit you, but those are few. They mustresent the fact

that your life's work has now beenrecorded for posterity in the

annals ofour long-suffering nation's cultural history.

Mother toldme that you had confidedin her your wish to have

a long life.We waited for you for a very long time. Sometimes

I wonder how you wouldhave spent your days if you had survived

and lived to a ripe old age. Perhaps the wonderful skills you ac-

quired as a boy and young man in Piebalga would havestood you

5 Vecpiebalga - a district in central Vidzeme renowned for the large number of

Latvian artists,writers and intellectuals that it has generated.
6 Lieiupe- here: a summer resort on theGulf of Riga, near Riga.
7 Niklavs Strunke - awell-known Latvian artist, 1894-1966.



Letter to My Father

203

in good stead. I also believe that you were artistically inclined,

although you never talkedabout it, not being sure about yourself

and not having had the relevanteducation. I imagine that you

would have restored books for

yourself aswell asyour friends.

You were, after all, an expert

onall aspects of typography.

I knew that you could make

bast sandals from lindentrees. I

was told that for a while you did

that in theprison camp.The soft

part of the bark was eaten. You

also made «pastalas» 8 and bas-

kets from willow-twigsand roots

«Pastalas».

and you carved woodenspoons andpipes to play on. You knew

how to prepare tapers as expertly as the people who lived in the

last century. You had, after all,

grown up by the light of burning

tapers, as had our mother in Kur-

zeme. How I wish I could ask you

to chop lots and lots ofsplinters for

kindling! You were able to set your

spirit onfire with just a tinyflicker.

Today we are destroying our River

Daugava so that we can lounge in

frontof television, use refrigerators
and travel onelectric trains, butour

spiritual light gleams but dully.Makingtapers.

8 Pastalas
- leather footwear worn by Latvian country people in former times

when atwork and oninformal occasions.
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I've always wanted to tell you how helpful ourrelatives were,

as were friendsand acquaintances, even strangers, when Mother

and I returned home. Their faces would light up as they remem-

bered you. Thanks to you, they almost always supported us even

at the most difficult and tragic moments.

Why didn'tyou ever tell us about your childhoodand youth?
We only know the funny story about Medors, your shepherd dog.

A cow or a sheep had stepped onhis ear while he was sleeping
and he had run offwhining and... limping! Another story was

about a day when you were looking after some cows grazing on

the banks of Lake Inesis and had decidedto have a swim in an

unfamiliarspot. A quick diveoffthe bank and you found yourself

under water stuck in oozy mud. It had been difficultto wriggle

yourself free. But you didnot manage to extricate yourself from

the «mud» in Perma.

The nail of your index finger was damaged. A small boy had

wanted to peer into a chest and the lid had fallen shut on the in-

quisitive little finger. Boys at school had complained that Janis

Roze's handwriting was beautifulbecause of that finger.

That's all we know about those long gone days. Why didn't

you talk about them?Did you perhaps think that we city children

wouldn'tunderstand? No, it's not a reproach. You have given me

a generous gift - I've inherited your spiritual values. As I look at

things on this earth, my eyes are now your eyes, and for that I

thank you. I never tire of gazing fondly at both banks of the

Daugavaand its waters when I cross it. And theRiga panorama!

Each day brings a different mood and range of colours.Fog and

sunset, and above all, the sky! Apparently you had said to your

seventeen-year-old travelling companion, who dejected, was

standing alone away from others in the cattle wagon, «Young
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man, come and have a look through this crack at the beautiful

clouds onthe horizon.» The young man didnot forget thatand

many years later shared this memory with us. Since then I have

always admired the beauty ofclouds, nature's marvellous, extrav-

agant art. The artist Kundzins9 was an expert at painting them.

You know, very little is left ofyour collection of paintings. Not a

single cloud painted by Kundzins survives. We were told that

Russian soldiers had used a large number of paintings as fire-

wood, and they had burnt well. My brother Janis has a few, in-

cluding one by Rozentals10. I have a beautiful one by P.Kalve 11

depicting a dewy meadow, birch trees, haystacks and a forest in

the distance, and another oneof the Perse waterfall. I hate to tell

you that we in this country have not been able to prevent the de-

struction of either our Staburags or Perse waterfalls. It'shard to

understand,but it's true.

I also want to thank you
for theear formusic I have inheritedfrom

you. Iremember withshame how hard I fought for the right not to go

to pianolessons, whereas you as a childand a youth couldn'tafford

to study music or art although you were gifted in both.

Your great-grandson Janis was born in the centennial year of

yourbirth. What does the future hold for him? Whatwill the era

he will grow up in be like? He is your only descendant in Latvia.

The other five great-grandchildren, David, Anna, Matthew,

Daniella and Caroline, live abroad. They are English. They would

be Latvians living here except for 14 June 1941. When I wanted to

visit themin the summer of 1986 the uniformed official in the

9Kundzins- probablyPeterisKundzins, painterand stage designer, 1886-1958.

toRozentals - Janis Rozentals, 1866-1917, the painterregardedby most Latvians

as their best ever.

11P. Kalve -PeterisKalve, painter, 1882-1913.
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visa department informed me that my application had been

refused onthe grounds that they were only distant relatives.

I remember I must have beenabout Janis' age when you some-

times went down to work in the bookstore evenon Sundays and

took me along. My recollection is of an empty Krisjana Barona

Street12on a Sunday morningand the scrape of the doublelock in

the shop door. You would go left into your office at the back of

the store and leave me to my own resources. I don't even recall

you admonishing me to leave everything as itwas. I would go into

the mysterious world of books, pencils, erasers, penholders and

inks, all ofwhich wouldenvelop me in theirmagic smell.What a

wonderful aroma Johann Faber's pens exuded! I was probably
allowedto take any pencils I wanted.

Perhaps my love of drawing goes back to those times? At that

time I was too young to become engrossed in books.

In summer we used to go for long walks in the woods and

along the seacoast. You wouldpoint out birds and trees to me,

and teach me to talk softly to a hedgehog and not think ill of a

small snake. Medors, our lovely Alsatiandog, wouldboundaround

us. He worshipped you, and you certainly knew how to commu-

nicate with him.

Towards evening on weekdays, when the train only we recog-

nised came thundering across the Lieiupe bridge, Medors and I

would race through the pine forest to meet you. Somewhere

halfway I'd rush into your arms while Medors barked and

bounced around trying to push you over.

In those days the water in the Gulf of Riga was clean and you
could swim in the Lieiupe, too. You often took me along on your

12
Krisjana Barona Street - oneofthe main roads in central Riga, named after

the renowned Latvian folksong collector Krisjanis Barons (1835-1923).
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boat rides across the river to the arms of the river. White water-

lilies grew there. I don'trememberus ever picking them,but I do

remember how we admired them. Frequently there were just the

two of us as we rowed back. Medors, caught up in his hunt for

water rats, lingered behind. I was always very worried that he

might drown as he swam after us, only his littlenose showing
above the water. You would stop in the middleof the river, take

the oars out of the water, wait for our dog and pull him into the

boat. Medors looked guilty as he shook water all over us.

Unfortunately I was too young to realise what a brilliant yet

fleeting era ofLatvian culture was sweeping past, what outstand-

ing personalities occasionally visited our home. Writers, com-

posers, musicians and doctors, they were simply Mother's and

your good friends. I was probably not a very observant child,

adult conversation didn't interest me, and besides, the visitors

frequently brought theirchildren along and we wouldplay in the

next room. There were so many sincere, helpful people aroundus

in those days, which seemed so natural. The handsof time have

swept most of them away, many have met an untimely, violent

death. People nowadays are different, there is more rationalism

in theirapproach to life. Is it a sign of the times?

I was, of course, aware that not everyone was well-offduring

my childhood. I thought about it andit saddened me. I didn't like

wearing clothes that were more beautiful than those of other

children.Father, you used to help your relatives in Piebalga and

assist young artists and writers. Now and then Motherprovided

for her sisters and their childrenin Kurzeme. Practical gifts were

bought for Christmas. It upset me to read newspaper notices in

which the childrenof poor parents asked Father Christmas to

bringthem a warm coat, boots, underwearand so on.When Igrew
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up, I really wanted to help people who were having such a hard

time, whomlife was treating so cruelly. You also felt like this in

your youth, and forthat you were imprisoned in Cesis in 1905/1906,

only a heartbeataway from execution.

I will always remember you as a quiet, kind and amiable

person. You believed in being altruistic, helpful and responsible.
Without lecturing us, your children, you tried to teach us to

respect these values. I willbe forever grateful to you for that. It is

also impossible to forget the touch of your rough hand onmy

plaits, or the way you shielded me from the wind with your coat

as we waited at a tram stop, or how you taught me to holda pen

so thatthe letters wouldbe more even.

You have long since gone. It's a couple of years since Mother

passed away. Whowill shield me fromthe wind?

Riga, 1987/88
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MEMORIES THATDO NOT FADE

KārlisKalniņš

THE ARREST

A very worried mother-in-law woke me and my wife very late on

the night of 26 June, 1946. The lights were on in all the rooms.

Two uniformedmen and our janitor, his eyes downcast, were

standing near our bed. The military men were from the Soviet

Secret Police: Kravchenko, the department chief, and Vamze, the

interrogator. Because that day my wife and I had returned from a

business trip to Bauska and had also been celebrating the Mid-

summer Festival, we hadn't heard the repeatedringing and bang-

ing on the door. My mother-in-law said quietly, «The Chekists

are here.»

We got dressed in the presence of these men. I was shown a

warrant written in Russian to search ourapartment. A thorough

search was carried out - they leafedthrough all the books, went

through our clothes including the pockets, and looked in the

wardrobe and under the beds. They founda calendar with a pic-

ture ofHitler. This page was ripped out and trodden on. The su-

perintendent went down with the janitor to the basement to

check our firewood shed. The investigator gave me a note written

by my brother and asked me to read it silently. I pretended
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I hadn'theard this directive, read the text aloud and exclaimed

that it was clear what conditionmy brother was in, if he could

write such nonsense, i.e. tell me to hand in the hidden weapons.

I was about to tear up the note, but the militiamendidn't let me

and took it offme. Thepennant in the colours of the Latvian flag

that was on my desk, as well as the programme for a scientists'

conference, to which I had been invitedas a delegate from work,

were taken as concrete evidence. At that time I was employed as

an inspector in the Kurzeme Forest Protection Service. In my

presence a report was drawn up that a search had been carried

out and nothing of a compromising nature had been found.

I filled in the order for my arrest. I refused to sign the report, say-

ing that I didn't know any Russian, whereupon the interrogator

began to translate it. I pointed out to himthat the person who has

written a report is not allowedto translate it, his colleague should

do it, but the latter didn't know any Latvian at all. The janitor

came to the rescue and translated the report, albeit very badly. My

passport, work certificate and high school graduation certificate

were added to my file. After the war I had recommenced my

studies and was aboutto hand in my thesis and gain a diploma in

Engineering(Forestry). And so I didn'tfinish university. I started

to empty the contents of my pocket onto the table: a wallet,

a notebook and a watch, but I forgot to take off my wedding ring,
which was later confiscated as a valuable. The Chekists told me

to hurry, adding that Iwouldn't be under arrest for long. There

was enough time for my wife to pack me some food, and for me

to write a letter authorising her to receive my salary. I said

good-bye to my wife and mother-in-lawand set off for the Cheka.

We got into a car that was waiting at the front doorand drove off

at highspeed to «the tall building».
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AT THE CHEKA

At that time the State Security Service was located on the corner

of Brivibas and Stabu Streets. This building was known as the

«tallest» in Riga. Those who found themselves there «saw»

Siberia if they were lucky; many, however, saw the next world.

Even duringmy arrest I felt that the interrogator didn't like my

manner.The interrogation didn't improve ourrelationship. I was

taken into a room where several militiamen were already waiting.

One of them, the most senior, I think, ordered me to get undressed

and squat now and again. Meanwhile he was diligently sharpen-

ing a big dagger. After quite a while he used it to cut all the but-

tons off my clothes, removed my shoelaces, took my belt and

made me take off my wedding ring. All these items wereput in a

littleheap onthe table.That was the last time I saw them.When I

got dressed, I was given instructions onhow to movearound at

the Cheka and how to behave. You were not allowedto talk, you

had to walk with your head downand without looking left, right

or ahead, and you had to keep your hands with fingers inter-

locked behind yourback. If you met another prisoner, you had to

turn your face toward the wall and resume the previous position

only on your guard's orders.

Itwas very difficultthe first time I went somewhere.My shoes,

not having any shoelaces, kept falling off, and the force ofgravity

was having its effect onmy trousers, but somehow I managed to

reach the third cell. This cell was already overcrowded withpo-

tential wreckers of the new order. The room was a couple ofmet-

res wideand slightly longer. The exterior wall had a small, barred

window, and the door leadingto the corridorhad a small opening

with a shutter. In the wall facing the corridor was a smallish,

round window, the so-called«guard's eye». The turnkey would
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very quietly open this peephole and look to see ifeverything was

in order inside the cell.During the day we sat onthe concrete floor

and slept onit at night. We were not given any bedclothes. There

was one piece of «furniture» in the cell - a latrinebucket, the

so-called «parasha», forall the inmates of the cell when nature

called. Only quiet, whispered conversation was permitted.

I had scarcely had time to get to know my cell mates (every
newcomer was questioned in detail to make sure he wasn't a

wstukach)) l ), when the small shutter opened and a guard's head

appeared. Those whose surnamesstarted with X had to go up to

him oneby one and softly give theirname. When the right one

had been found, the door opened and the «guilty» one was taken

to the usual nocturnal activity, i.e. interrogation.

The interrogator was already waiting for me. I was told to sit

down, with my hands behind me. The room was considerably

larger than cell No. 3. The interrogator was sitting behinda desk.

There was a pistol onthe desk near his right hand. The inter-

rogation began with the usual questions: where I lived, my work,

education, marital status, my parents', wife's and brothers'

occupation, and what I had done during the war. Why hadn't

I taken part in the partisans' struggle against the German

occupation? The pauses between questions were quite long.
Before the interrogation I was warned to tell the truth and

nothing but the truth, otherwise I might be shot like a dog. The

interrogator suspected thatI wasn't taking himseriously, and that

he couldn't intimidateme with such threats. When asked what I

knew about the bandit, Voldemars Kalnins, I replied that I had a

1 «Stukach» - an informer; in Russian the word means «the onewho knocks*.

An informer knocked on the prison cell wall to indicate that he had gathered
some information that could be used against the cell inmates.
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brother namedVoldemarsKalnins, but didn'tknow a bandit called

Voldemars Kalnins. He took no notice of that and continued to

write «thebandit, Voldemars Kalnins».

As was well known, both theinterrogatorandthe person interro-

gatedhad to sign at the bottomof every page of the minutes ofthe

interrogation. The texthad to be correctedandthe corrections coun-

tersigned by bothofus. Again I was threatenedthat I would beshot

and my wife would be arrested. When the minutes of the night in-

terrogations were finally signed, I was taken to the cell for «a rest».

I had hardly fallen asleep when the order to get up resounded

in the corridor.After a while the cell door openedand we went to

wash ourselves, taking along the latrine bucket, which had to be

emptied and rinsed. Everything was done in great haste.

Breakfast was handedout soonafter. I wasn't as yet on the list

of those to be fed by the Cheka. After breakfast we were taken out

for a walk. The exercise yard was a small concrete areasurrounded

bybrick walls. We were permitted to movearound, look up at the

sky, but conversation was forbidden. We felt the vast difference

between the air outside and the stuffiness in the cell. As none of

us had a watch, we couldn't determinehow long we were out-

doors, but it seemed a very short time.

Back in the cell, we returned to the everyday prison routine. I

was the latest «addition» to the cell and was eagerly questioned

about the political situation in Latvia and the world. We were al-

lowed to play chess in thecell. The penalty for sleeping at anunau-

thorised time, however, was solitary confinement.Nevertheless,

those who had spentthe night with the interrogator managedto get

some sleep by sitting at the chess tablewith theirbacks to the corri-

dor, that is, to the wall with the peephole. The other chess player

sat opposite him and moved the pieces while his opponentslept.
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The following night I had to see the interrogator again, and so

it went on the whole time I was at the Cheka. On the second day I

was already enjoying the «delicacies» of the Cheka - something
made with millet, I don't remember what else. We didn't get

enough to eat, but didn'tstarve, either.

The interrogator kept on reminding me that those who admit-

ted their guilt and revealed everything, i.e. agreed with the story
the interrogatorhad fabricated, would be either released orgiven a

very lightsentence. On thispoint we disagreed. Because the Chekist

had already noticed that my wife was expecting a baby, his threats

to arrest her as well increased. I couldn't understand why he

neededmy «help» in the caseagainst the group accused, for after

all I was in no way involved. Obviously his mind was made up.

When he told me that a meeting would be arranged, in which I

would haveto identify mybrother, Ipointed out to himthat Soviet

law did not provide for such a procedure between family mem-

bers. Naturally Vamze took no notice of that. The meeting took

place. After it the interrogator punched me very hard on the right
ear as he went past. My ear began to ache afterwards, and I noticed

that I could hearonly with my left one. When I returned to my

cell, it was obvious that I had a perforated eardrum. I wrote a re-

port about this incident to the supervisor ofthe Cheka, adding that

I wouldno longer answer the interrogator's questions.

When I was taken to the interrogator the next night, Kravchenko

was also there. It was explained to me that life in Central Prison

wouldbe much better than here at the Cheka (that was the only
time they told the truth). If my interrogator was changed, the

investigation would continue for a long timeand the rest of the

groupwould curse me. Irrespective of the course the investigation

took, a panel of doctors wouldbe sent to look into my complaint.
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I agreed that Vamze should wrap up my case, for I was convinced

that as long as I was being interrogated, my wife wouldbe, too,

and for that reason I was eager not to prolong this tragicomedy.
One eveningI was transferred from cellNo. 3 to cell No. 7, which

was fullof an unpleasant vapour. Rumour had it that the cell was

connectedto the garage. You couldn't see anything, even though
there was a light bulb onthe ceiling. The walls and floor were wet.

I was the only occupant of this room, and I felt very tense. I don't

know who gave the order for me to be put in this «luxurious» cell.

Iwas given a sheet ofplywood to sleep on. That was my bed in this

infernal darkness. When I was allowed to return to cell No. 3 the

following evening, I had almost completely lost the ability to speak.

One dayI was again summonedto the interrogator's room. He

asked me to read my
wife's statement that I'd had troublehearing

with my right ear even before beingarrested. Many years later the

story behindthis piece ofwriting was revealed. The interrogator

had onceagain summoned mywife to the Cheka. He had been ex-

tremely pleasant and had told her that Iwould definitelybe found

guilty, but the sentence wouldn'tbe harsh. Iwouldn'tbe sent out

of Latvia ifI was in some way physically handicapped. Whenmy

wife had assured himthat my health had been perfect before the

arrest, he had commentedthat it still was. But then he asked her

if I had perhaps beenhardofhearing. My wife had taken the hint.

He advised her to write a statement to the effect that I couldn't

hear wellwith the right ear, he wouldwrite the same, and that

would ensure that I served my sentence in Latvia.

Soon afterthat I was transferred to Central Prison. A Mr Jekab-

sons and his son, both former forest workers, were there, too. The

cell here was much larger, you could even call it a room. The win-

dows had bars on the inside, but onthe outside the shutters were
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left open in sucha way as to allow sufficient daylight to stream in

through the top part. There was a table in the middleof the room.

Ithink there was also a cupboard. The toilet was in anotherroom.

If you needed to use it, you knocked on the doorand the guard on

duty gave you permission. There was roll call in the morning and

evening, at which you had to state your nameand surname.

The prisoners had to clean the room themselves. Climbing up

onthe windowsill was a serious breach of regulations. We were

allowedto converse in a loudvoice and sing also, andwere never

reprimanded for doing it too loudly.

Mr Zarins, an engineer, was in this cell. He had tuberculosis.

Before his arrest, he had worked at VEF (the State Electrotechni-

calFactory). He told us thatin that factory, too, a large number of

arrests had been madeafter the war.

I had already spent a month in Central Prison when I was fi-

nally called before the promised panel ofmedical experts. First of

all I was invited to a discussion with an interrogator, who wasn't

the one who had hitme. He asked me if I wantedmy case to be

looked into again, or if I was satisfied with the progress of the

investigation. Knowing what life at the Cheka was like, I was

naturally satisfied with the present investigation. The panel of

experts included the Cheka doctor; Dr Rozenbergs, an ear

specialist fromthe University ofLatvia; Mr Smits, the chiefof the

Cheka; and the aforementionedinterrogator.

After a discussion with the interrogator, only Dr Rozenbergs at-

tendedto me. He diagnoseda perforated eardrum, but said that it

was not possible to determinethe cause or timeof the injury. That

was the end ofthe experts' examination. So everything matched

up perfectly with the statement that I'd had trouble with myright

ear even before the arrest. I realised that this was a solution the
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interrogator had thought out carefully beforehand. All I could do

was wait for my case to go before the court.

The court was said to be very harsh, but no-one had heard it

being called just. The convicted persons were not brought back to

thesame cells, so for that reasonthere was a continual turnover of

inmates. A rumour was going around that the pleasant engineer

fromour cell had been given the severest sentence possible, but

because he was gravely ill withtuberculosis, we thought he had

died of natural causes, saving the Chekists one bullet that way.

If a scrap of newspaper happened to find its way into the cell,

we would learn the content off by heart like studious school-

children. Most prisoners received parcels - «puddings». They

were calledthat because their contents were scrupulously checked

and consequently thoroughly jumbled.

However, someprisoners had to liveonwhat thestate provided.

The «wealthy» cell mates helped them to alleviate their hunger.

These cells also had stool pigeons sent in, because there were also

discussions aboutthe charges before a hearing and also about what

one had managed to conceal from the interrogator. Obviously

spying in the Cheka as well as the prison was ofa high standard.

After all, this vice was widespread among the free citizens also.

THE TRIBUNAL

At the end of August 1946, understrict guard, we were herded

into court. I don'tknow whether it could have beencalleda tribu-

nal. Rather it was a farce with a sad ending as far as the accused

were concerned. The membersof the tribunal knew how these

boring dayswouldend, and the outcome hadbeen decidedduring

the investigation.
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We were led into a waiting room in the basement of the court-

house. Two sailors were being tried just then.They had raped and

shot a woman.The brotherof oneof the accused had arrived from

Leningrad, as well as both men's other relatives. This bunch of

people felt at ease and behaved as if they were at a celebration.

While waiting for the end of the lengthy trial, they drank bottle

after bottleof spirits and ate various delicacies. All this took place
in the corridor. The guards were also offered food and drink.

When the convicted men were brought down to the basement,

they got a heroes' welcome, for apparently the one who had shot

the woman had been sentenced to 4V2 years in prison, and the

other one to even less. We got the impression that the court

wasn't keen on handing out harsh sentences. Unfortunately it

turned out that the triumvirate wasn't fond ofuniformity.

We had to face the court the same way onegoes to Holy Com-

munion -with empty stomachs. As soon as we had been told

where to sit, the order was given to stand. Then the court pro-

ceedings began and the accusations against us were read. The sec-

retary did that. There was a great deal to read. It seemed as if an

investigator was paid by the number ofpages he had written and

the number of persons convicted, the judges, onthe other hand,

by the numberof years they sentenceda person to. Vamze, the in-

terrogator of our group of people, was also in the courtroom, as

were the lawyers for the defence. It took two days to read the

charges against us. At the end ofeach day we were taken back to

Central Prison. We were then given the food we hadn'treceived

during the day. After two days the trial was adjourned until the

following Monday because the court staff had Sundays off.

The tribunalconsisted ofa chairman(a major, I think], two as-

sistants (a junior lieutenantand a young woman in uniform) and

a secretary, the only one who was busy doing something the first
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two days. I think there was also a public prosecutor, but his role

must have been minimal, for I don'trecall anything about him.

While the charges were being read, my accusers were trying to

entertain each other by having jovial conversation. The assisting

couple were especially garrulous.

The magistrates spoke only in Russian, we spoke Latvian. The

secretary acted as interpreter. We, the accused, fully realised that

during these three days our fate would be sealed not only for the

near future, but perhaps evenfor life, and not only our fate, but

thatofour familiesas well.

On the last day of the trial, the chairman ofthe tribunal showed

some interest - he asked several questionsand pronounced the

verdict.

It'snot easy to prove that the accusations against you are false.

It was common knowledgethat a trial proceeded according to

Vishinsky's 2 doctrine, i.e. if you cannot prove that you are not

guilty, you are definitely guilty. Physical force, such as beatings,

was used during an interrogation. By the time the accused

appeared before the war tribunal, he hadbecome totally apathetic

to everything around him and had even begun to believe the

interrogator's promises.

I think there were 17 people in our group.There was an artist,

an invalid, who was accused ofmaking a very good replica of an

official stamp. Balodis, a medical student, was ontrial for treason-

able thoughts such as «Whatwould happen if the rostrums on

Victory Square were blown up?» He had spoken about it to an

ex-soldier of the Latvian Legion3. Both of them were given the

2 Andrei Vishinsky, 1883-1954, was Foreign Ministerof the USSR in 1940-1954.

3 Latvian Legion - legion of
young conscripted Latvians set up by the Nazi

Germanoccupation forces in Latvia in 1943 tohelp them in their war effort on

theEastern front.
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deathpenalty. As we found out later, it was carried out. Jekabsons

and his son were accused of aiding bandits. On theirway to work

in the forest, they had bought some bread on their ration cards,

about one and a half loaves of black bread. Some men with ma-

chine guns had come out of the forest and demandedthe bread.

The Jekabsons had not resisted the partisans, thereforethey had

aided and abetted them. Jekabsons senior received 7 years in a

hard labour camp and a further 3 years disenfranchisement and

exile. He served his sentence in Kolyma with me.

However, the nucleus of the group seemedto consist offormer

Latvian soldiers in the German army. After Germany's capitula-

tion, they knew how brutally the USSR treated prisoners ofwar.

They were also convinced that the USA would take advantage of

the extremely serious food shortage in the USSR and demand a

restoration of Latvia's independence, for the USA didnot recog-

nise Latvia's incorporation into the USSR. So in summer, a group

of soldiers my brother had fought with in the war, went into hid-

ing in the forests. They picked berries and cut hay for the local in-

habitants, and in that way obtainedenough food to survive. Time

passed, but there was no sign of the longed-for freedom, because

the then president of America acceded to all of Stalin's demands

and not to the wishes of the Prime Ministerof England.

In the winter of 1945/46 my brother Voldemars occasionally
visited me. He toldme that he was working ona privately owned

farm in Jurmala.

Spring came in all its splendour, but without the political

changes everyone had eagerly been waiting for. People were still

being hunted down, Chekists and war tribunals were kept busy.
They got great help in their work from the large contingent of

Party organs.
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During the trial it was revealed that Berzins, a member of our

group, had a diary. It contained descriptions ofwar-time events at

the front. This was the pretext for arresting all the members of the

group. My brother, for example, was sentenced mainly for ob-

structing the Red Army's battle operations. The incident was de-

scribed in the diary as follows: under my brother's leadership,
communicationlines were being installed, when suddenly they

had seen Russian soldiers approaching, and my brother had given

the order to take up battle positions. They had repulsed the at-

tack. My brother was sentenced to 15 years' hard labour. Berzins,

the author of the diary, had given it to a girl he was seeing, but

later had started going out with another girl. The diary was

handed over to the Cheka in revenge for his unfaithfulness.At

the trial, Berzins was called as a witness against the other mem-

bers of the group. When asked which of the accused he knew, he

said he had never seen me before. So the charge against me of be-

longing to thisgroupwas dropped,but thatofallowing my brother

to work on a privately owned farm remained. Out of love for my

brother I had tried to save him from a fate that befell many

partisans - they were shot, or at best loaded onto cattle wagons

and transported to an unknown, distant destination.That was

also why only a small number ofpartisans sought amnesty. The

government of Soviet Latvia published calls in newspapers to

those who were living illegally, promising that they wouldn'tbe

triedif they registered voluntarily, but of course the Cheka acted

according to Stalin's and Beria's instructions. The manager ofthe

privately run farm was sentenced to 10 years' hard labour for

employing several former partisans.

The tribunal, i.e. a triumvirate, consultedfor a few minutes,

andthenread theverdict (probably prepared beforehand) that the
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accused were guilty as charged. The punishment varied: between

3V2 and 10 years in a corrective labour camp; between 15 and

25 year hard labour; and two people were sentenced to death.

Everyone received a copy of the sentence (with dates adjusted).
After the sentences were read, the ones who had got a death sen-

tence were handcuffed, the rest returned to Central Prison under

heavy guard. We were put into a cell in a special section. Any

appealagainst the verdict had to be written the following day.
Most sentences were considerably reduced onappeal. Mine was

decreased from 10 to 7 years, and my brother's 15 years' hard

labourwere reduced to 10 years in a labour camp. In addition,

every person convicted was givenadditionalpunishment - exile

and disenfranchisementfor several years. All the accused had

a defence lawyer. Mine was a woman by the name ofUdre. She

only pointed out that I was young and could still reform, and for

that reason requested that I be given a light sentence.

In the cell for the convicted was a table, benches and metal

cots. During the day the cots were foldedagainst the wall. There

were not enough of them, so I slept onthe floor.On the whole,

this cell was exactly like the previous one.

Once a month, with the prison supervisor's permission, we

were allowedvisits by our relatives, but we had to notify them

about the time of the meeting. The meetingtook place in a special

room separated by two wire barriers. A guard would walkbetween

the barriers and listen to the conversations attentively. Several

conversations were going on at the same time. They lasted about

10 or 15 minutes. They were gloomy.
Searches were frequently carried out in the cells. If a razor

blade or some other metal object was found hidden away and

the guilty person did not own up, all the cell prisoners were
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punished - visits and parcels were forbidden for two weeks or

evena whole month.

Prisoners cleaned the prison and distributedthe bread rations

in the morning. The bread was put outside single cells, i.e. those

occupied by prisoners sentenced to death. However, if no bread

was to be put outside oneof these cells, it meant that the person

had been shot during the night. On these occasions several cells

were usually empty. We could tell the number of people shot by
the empty cells. We wouldbe very depressed for many days.

There was a chess set in the cell, which was used all day long.

We could borrow books from the prison library. But chess, books

and letters were not enough to make our day interesting. We knew

that our familieshad also been «sentenced», and that it was even

more difficult for them.

One day carpenters were requiredand I volunteered. The task

was making chairs. The quotacould be exceeded and we worked

in three shifts. The workers were accommodated in a separate

room, where we slept ondouble bunks equipped with bedclothes.

We had our meals in the canteen and could shower after work.

More frequent visits by family members were also allowed.

During the visits we were separated by only onewire fence and

no-one listened in to our conversation.

My companions were from various walks of life. There was a

lawyer, a diplomat, a chess champion, a general, a war correspon-

dent, a captain and others. Quite a few were school students.

After work they had lessons given by convicted teachers.

Many among us were excellent chess players and competitions

were often organised, but, because players changed so often, it

was never clear who the winner was. I played in my free time,

too, and read books. There was a well-stocked library in the
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prison. Books could be sent in to us, but they were not to be taken

out. We were not paid for the work done, and meals consisted of

the usualprison food.

At the beginning of February I received a letter from my wife

telling me that she had had twins - a son, Andris and a daughter,

Ilze. I was very happy about the arrival ofour first-born children,

but atthe same time miserablethat I wouldn'tbe able to help bring
them up. My mother-in-law had died shortly before they were

born. Her deathhad upset Herta, my wife, very much, as now she

was alone in the apartment with the children. Naturally she was

overwhelmedby grief for her mother, who had been by her side

during this difficulttime. But in her letters to me she spoke ofa

fairly normal future,which was meant to stop me from worrying.

The spring of 1947 arrived. One sunny day we were ordered to

gather ourbelongings and line up in the yard. We were herdedto

the Skirotava station and loaded onto cattlewagons that hadbeen

prepared beforehandfor transporting prisoners. Some ofus had to

lie on the floor, others on the shelves. We were crammed in like

sardines in a can. A crowd gathered near the train. They must have

found out we were being deported. We all tried to write a note to

our relatives. Although we'd had to leave paper and writing

implements in Central Prison, I had kept the stub ofa pencil, as

had the other deportees. But we had troublefinding paper, so we

wrote on cigarette paper. The notes were thrown out through the

small barred window. When the train had departed, the people

whohad «seenus off» had picked themup and delivered or mailed

them onthat same day. Thank you, kind people!
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CROSSING THE BORDER

We did not talk, for every one of us was leaving loved ones

behindand the memories of days gone by. We did not know what

the future held for us orour relatives. Such were the thoughts that

occupied each ofus.

Three soldiers «visited» us onthe very first night. They made

us move to one end of the wagon and very carefully examined the

area vacated as well as our clothes. They banged on the walls, the

floor and the ceiling with hammers. The wagon was checked in

this fashion every night. The wagons were not lit except with a

torch during these checks. The train had a kitchen, and we were

fed fairly regularly, but poorly. We travelled through larger towns

at night. Molotov (now called Perm) was anexception. School-

children and their teachers «welcomed» us there. The boys

attempted to teach us a lesson by throwing stones, someof which

flew in through the small windows. Luckily there wereno casual-

ties. The teachers gave directionsand the rest yelled, «Death to

the fascists, death to the murderers!» That was the only time

during the journey that we were treatedin this way.

As the train travelledon, we saw that the Soviet postwar «agri-

cultural machinery* was hard at work in the fields - one woman

guiding a plough, two pulling it. Here and there oxen were work-

ing. The greatest surprise were the numerous camps and houses

without any trees or bushes around them. We couldn'tunder-

stand why there were no fruit trees or flowerbeds, orwhy gardens

weren't fenced in.

This was most obvious beyond the Ural Mountains. Our route

was Riga - Molotov- Sverdlovsk - Omsk - Novosibirsk - Krasno-

yarsk - Irkutsk - Komsomolsk on theAmur River, and the port of
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Vanino. Once during the journey we were taken to a communal

bath-house, in Irkutsk, I think.

On its way aroundLake Baikal, thetrain passed through a dark

tunnelfor several minutes. At first we couldn't understand why

day had suddenly turned into night. In Komsomolsk the whole

train was ferried across the Amur River. On the other side ofthe

river, two locomotives pulled the train up the hill. Japaneseprison-

ers ofwar are said to have built this stretch of the railway. A large
numberof them died there.

In Vanino we wereput into campbarracks. It was there that we

first got to know the «blatnye» 4, animals in the guise of human

beings. They were well fed and clothed, and hand in glove with

the camp administrationand guards. The members of this gang

were criminals. In the Vanino camp, the prisoners were to be put

into groups and sent to Magadan in the Kolyma region. The «blat-

nye» first ofall went through the clothes and pockets ofevery de-

portee, in fact undressed us. Then they tossed back some rags.

They took away the photographs ofour family members, fiancees

and so on. Ifanyone showed even the slightest displeasure, he

was «softened» right there in front of everyone - one of them

seized the victim by the head, anotherby the legs, lifted himup

and threw himon his back on the floor. This was done a number

of times. After that they jumped on the victim's stomach. There

were also vicious fights between the «blatnye» and the political

prisoners. The formeralways won because the supervisors and

guards weretheir accomplices.

People of different nationalitieswere in this transit prison -

Latvians, Estonians, Lithuanians, Ukrainians, Byelorussians,

4 In Russian slang,blatnye means «hardened criminals».
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Kabardins, Chinese, Japanese, and several Russians. In Magadan

we were joined by Kazakhs, Armenians, Tatars, Germans from the

Volga region, Azerbaidjanis and other nationalities.It seemed as

ifthe inhabitantsof all the countries onthe planet were enjoying

the hospitality of prison camps.

After being given rations of herrings and bread for five days,

we were driven on foot to the port, where we were put onboard

the «Hercogs Jekabs», a cargo ship Latvians were familiar with.

Now the ship was named «Sovetskaya Latvia». It took a long time,

frommorning till evening, to load thousands of prisoners onto

the ship. It was overcrowded, the heat unbearable,the air stifling

and the room poorly lit. Iwouldnever have imagined that I would

be travelling in such conditions onindependentLatvia's most

modern dieselship.

We had been travelling for many hours when we were woken

by the shaking of the ship. We thought it was taking in water. It

turnedout that it had run aground and had developed a leak. It

couldn't move off the shallows under its own steam. Help arrived,

our ship was set afloatand taken back to the Vanino port, where

after two days it was repaired and our journey to Kolyma could

continue. We were told that enough food and water had beenput

on board. This proved to be untrue - there was no extra food. For

eight days we had to make dowithrations that were meant for five

days. We survived, of course, but lost a lotof weight. On board the

ship we wereagain frisked and cleanedout. The deadwere thrown

overboard, to be devoured by sharks. We arrived in Magadan

starving and suffering froma lack of fresh air.

It had been warm when we leftVanino,but here it was still

winter. A vehicle with footwear and clothing was waiting for us,

because many were wearing nothing but sports shorts. Once more
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we were in a transit camp withnew footwearand clothes, but be-

fore we had time to try them on, the «blatnye» had us wearing

rags. After a few days we wereput into groupsand taken to labour

camps. Our group was transported in a coal truck with anuneven,

dirty floor. We were packed into this tin box like sardines. We

had to sit down on a shouted command; however, a third re-

mained standing, for there was not enough room. It was a sunny

day and the heat in the tin box grew unbearable. It seemed as if

wehad been travelling for a long time, but finally the truck stopped
arid we were let out into the fresh air. Nevertheless, some had lost

consciousness. They were carried out and water was poured

straight on theirheads. We were given some water to drink. The

journey continueduntil the evening. The night was spent in a

transit camp. Whilea meal was being prepared, most of us were

sound asleep and food no longer mattered.

The journey continued the next morning. We spent that night
in the port town of Neru, where again we had a wash in a bath-

houseand were given some clothes. After resting for a day, we set

off for the coalmining camp of Pokrishkin, 200 kilometres
away.

The rations for the three-day walk were a couple of salted her-

rings and some salty bread. An exhausting trek in the Siberian

taigabegan. The convoy guardexplained that we had to reach our

destination in four days but, if we arrived earlier, we wouldbe

able to rest for a day.
Thatevening we were offered a rest on the other side ofa dis-

tant hill. Itwasn't far, we were told. We trudged on and on, but

didn'tget any nearer. When we reached the top, we felt really

cold, for there was snow on the ground and a strong wind was

blowing. Fortunately it was warm and pleasant at the foot of the

hill. We broke off some branches and lay down on them (the
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ground was still cold). We hidwhat bread we still had so that it

wouldn'tbe stolen, because in Neru we had seenmany prisoners,

who were being transported in stages from camp to camp, ex-

change their rations for tobacco. We weren't allowed to rest for

long. When we got up, none ofthe men from the Baltic countries

had a crumb of bread left. The smokers were grinning, eating

breadand sniggering at our «misfortune». We, the victims, felt

twice as hungry. This base act was not the work of the «blatnye».
The thieves' deftness was impressive, but that didn't help our

empty stomachs.

Some prisoners gotdiarrhoea.At the start ofour trek they were

allowed to fall behind and relieve themselves, but later onthe

healthy ones continued ontheir way while a sick man stayed be-

hindwith a guard. It seemed thathe knew what fate awaited him,

because he implored the others not to leave him. Soon after, the

echo of a shotresounded in the taiga, and after a few minutes the

guard rejoined the column. The size of our group decreased in

this way by several prisoners. Even today I think I canhear those

piteous cries. The memory will probably never fade.

Exhausted, starving and depressed, we arrived at the Pokrishkin

prison camp. Our spirits liftedslightly whenwe were given a meal.

We noticed that theconstructionof the camp was not finished. We

were organised into work brigades and allocated barracks. These

had doublebunks and tiny windows without panes. We had to

sleep on rough-hewn boards. No sleeping mats, blankets, pillows

orbedclothes were issued. We slept in twos- one person's clothes

were used to sleep on, the other's to cover ourselves with. We had

no underwear,that hadbeen taken fromus on the way here.

The temperature at night fell to below zero, but rose to well

above that during the day. Breakfast was in the canteen. We had
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to stand outside the door in the cold for at least anhour until it

was our turn. Then in separate work brigades and according to a

list, we were taken straight to work. As you went out through the

gate, you had to say your surname, given name and patronymic in

Russian, and likewise on your return to the camp. We were under

strict guard both in the camp and outside.

If there were three shifts, those on day shift would make a de-

tour ofa couple ofkilometresand take some building materials or

firewoodback to the camp. In the first week we were given short

rations because in Neru we had received food for five days, but

had reached Pokrishkin in three. This did not add to our capacity

to work, in fact we were soon not able to work at all. The rations

varied according to the work done. Quite frequently the brigade
leaderauthorised a person he liked to be given more food than

someonewho worked harder.Our job was to take wheelbarrows

with ore along narrow planks to a gold-panning installation.

Those who had used up all their energy reserves were given

lighter work, usually carrying firewood, helping on a construc-

tion site, or they wouldbe put in the clinic to recover.

The brigade leader had one or two helpers, who followedhis

orders and taught workers a lesson if he thought they weren't

working hard enough. Thebeatings were merciless. I remember

one occasion when oneof us was stripped naked and doused

with water. We had been on night shift. Because the nights here

were cool and there were countless mosquitoes, that night was

most likely the last onthis earth for the «punished»man.

Occasionally, when the equipmentwas out of order, we scoured

the areafor gold. Ifwe were lucky enough to find a nugget and hide

it from the convoy guard, there was a chanceof getting a bowl of

soup or even a kilo of bread from the camp cook. Sometimes he



Memories That Do NotFade

231

would throw in a ladlefulof gruel. Usually you couldget a bowl of

soup or gruel for a 20 g nugget,and a kilo ofbread for a 100 g nugget.

August days werevery hot withtemperatures risingabove 35°C.

During this month the sun did not set, it was the Arctic day. The

end of September brought rain and snow. Mittens hadn'tbeen

supplied yet, so we usedto comeback to the camp soakedthrough
and cold. In these conditionseveryone was soon worn out. If any-

one lost consciousness even a couple of kilometres from the

camp, itmeant a farewell to this world. I also had such anexperi-

ence, but fortunately it happened near the camp gate. When I had

recovered a little after being unconscious for two days, I was

assigned to the firewood brigade. Snow had already fallen and it

was getting colder. We were living in a tent that was packed in

with snow. Inside, a fire was constantly keptburning in anempty

kerosene drum, yet the temperaturewas around zero. We were

given winter clothing - padded jackets, mittens,a winter hat and

felt boots. They were second-hand and well worn.

Because of a lack of vitamins,I suffered from scurvy. My knees

ached dreadfully. As long as they just ached but were not swollen,

no leave fromwork was given. My teeth became loose also. A

syrupy, disgusting infusionofpine needles was given for scurvy.

It was compulsory to drink it before lunch. After taking this dose

of «vitamins», you perspired so heavily that your whole body

was soaked.

Eventually I was recognised as being ill. I was given the job of

watchman in the first-aid clinic. The work was easy. I had to

make surethat nounauthorisedperson entered the clinic at night.

In addition to the pine needle infusion, I got a spoonful of cod

liver oil every day. Soon I was consideredfit enoughto work in

the firewoodbrigade.



Karlis Kalnins

232

Many people suffered from diarrhoea, which usually caused

death because there was no medicine that could save the debili-

tatedprisoners. The medical staffconsisted ofpolitical prisoners.

They were experts in their field, but there was no medicine.

Each day the numberof patients to be discharged was deter-

minedby the camp authorities. Quite often smokers exchanged
theirbread ration for cigarettes, and that finished them off fast.

Our dying «army» was constantly replaced by «brothers» of

various nationalities.

There were a lotofbedbugs in thebarracks. We couldn't sleep at

night, despite scattering so much naphthaleneonour beds that they

were white. When the cold weatherset in, blankets were issued,

but we still had no bedclothes or underwear. As our strength

petered out, we could no longer meet the work quota,and so the

foodrations were decreased. Soon I had no energyagain and was

utterly spent. We didn'tgo out to work because the harsh Kolyma
winter with temperaturesbetween -50°Cand -60°Chad set in.

For the first time in my life I experienced the Arctic night.

I was moved into the barracks for the non-working prisoners.

With each passing day, food rations became poorer. The room

was heated only twice a day, once when the doctors were doing
the rounds, and the second time when a check was carried out.

An empty drumwith a flue stood in the middle of the barrack. It

was filled with firewood, or rather twigs that, when lit, gave

out intense heat withina few minutes. The room would become

pleasantly warm. But no sooner had it warmed up than it cooled

down again, and we felt warm for ten minutes twice a day. The

rest ofthe time the temperature was either around or below zero.

We slept on two metalbeds, four people on each. Two mattresses

and one blanket were used to lie on, and threeblankets and two
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mattresses were used to cover ourselves. Going to the toilet was

very unpleasant - we went naked, gropingalong the walls.

Our food rations consisted of about a glassful of water and

200 g - 300 g of a «soup» that contained nothing but a couple of

cabbage leaves and no fat at all. Once a week 300 g ofbread made

from soya flourwere doledout. We were starving and totally ema-

ciated. Only one thing was on ourminds - how to get enough food.

When theArctic night ended, the food improved, although we

still didn'thave to go out to work. We were givenoatmealbread

and oat grain porridge, and there was no shortage ofherrings. We

gotall the rations that had been withheldduring the winter.

Work in the mines began. While the ground was still frozen,

the ore containing gold was brought to the surface. The shafts

were located deep down and were several kilometres long. Work

there stopped only when the temperature above ground was

-50°Cor lower. Miners received better clothing and food.

Spring comes suddenly in Kolyma. By 1948 I was working pro-

gressively less in the shafts, and the following winter and spring

I was often ill. I had lost a lotof weight, so the doctors decidedto

send me to hospital in Debina, which was on the leftbank of the

Kolyma River. There I was diagnosed as having a large number of

spots on my lungs (silicosis) andas showing signs of tuberculosis.

I was transferred 700-800 km south-east of Pokrishkin. It was

much warmer there. I rapidly recovered and, as was latercon-

firmed, my lung conditionwas no longer life threatening.

One night we felt the hospital rocking and heard a muffled

rumble.The next morning the walls had cracks in them and some

doors wouldn't close. An earthquake had struck during the night.

Prisoners as well as the other inhabitants ofKolyma were treated

in the hospital. Most of the doctors were free citizens, only a few
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tor-in-charge. On his walks he had noticed, he said, that I was a

good chess player, and invitedme to be his partner. We became

friends, and every day I had to play several games, during which

he treated me to some good food and fresh milk. This went on for

more than a month, until late oneevening the doctor-in-charge at

the time «visited» us. Apparently she had forbiddenmy partner to

play chess. Thatnight she had noticed the light in the doctor's

room and thinking that he was feeling ill, had hastened to check

onhim. The following morning I was discharged from hospital
and assigned to work again. I had to join a group ofEstonians who

were making cane furniture.It was good there.

One day all those who had ever held a scythe in theirhands

were signed up. I was included on this list. Apparently the hospi-
tal kept cows, and fodderfor the winter had to be prepared for

them. A couple of days later we were taken to some place, under

convoy guard, ofcourse. Some free citizens, representatives from

the hospital, were among us, too. We were offloadedon the bank

of the river, in the middleof a sweeping meadow. One of us was

given the job of cooking.

We lived in tents. The weather was warm. To at leastpartly

repel themosquito attacks, we worked withgloves on and covered

our faces with mosquito netting. In our spare time we sat around

a camp fire - the mosquitoes didn't like the smoke. As in the

camp, there were inspections in the evenings, but for the rest of

the time someonefromthe hospital supervised us and allocated

tasks. There wasn't enough food, yet we weren't starving. In all

the time I spent in labour camps,
the period while I was in hospi-

tal andmaking hay has remainedin my memory as the best.
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VORKUTAIN THE SUMMER OF 1953

Jānis Zīle

JanisZile was born in 1928 into anold farmingfamily in the district

ofKoceni. He attended the local primary school and commenced

high school in Cesis. During the Second World War he and his par-

ents sought refuge in Kurzeme as the Russian front approached.On

returning to their home after the war, the village soviet did not allow

them to return to theirancestral property. Years ofhaving to move

from place to place in Latvia began. Zile was able to return to high

school with the help ofhis uncle, who paid the school fees. In 1949,

Zile wasarrestedand sentenced by default to 10years imprisonment.

His «crime»: being a memberofan illegal students' literary group.

The sentence passed onhim prohibited Zilefrom ever undertaking

any writing. He served hissentence in the mines of Vorkuta. In 1956

he was released and allowed to return to Latvia. In that same year,

Zile enrolled in the ValmieraYoungWorkers Evening College and, in

1958, in the Science faculty of theRiga Institute of Technology. After

graduating, he worked successfully in the paint manufacturing indus-

try, and his research was nominatedforthe «Prize of theRepublic».

Although he received a certificate ofpatent (No. 234 3383)forhis in-

vention,he never received this prize. He changed jobs and was also

awarded a certificate ofpatent (No. 573012)forhis new research

project into the production methodsof anti-cancer drugs. In 1974,
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he lost his sight in a work-related accident, but partially regained

his ability to see after eight years. Disregarding the conditionofhis

sentence not to publish any literary works, he entereda competition

forshort stories and was awardedsecond prize. Atpresent, Zile lives

in Riga and receives an invalid pension.

VORKUTA INTHE SUMMER OF 1953

Father, do not forgive them their sins,
for they knew very well what they were doing.

August in Vorkuta that year was surprisingly warm and sunny.

Stalin was dead, Beria had been shot, and yet, not one thing in

Vorkuta had changed. In just the same way as it had been done

twenty years earlier, columns ofnumberedprisoners, surrounded

by convoys of guards and their dogs, set off for work in the mine

shafts and returned to the camp to receive their piece of bread

and watery soup. In just the same way as it had been shouted out

twenty years earlier, the leaderof the convoy warned the prison-

ers setting out for the day's work: «A step to the left or a step to

the right and the guards will shoot without warning.»

Twenty years had passed. A strange anniversary.

In 1933, the first groups ofprisoners had arrivedat Vorkuta from

Intlaga to begin construction of the mineshafts. Everything visible

in 1953 had been constructed by the bare handsof prisoners, on

thebones of the dead. According to the old «zeks» (prisoners), the

construction ofthe Vorkuta-Kotlasarailway alone had cost the lives

ofone and ahalfmillionprisoners. But it is impossible to estimate

how many more prisoners had lost their lives in the construction

of the Vorkuta mines and other projects. That number is known
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only to God, the NKVD, and the Party. The old zeks of Vorkuta

tell that the dead are so many that they cannot be counted; the

whole tundra is strewn with theirbones.

In the beginning, both criminals and political prisoners served

their sentences in the Vorkutaprison camps. In 1947, the criminals

were moved out of Vorkuta and special units called «rechlags»
were established in theirplace; these «rechlags» had a regime so

strict that it was guaranteed to put a stop to any form of free

thought.

Nevertheless, the prisoners ofVorkuta had neverbeen peace-

ful and obedient.In 1946,the prisoners of the two eastern region

camps, under the leadership of two colonels, rebelled and cap-

tured the arms of their guards. Fighting their oppressors, they

began to make their way towards a passage which cuts through

the Ural Mountains,so as to reach Siberia and start a rebellion

there. Unreal?Fantastic? Yes, but a drowning man will clutch at

even a straw. The battle raged all summer, the government of the

USSR even enlisted the help of the air-force. The fighting ended

only after the last zek had beenkilled.

In 1947, the prisoners of Camp No. 506 refused to go to the

mines. The camp was surroundedby army and Interior Ministry

troops. All of the prisoners were shot dead.

In 1948,the women ofKirpichnaya Camp No. 1 went onstrike.

About 5000 women were stripped naked and then shot on the

banks of the Vorkuta River. The first companyassigned to carry

out this execution had refusedto shoot. They were disarmed and

themselves shot on the outskirts of Vorkuta.

This shows that, although prisoners were generally not held at

the one camp for very long, this didnot deter themfrom becom-

ing united.
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And so, in 1953 at Vorkuta, four months after the death of

Stalin, everything remained the same: the dogs, the convoys, the

«citizen supervisors» and the famine. Only the informerswere

missing. What had happened to the infamous informers, the

«wankers», crooks and bastards and the rest of the riff-raff? They

were all dead andburied.Many of themhadkilled one another in

battles for supremacy, the rest had beenkilled by those they had

oppressed. And so, in 1953, the «air» in the camps had been

cleared. This, then, was the political situationin the camps of

Vorkuta before the general strike began.

But first, a few detailsabout the inhabitantsof the camps. The

so called «biomass» of the camps of Vorkuta consisted chiefly of

Western Ukrainians - about60%, Baits - about30%, with the re-

maining 10% comprised of many nationalities:Volga Germans,

Poles, Georgians, Tajiks and so on. Therewere so few Russians at

the Vorkuta camps that they couldbe counted on the fingers of

onehand. The Russian prisoners explained that this was because

thenew post World War II wave ofrepression had affected mainly
the newly conquered territories (the Western Ukraine, the Baltic);

only a few Russians had managed to survive the first wave ofre-

pression, which had occurred mainly in Russia. That may well

have been true, since life at the camps was worthless.

It is difficultto say how the general strike began. All the mines

at Vorkuta seemed to cease production simultaneously. One fine

day, about fifty camps simply refused to go to work. This was not

because of the will ofGod, or any directive of the KGB, or even a

result of any action taken by the Party. It was entirely the result of

the actions of the prisoners.

Here are some statistics about the labourcamps of Vorkuta. In

1953, each of the camps of Vorkuta housed 5000 prisoners.

Multiply this numberby the number of camps: 50, and the result
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is two hundredand fifty thousandsouls. Consequently, in August,

1953, these 250,000 prisoners simultaneously began a political

strike, demanding freedom.Work ceased in the coal mines and at

the brick works, at the lime kilns and the cement works; in fact,

everywhere where the prisoners were used as slave labour, pris-

oners laid down their tools and refused to work. What were the

economic repercussions to the Soviet Union as a result of this

strike? Enormous losses were the result. At the time, 25 coal mines

producing 45,000tons ofhigh quality coal and coke essential for

the metal industry, were operating at Vorkuta. All of these mines

were now at a standstill. At the railway stations, the number of

unloadedtimber wagons increased, and so did the number of

empty wagons meant to transport the coal to various destinations.

And if that was not bad enough, the «bosses» were left without

anyone to clean their offices or living quarters. Neither they, nor

their wives, had ever donethis type of work themselves. Such

jobs were for the prisoners. It was a nationaldisaster!

How had this situation been allowed to come about? Each

camp had been completely isolated. Only two letters a year were

allowedand these carefully censored. There were checks at the

gates, searches in the barracks. And yet, the seemingly impossi-

blehad occurred. Whenand how had a system of intercommuni-

cation betweenthe camps developed? Yet, such a network existed

and functioned.

At this time I was at YachagaLabour Camp. From our camp

we could see not only TEC-2, the camp ofMine No. 29, but also

the so-called «LittleCamp», renownedfor its rigorousconditions.

The inmates of this latter camp were not even allowed to work,

but were locked in theirbarracks at all times. Lastly, we could

also see the camp of Mine No. 7, which was just an arm's length
fromus.
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THE STRIKE

On the first day of the strike not much happened. The authorities

were shocked, presumably waiting for directives fromabove about

what action to take. The prisoners presented their demands to the

authorities. They were nothing special. We did not even ask to be

set free. We asked for a representative of the USSR government to

visit us at the camps, so that the government couldbe madeaware

of our working and living conditions, as well as our personal

grievances. However, such anact was unprecedented. The prison-

ers had daredto demand. This was an act of impudencenever

before experienced in the history of the «empire».

From the moment the strike was proclaimed, the responsibil-

ity for its internal organisation was undertakenby a strike com-

mittee made up ofrepresentatives ofall the nationalities.On their

part, the authorities retaliatedwith economic sanctions, namely,

disconnecting the supply of drinking water to the camps and im-

posing a punishment regime-that is, 300 grams of bread a day.
Full stop. Still, an order to remove all bedding and other items

fromthe barracks was not issued, since they knew very well that

such an order wouldbe ignored. The situation with the supply of

food was more serious. There was no bakery at our camp. Bread

was transported daily from the village of Mine No. 7 in a cart

pulled by a black and white ox; the camp authoritiescould give

us as much as they pleased. The situationwas the same with the

supply of water, which was pumped to us from a lake adjacent to

the village.
Theauthorities madetheir first counter-move that night. We

committeda tactical error. The barracks were always locked after

the evening roll call and unlocked only in the morning. We

had allowed this to continue even now. The guards seized the
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opportunity during the couple of hours of darkness to, one by

one, unlock the barracks and seize the presumed leaders of the

strike.

During the night, reinforcements had also arrived -

army divi-

sions which had been stationedat Vorkuta. Row upon row ofwell

armed soldiers surrounded the camp, machine guns had been

positioned in the guardtowers, grenade launchers set up in the

surrounding fieldsof the tundra.

Terrifying? No. For some reason all of the army, all of their

arms did not frighten us. We had become accustomed to them.

After discovering what had happened during the night, we de-

mandedthe release ofour friends. The punishment cell in which

they had been imprisoned was situated in the southern corner of

the camp, close to the fence. A machine gun manned by the acti-

vities supervisor of the camp, Senior Lieutenant Atrashkevitch,

hadbeen placed on the other side of the barbed wire fence.

There was hardly any warning. As a matter of fact none.

Atrashkevitch was not an officer who talked to zeks. He probably

consideredthis to be beneathhis dignity.

«Disperse!»

But before we had time to react, thecommand «Fire!»rang out,

and he had shot his pistol, aiming it at the nearest zek.

Immediately, machine gun firebegan. Every pair of hands in

which the authorities had placed a weapon joined in. Luckily for

us, the guards manning the machine gun opposite the punish-

ment cell firedabove our heads, so that when Atrashkevitch him-

self grabbed control of the machine gun, we were already flat on

the ground. Fierce fire continued to cut through the camp for

about ten minutes. No-oneknew who gave the commandto cease

firing. It definitelywas not Atrashkevitch.
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After the firing stopped, an eerie silence enveloped the camp.

From time to time it was interrupted by the cries for help from

the injured and by the moansof the dying.

Once again we were on our feet. If anyone had at this moment

shouted ((Brothers, forward!»we wouldhave undoubtedly thrown

ourselves recklessly onto the barbed wire and met with certain

death. Luckily there was no such cry. Our officers quickly re-

established discipline. We were gnashing our teeth in anger and

in helplessness, but quickly submitted to their command. This

saved us from needless death.

In silence we picked up our deadandtook themto the morgue.

The injured were taken to the hospital. Only then did we dry our

tears. The dead numberedeight, the injured about thirty.

This sacrifice, however, had not been in vain. In all of the com-

motion, someone had managed to throw open the punishment

cell door and our comrades were once again among us. We had

also learned a lesson. We immediately removed the bars fromthe

doors ofthe barracks. Now they couldno longer be locked.

When time came to do the evening shift in the mines, we chose

our own people to go out. And so a group of specially chosen

«commandos» managed to seize control of the mine's explosives

depots. Theauthorities had forgotten to guard these. Now wehad

the trump card and brazenly put it onthe table.

«If you use arms against us again, we will blow up the mines!»

We understood that the first to die would be our own com-

mandosand, after them, the rest ofus. But this did not alarm any-

one. We were leadinga dog's lifeand no-one was going tohand us

anything on a platter. We had to help ourselves. Any feelings of

compassion, mercy, and love for fellow man were foreign to our

oppressors. One has to be terribly self-confidentto shove one's
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boot in the face of a kneeling zek for it to be polished. And the

citizen supervisors who didso wereall Party memberswho could

be trusted to carry out Party orders with pedantic precision.

The garrisonof Vorkuta was stationed between the camps of

Yachaga and Mine No. 7. The garrison was about fifty to sixty

metres fromthe fence ofour camp and, as a result, we had a clear

view of everything that went on there. The tundra is a barren

wasteland. There are no trees or large bushes to hide anything

from view. Indeed,no attempt was madeto hide anything from

us. We saw new troops arrive at the garrison, and then march out

singing as they went to initiate some new bloodbath. Whole

companies with dogs, light tanks, fireengines, and other equip-

ment had beenassembled there so that the rebellionof the slaves

of the 20th century couldbe suppressed with the least casualties.

The scene of dogs attacking and tearing flesh from live human

beings is unimaginable. Is that not insanity: to set dogs upon live

humans all the while singing «Wide and mighty is my native

land«?But that is a whole new story.

We had not yet buriedour deadwhen the rumour went around

that the Supreme Commander of the troops of the Interior,Hero

of the USSR, Lieutenant General Maslyennyikov had arrived at

Vorkuta bringing with him two battalions of crack troops. And al-

ready, we could see these very troops standing in strict formation

in front of the company's headquarters, receiving final orders

from the General.

It was about the tenth dayof the strike. Our deadwere buried.

Sent on their final journey with honour, to the sounds of Beetho-

ven's «Requiem». It was unheard of and unprecedented in the

history of Vorkuta for a zek to be laidto rest with such honour.

Surprisingly, the authorities allowedthis. Yes, it was about the
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tenth day of the strike. The State had not received half a million

tons of coal. The quarters of the commandantswere dirty from

floor to ceiling. The time had come for order to be restored.

The general's crack troops set out from the garrison to carry

out theirbattle orders. Maslyenynyikov and his men crossed the

Vorkuta River at the TEC-2 bridge and continued along the rail-

way line towards Mine No. 29. We could see everything clearly.

We followed their every movement.

Next, fire trucks drove out of the garrison and, after crossing

the river, continuedup the river bank near Mine No. 29.

«They will use water,» we reasoned, comforting ourselves

with the most simple and most logical ofall possible scenarios.

At about four o' clock, we heard the firstshots ring out from

that direction. These shots immediately turned into uninterrupted

machine gun fire. Then, it seemed like one minute... ten...

twenty... eternity.... At dusk the prisoners were driven out, into

the tundra. The general's battalion had taken control of Mine

No. 29. Sixty-six prisoners had been killed, five hundred injured.

This constitutedthe general's victory.

Was it just a chance battle? Was it a result of unforeseen

circumstances? No! It was a carefully planned operation. The

prisoners had been assembled at the gate of the camp and then

fired upon. The fire trucks had not been ordered there to douse

the prisoners with water as we had reasoned, but to wash away

theirblood. Later, one of Vorkuta's streets was namedafter the

general, in honour of his glorious action.

The situationwas critical. We were cut off from the rest of the

world. The authoritieshad evenmanaged to sever our local infor-

mation network. The effects of starvation were beginning to

weaken us. Threehundredgrams ofbread a day- a pitifully small
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amount. Somehow we had managed to get a littlewater. Itslowly-
accumulated in the reservoirs of the pipes. True, it was muddy,
but it was drinkable.

Afterthe fallofCamp No. 29 and TEC-2, our camp - the Yachaga
LabourCamp - was next in line. After long and heated debate we

decided to surrender. They treated us less harshly. Perhaps
because our commandos occupied the explosives depots.

The commanderofall of the camps ofVorkuta, Derevyenko, paid

us a visit to inform us that, uponour surrender, all ofour demands

wouldbe met. He read a telegram, presumably from Moscow, say-

ing that very soon a state commission would visit Vorkuta to exam-

ine our grievances. We werereminded ofthe slogan above the gates

of the camp «The Road to Freedom and Happiness is Honest Work

for the Good of the Motherlands and we were told that no-one

would be punished forparticipating in the strike.

We agreed. There was no other option if we wanted to stay

alive. We were extremely emaciated due to starvation and knew

what fate awaited us. Of course, we didnot believe theirother

promises.

And so the strike at Vorkuta ended. We had achieved a great

deal,but we had also achieved very little. The strike had proved

thatprisoners were able to unite. It had also shown that, after

Stalin's death, the Soviet system had not changed one bit with

regard to its respect for human rights. We were now convinced

that Stalin alone was not solely to blame for our misery. The

whole system was at fault, its inhuman structure and rules

upheld by the millions ofParty memberswho created it and were

prepared to commitany crime to defend it.

As expected, the authorities did not keep their word. Once

control over the camps had been regained, repressions began
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immediately. The prisoners who had been most active in the

strike were arrested and locked up in a hastily established hard

labour camp (No. 66). From there they were sent to Irkutsk prison.

Many were shot along the way, the rest sentenced to a year at

Vladimir Prison. Intensive interrogation and regrouping took

place at the camps. Those who took part in Vorkuta's first strike

were tried in the autumn of 1956, but the interrogations conti-

nuedwell into the eighties.

Yes. That all happened in Vorkuta. In the unusually warm

summer sunshineof 1953.
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THROUGH THE EYES OF A CHILD

Laima Stradiņa

Whenever I thinkof those March days, I feel an overwhelming

sense of loss and sadness for my beloved parents, our ruined

family home «Bulduri» and our shattered lives. Yet I consider it

my duty to testify to these events, if only to preserve the memory

ofmyparents and other Latvian farmers. Admittedly on 25 March,

1949 1, our family was spared deportation to distant Siberia,

nevertheless we lost everything that several generationshad labo-

riously and lovingly established, built and developed, with the

result that my parents spent their twilight years in a humble

dwelling far fromtheir place ofbirth.

There hadbeentalk of deportation since autumn. The adults had

grownmarkedly gloomy in the couple ofweeks before 25 March,

and although I, a mere eleven-year-old child, was not told any-

thing, I was aware of a certain tension in the air and whispered

conversations.

For quite a few weeks my father had been staying with rela-

tives in Riga, for someone must have warned him. He came back

to our homesteadon the last weekend before the deportation, but

1 25 March, 1949 - The largest mass deportationon any one day ofLatvians to

Siberia took place on this day. The Soviet regime deported 43,231 people.
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didn't sleep indoors. My parents didn't really believe that they

wouldbe deported, because Father wasn't regarded as a kulak

and had never participated in any organized activities either

during Latvia's independence or the German occupation. He had

always paid his taxes on time and donehis share of work for the

country. The communist regime had already seen to it that

10-hectare plots of landwere taken from our80-hectare property

and given to new settlers2, leaving us with 30 hectares. But

apparently the chairman of the local council had been exceed-

ingly diligent when making up the lists of those to be deported.

That Monday morning, as usual, I was taken to the Ropazi

school for the week. The school was 11 kilometres from our home.

Even though my parents knewabout the atrocities perpetrated by

the Russian army, it simply did not occur to them that a child

couldbe arrested and deported without its parents.

A few days later, rumour was goingaround that all vehicles in

the district had been requisitioned. The boarding school children

could only guessat the reasons. Though feeling uneasy, we went

to bed.

Around midnight a loud rumble woke us. The schoolyard was

full of trucks. We switched onthe light and everyone gotup. An

officer came in, told us to turn offthe light and go back to bed,

everything would be alright. The teacher, too, screamed at us to

turn off the light. There were forty ofus in the dormitory. Gradually

wecalmed down,got back intobed in thedarkness and fell asleep.

Everyone was woken up at about threeo'clock in the morning.
We all sat up in ourbeds. It was obvious that our teacher found it

2 New settlers
- Most of these wereRussians brought to Latvia as part of the rus-

sification policy and to fill the homes vacated by the deportees.
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very hard to walkaround the boarding school, waking the children

who were to be deported, but with fully armed soldiers beside her

she had no choice. And so she walked past the beds of her young

charges and stopped atthose singled out. Like everyone else, I was

hoping that they wouldn't stop at mine,but it was not to be.

The rest was likea nightmare - getting dressedand being helped

to pack my things. I think there were at least twenty-five of us.

The school cook madeus some hot cocoa. Later she was appa-

rently sacked for that. We said good-bye to each other, and that

was heart-breaking. Then we were lined up in pairs and marched

to the deportation centre. Soldiers with bayonets fixed walked in

front as well as behind us.

On a table at the centre was a big map withall the homes in

the county. From the corner ofmy eye I saw that our home was

circled in red, but I didn'tknow what that meant (I found out later

that they had gonethere,but none of those listed for deportation

had been at home.) I felt as if everything around me was collaps-

ing, but I couldn't cry. Even today I hardly ever shed tears.

The childrenwere put up in a small red brick building hous-

ing the Cheka areaheadquarters. It was located at a crossroads in

the centre of Ropazi. We were taken inside and told to sit down

ona bench. There were two rooms, where all the vehicles and

deportees from the county were registered. The district Party

organiser was also here. As soon as a truck arrived, we all went

outside to see whose family had been brought here. And so quite

soonmany childrenleft as they were taken away with the family.

By lunchtimeonly a few of us remained. I almost went with

some relatives because they said my motherhad been taken away

that morning and I would see her at the Ropazi railway station.

I remember I clamberedinto the truck, sat down on a bag of flour
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and was sitting there holding a clock, when the organiser saw me

andorderedme to get off, sayingI wasnot to go withstrangers. When

the next truck arrived, we were not allowed to go outside any more.

Perhaps that was for the best, for in that onethe women were crying

and the children, especially the littleones, were screaming. I recall

that in onetruck there was a child about IV2 years, another just a

few months old, but their mother was having trouble with her

heart. As arrested persons we were not permitted to go to the

pharmacy, but I think someone did bring her some medicine.

To my child's mind it seemed as ifthe world was coming to an

end or something horribleand irreversible was taking place, for

those trucks just kept coming. I was asked where my parents were.

I answered that they were in Riga and that was all I knew. I hon-

estly didn't know where they were. And so that evening, sitting all

alone in my coat among the Chekists, I envied the children who

had gone, because the most important thing to me at that moment

was being with my mother. While I was there, a driver who had

refused to take part in the deportation was brought in. As punish-

ment his family was fetchedand they wereall deported.

Radio sets andother belongings were piled into one of therooms.

I was allowed to sleep in a corneron the muddy floor. I spread out

my mother's shawl and fell asleep, but duringthe night the shawl

was pulled out. Someone neededit to wrap a radio, most ofwhich

had already vanished. And so I spent several days in this room,

watching people being taken away and their belongings stolen. The

tragedy ofRopazi was taking place right before my eyes. I don't re-

call eating anything duringthis time, and anyway food was not on

my mind. A soldier with a rifle accompanied me evento the toilet.

Then a distant relative came to claimme. She gave a written

guarantee that she would take responsibility for me. I was among
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people again. I could hardly eat anything. A week later a friend of

my father, Augusts Sleicers, arrived to take me to see Father, so

he said. I jumped at the offer. Unfortunately Sleicers liked his

drink and our «search for Dad» dragged out as he took me from

one county to another. I didn'tsee my fatheruntil autumn, for he

hid in the forest all summer. However, I was reunitedwith Mother

a couple of weeks later.

Being the only one at homethat fateful night, Mother had had

a terrible time. The dog had barked furiously at about oneor two

o'clock, she had got up and in hernightdress goneinto the land-

ing. She heard someone knocking onKapickis' (one of the new

settlers) window and speaking Russian. This Kapickis had lately

been looking very self-important, and because my parents sus-

pected him ofwatching them, they were afraid of him. The fact

that he hadn't been greeting them in the last few weeks also

seemed significant. And so Mother, barefoot, ran upstairs to ask

Ziedins, the pleasant new settler, to move the large wardrobe so

thatshe could hide in the space underthe roof, as had previously

been arranged. The Chekists came into the room on the ground

floorand noticed that a person had beensleeping in the bed. They

searched the sheds, stables and barns, and prodded everything

with their bayonets. The house was searched too, of course,

but it didn'toccur to them to look in the fourth space under the

roof. Despite searching and waiting for a week, they did not

find her.

When the Chekists had gone, the Ziedins family letMotherout

and gave her some clothes. She went to another homestead,

where she stayed in a barn for a few cold March days. Thenshe

walked many kilometres to a railway station and, muffledup to

look like a woodchopperand carrying a long saw in a coil, she
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caught a train toher relatives in Riga. When the passengers' docu-

ments were being checked, she pretended to be asleep.

My motherentered that space under the roof with dark hair

but came out with grey. She latersaid that those had been the

most awful days ofher life. Ofcourse if she had known that I was

arrested, she would have come out of hiding and we wouldhave

ended up in Siberia, but luckily she didn't think ofthat.

We didn't know what was goingto happen to us. Father was a

fugitive, we had been evicted fromour home and all our property

was confiscated. However, we were not blatantly persecuted, nor

were we sent to Siberia. I resumed going to theRopazi school, but

lost myposition as class captain. In other respects Iwas treatedwell,

although regarded as someone who had returned fromthe dead.

In autumn my father somehow managed to be officially regis-

tered in another county and finda job as farm labourer.He didn't

return to Ropazi until five years later, and that only for the tradi-

tional commemorative service at the cemetery.

Gradually myparents established a small farmelsewhere, even

helped theirchildren, yet they never forgot «Bulduri».Life went

onafter 1949,they worked, they laughed, but they wereno longer
the same people. Something within had been extinguished and

lost for ever. I never again saw them the way they had been in

«Bulduri». Was it perhaps the landscape, the air, the lake, the

land tilledby their forefathers, that had given them a different

poise and perspective onlife?

After 1993, when archives were opened, 3 we saw our names

on the list of the people to be deported, and also received a

3 When archives were opened - Some time into independence, the Latvian

Saeima (Parliament) decreed that the hitherto secret files of the former Soviet

regime, insofar as they were available, were to be opened.



Through the Eyes of a Child

description of the property confiscated. «Bulduri» had been

thoroughly plundered - the official inventory listed 7 small

earthenware bowls, 4 secondhand forks, 7 earthenware cups,

2 soup spoons, 16 plates, 2 tons of second-grade potatoes,

70 bottles, 8 bags and other small items. When I read that, I cried

withembarrassmentand humiliation.

Nowadays my family and I visit theRopazi graveyard, where

my belovedparents, brother and sister, and all my paternal and

maternalrelatives are buried.As I tidy the graves, I sometimes try

to imaginewhat our lives wouldhave been like if history had not

dealt so harshly with Latvia.

I would like to dedicate this account to all the children who

were sitting with me in that small red building in Ropazi that

March night.

23 March, 1996
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EXCERPTSFROM

«SUNSET ON THE YENISEY RIVER1"

Auseklis Helvigs

THE ELECTION

Red yet begrudging its warmth, the sun sank slowly behind the

taiga trees. The village of Lebedyev hid itself in a cold, foggy

mantle. The cold set in, fierce and long-lasting.
The horses returned from work covered with frost, icicles

hanging from their noses. The workers carting firewood, water

and hay hurried to unharness them so that they themselves could

seek some warmth indoors.

Soon the harnesses were hungup on hooks in the stablemen's

hut. A fire was burning in the tin stove, the tack was drying and

there was a strong smellof stable in the small room. I was used to

this smell. I threw a few blocks of wet birchwood into the stove

and hurriedto the stable. Thehorses were eating their hay quickly

as if someone was ready to take it away from them. I liked listen-

ing to themeating and snortingnow and then. Theold ones occa-

sionally stamped their exhausted legs, or rubbed their matted

sides against the stall.

1 The Yenisey River is oneof the great Siberian waterways. It is navigable dur-

ingthe ice-free period lasting less than six months.
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It was already dark. I couldnow run hometo have some turnip

soup for dinner. There was a profusion ofstars in the sky. It was

getting colder. Snow was crunching loudly underfoot. Sound car-

ries well in sub-zero temperatures - somewhere at the other end of

the village a door squeaked and a woman was cursing in a

high-pitched voice. You could hear the whimperofa dog in pain-

someone had probably given its ribs a massage with a lump of

wood, or had shown it where to go with a kick. Dogs had a hard

time, especially in winter. Rarely did their owners feed them

properly. Emaciatedand weak, they wandered around in the vil-

lage and ate whatever people left behind around the corner, for

there were no toilets. Yet they did useful work - harnessed, they

pulled boats and sleds with firewood in winter, and helped their

owners track animals.

I entered my hut enveloped in a white cloud of cold.When it

dissipated, I saw four ageingbelles, each sitting in a corner of the

warm room, and near the stove ona log the agitator, the village
teacher. Elections were near, and that evening a talk was to be

given about the technique of voting. Big deal, I thought, all
you

had to do was put your ballot paper into a box.

«Well, Helyves 2, are you ready to vote for candidate Agrafyona
Kirilovna for deputy?»

I replied that I did not wish to vote for Agrafyona, the senior

fisherwoman, who made fun of the Latvian girls working on the

nets, took theirblankets and never returned them. She decorated

the walls ofher room with these hand-wovenblankets. She sat in

the boat wearing shoes while the girls, walking barefooton the

gravelly bank, had to pull it.

2Helyves - The local people found it difficult topronounce the author's name.
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That evening in ourhut the teacher didn'tsay another word.

She got up quickly, arranged thebig shawl onher head,buttoned

her coat and left.

«You shouldn'thave said that,» a voice came from onecorner.

«What's going to happen now, son?» That was my mother's

voice fromanother corner.

I had no idea what was coming up.

I slurped down my turnip soup and went

to the stable to repair the horse equipment

for the next day. The shack was lit by a

home-made wick-light that flickered and

smoked. Now and then the corners of the

building cracked. That was the work of Jack

Frost. The fire in the stove was burning. It

was warm inside. I feltsleepy and lay down

on the bunk.

A wick-light.

The footsteps of someone coming in and a veritablecascade of

swearwords woke me from my snooze.I got the light burning

again. Durya Pavlovna, who was the kolkhoz office cleaner and

courier rolled into one, had come. Having stumbled over some

equipment in the dark, Pavlovna was trying to regain her vertical

stance. Without interrupting her cursing, she first of all lifted her

bottomhiddenin padded trousers, then finally was upright again.

«What's eatingyou at this hourof the night, Pavlovna?»

«The uncle who came from the regional office wants to see

you.»

«What, now? It's late, I'll go in the morning.»

«No, no, he says you have to come straightaway.»

Well, if the uncle wants to see me, he wants to see me. The

localpeople called anyone «uncle»who arrived fromthe regional
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centre, or any old vagrant who happened to find his way to our

village. I put on my padded jacket. What time could it be? Judging

A sleeveless

padded jacket.

by the position of the Big Bear, it was prob-

ably around midnight.

When I entered the office, the uncle was

sitting alone atthe chairman's desk, which

was covered with anold placard torn here

and there. The surface was spotted with

tiny holes burnt out with mahorka3 ciga-

rettes. On this tablecovering was also an

interesting pattern of purple ink blots,

proof that people using this table could

write. A kerosene lamp was burning onthe

table. Only the school and the small shop
had such lamps. Beside it was a pistol in

its holster. The stove had long since gone

out so the uncle had a sheepskin coat draped over his shoulders.

He was the regional appointee for the coming elections. I couldn't

make out his face because the smalloffice was full ofblue ciga-

rette smoke.

«Greetings,» I said.

«Ah, the agitator's here. Good, good.»

I said I wasn't an agitator and at present was working with

horses.

«I know, I know. I'm toldyou don't want to vote for Agrafyona
Kirilovna. Don't you

like her?»

I replied that Iwillbe happy to vote for other candidates.

3Mahorka [Nicotiana rusticana) is a coarse tobacco grown mainly in the

Ukraine.
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«So that's the situation. You... Vatsuklyst Andornovich4
...

Tell

you what. You can agitate the trees and animals in the taiga. Get

ready to go hunting in the taiga. The state needs pelts, they're our

soft gold. Don't forget to hand in your bread ration cards at the of-

fice tomorrow. You'll now be able to eat as much as you like -

you'll get money for the pelts.»

«But I haven't got a gun or suitable footwear,»I tried to protest.
«I hear a cow has died in the kolkhoz shed. I'll tell them tomor-

row to cut you a piece of the hide. You'llbe able to make yourself

some fine footwear. You have no gun, you say? Well you're not

getting one. We can't give agun to the likes ofyou. You'll justhave

to set snares and traps. Is that clear? You can go now and start

getting ready.»
The appointee hawked and spat heartily, threw the cigarette

butt on the floorand rubbed it out carefully with his foot clad in a

deerskinboot. Bending down slightly he looked down as ifto see

if the black mark went well with the clean-scrubbed floor.

I assumed that the conversationwas over.

The verdict had been read and there was no appeal.

I didn't go back to my shack because I didn't want to have to

tell Mother, she'd find out soon enough. I went back to the stable

and lit the wick-light hangingon a nail. The horses were neighing

softly, they had finishedthe hay. I gave them some water and put

fresh hay in the feed rack and the sound ofhorses' teeth champ-

ing could be heard again. The walls and ceiling were covered

with a thick layer of hoarfrostand the horse manure was frozen

and clatteredlike walnuts.

I lay down on the hunk but couldn't sleep. I thought about the

taiga. What will it be like? A gun would come in handy, I'd be

4 See note 2.
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able to get a bird or two. But I was told I wouldn't get one. A few

villages further north a deported Greek had in desperation shot at

the kolkhoz supervisor as the latterwas crouching to relieve

himself. He had hit the hat, the supervisor's head remained

intact. Since then deportees were not trusted with weapons.

By morning the wholevillage knew that «Vatsuklyst» was being

sent to hunt in the taiga. Some people were grinning, others

looked at me pityingly. A few consoled me, saying that others had

survived and I would, too.

I started getting ready. First I had to fix myself some footwear.

Tillnow I'dbeen wearingsomething Motherhad madefrom some

rags. There was noname for this hybrid brand. They could pass

for high galoshes or even slippers fit for a king. I could've bet

there was no otherpair like that not only in our village, but also

in the whole world.Mine,what's more, were saturatedwith horse

urine. Despite my attempts to dry them out by the stove in the

stable the smell remained.The aroma of the stable, however, gave

me a certain advantage. When I entered the village shop to get my

daily bread ration, I didn't have to queueup. The shop assistant

couldn'tbear this smell I was accustomed to. The minute she

noticed me she would weigh the bread and I was out of the shop
in a jiffy. Maria Yermolayevna was a kind person and understood

the deportees' situation.

I had to find ZakharPavlovich, for it was he who had skinned

the cow and only he knew where the hide was put. Zakhar had

not been conscripted because he couldn'tbend the index finger
of his right hand.This deformity hadbeen acquired as aresult of

excessive curiosity or self-education onZakhar's part. The work

brigade he had been fishing with on the Yenisey River had once

arrived in Igarka where they decided to visit a sawmill. The
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natives of Lebedyev saw a log-frame and a circular saw for the

first time in their lives. Zakhar had touched the saw with his fin-

ger. None of his workmates had tried to stop him but instead

stood withtheirmouths open waiting to see what would happen.

Luckily a timberworker had yelled a warning. Zakhar still had a

finger, albeit a crippled one. He was nicknamed«Straightfinger».

I found him athome drinking tea. Wearinga padded jacket, he

was sitting at the head of the table in a corner of the room under

an icon. An old-fashionedsamovar, a tea glass and a tiny piece of

sugar were on the table.I toldhim why I had come, adding that

the appointeehimselfhad sent me.

«So you say you need some hide. Sit down, have some tea.

Then we'll go.»

I didn't want any tea. All that turnip soup was sloshing around

in my stomach. I was amazed to see Zakhar drinking one glass of

tea afteranotherwithoutsugar. Having finished drinking, puffing

and wheezing, his face as red as if he had come out of the bath-

house, he crossed himself with his straight finger, pulled out a

rag from among the bedclothes and wiped his face and bald head.

A leatherbelt with a knife in a sheath made from birch tree bark

was hanging near the doorpost. Zakhar was now ready to go and

get the hide.

The frozen cowhidewas hanging from a rafter in the cowshed.

Zakhar Straightfinger pulled out his knife, tested its sharpness

with his rough left hand index finger, then, the tip ofhis tongue

sticking, out began cutting. The fellowfound it hard to hold the

handle because of his stiff finger. He had once accidentally slit a

kolkhoz horse's throat as he was trimming its mane. The wound

had healed. I was worried hewould spoil the hide meant for my

boots, but the task was successfully accomplished. He agreed to

giveme a piece to make extra soles as well.
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From this raw hideI madea pairof boots like the ones tradi-

tionally worn in the north. I borrowed a pattern for the top and

sole. The sole has fur on the outside whereas the top has it on the

inside. Thetop of the boot I made from an old sack. The boots are

tiedbelow the knees with laces to prevent snow getting in. These

boots are light and warm if you have something to wrap around

your feet. However, there is a drawback
- you have to keep them

away from the constantly hungry dogs. You can't dry themeither,

because then they shrink and in warm conditions smell of dead

animal. Still, they are versatile and you can wear themon either

foot. So my boots, made with the help of a home-made needle,

were ready that evening. I was grateful to the dear departed cow,

that at such a propitious moment she had gone on to the distant

pastures fromwhich there is noreturning.

A vitalpiece of equipment for a hunter is a type ofsled. It is a

lightweight construction with thin runners held together by
cords. A home-made one could take a load of about 200 kilo-

grams. I already had some sleds and had till thenbeen using them

to cart firewood.

There was still the problem of food. I had the bright idea of

stealing a bag of turnips from the cowshed. This root vegetable

was not nutritious, but by forming bulk in your stomach, gave you

the feeling of having eaten. My mother cleaned and boiled them

up in a couple of litres of skim milk. We froze the product in

round slabs which I piled into my sled onthe day I left. I received

four small square loaves of bread as advance payment for the

pelts I would get. In one corner of the sled Ipacked my dinner

set: three different-sizedempty tins, admittedly a little rusty. I

also put in a pair ofwide hunter's skis. Second-handbut still in

good condition, they had beengiven to me by Valdis Zirups.
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The day for my departure arrived. A new day was dawning.

A cold north-easterly was blowing and a chill fog hung over the

Yenisey. The only thermometerin the village read -48°C. The

way across the river was well-travelled, so I didn't need my skis.

I looked back at the village. It reminded me of a ship with

dozens ofchimneys. In the cold air white smoke was rising from

all of them. It looked beautiful against the reddish horizon. I

clambered up the opposite bank of the Yenisey with my sleds,

walked through the stretch of willows and arrived in the taiga.

Here I was sheltered from the biting wind. The fir frees, some

with heads bent with the weight of snow, welcomed me solemnly.

The tallest, as befits leaders, were bathed in the golden glowof

the rising sun. It was as silent as in a church before a service.

There were still bluish shadows on the pristine snow under

branches. It seemed disrespectful to disturb the silence of this

beautiful, harsh landscape. It was almost improper to leave foot-

prints. You felt you had to dress formally to deserve the honour

ofcoming here.

Well, I had donemy best. I was wearingmy new boots. One of

them had white fur, the other had brown, for such had been the

poor cow's hide. My trousers were grand too - they were embel-

lished with multicoloured patches, the only original material

being that around the waist. On my back I had a hand-me-down

padded jacket, and a beanie knittedby MildaVilsoneback home

kept my headwarm. The oldmen in the village had laughed, say-

ingthat I couldbe sure no bear was goingto come near me. A year

later I did come face to face with one, but it just snortedand shook

its headas ifto say, «You're not plump enough to eat yet, kid.»

After the snowstorm the tracks to thehunters' hut were covered

by thick snow. I followedthe signs hacked onthe tree trunks and
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arrived at the hut towards evening. Acquaintances ofmine were

already there- Valdis Zirups and Timofey Kuzmin. The latter's

wife was the village baker. Our meeting was a happy one and

Timofey laughedabout my arriving in the taigawithouta weapon.

He immediately promised to give me oneof his guns and some

cartridges.

Timofey lived like the native he was. He fed his dogs bread and

flour. As was customary, hunters kept their food in the snow on

the hut roof, so I threw my bread loaves and frozen slabs of turnip

there, too. Timofey guessed by the sound that there was frozen

milk. He was sick of eating game, so he decidedto cook some

gruel with milk. I was sent to fetch firewood. I found a small, dry
cedar tree, which I chopped down and dragged back to the hut.

MeanwhileTimofey had been working hard. To get water, he had

melted some snow, put my slab of turnips into a pot and had

added his groats. When the soup was boiling, he had stirred and

tasted it, and realised that my slab didnot contain any milk. As I

was approaching the hut with the firewood, I could hear Timofey

swearing. WhileI was taking offmy skis, Timofey kicked the door

open, carried out the pot of soup and without a glance at me,

emptied it into the dogs' trough. Valdis was sitting on his bunk

and laughing his headoff. I couldn't understand what was going

on. Timofey didn't say anything. Then, lying on his bunk and

looking at the ceiling, he began, «I treatedyou as an equaland

gave you a gun, even cartridges, but y0u...»

So that's it, I thought, he's already telling me off. I said, «I

don'tneed a gun withoutcartridges. I don't I have to stand in a

guard ofhonour.»

«Shut up!» Timofey shouted. «I would've shown you how to

make a trap to catch hares, how to make snares, given you things,
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but you go and spoil my gruel. Tell me, what is that shit you have

brought with you? All the way fromthe village on sleds! Look,

the soup has cooled down,but the dogs aren't eating it, they're

goingnowhere near the trough.»

I understood then. Dogs that have had their fill do not eat

turnips. We settled ourargument and peace reigned oncemore.

With anaxeI chopped off a piece ofbread fromthe frozen loaf

and washed it down with some hot water. Then we piled some

firewood in a corner to heat the hut during the night. The one

who felt cold first was supposed to stoke the fire. I was sure to get

this job because my bunk was closest to the door. Their noses in

their fur, Timofey's dogswere curledup asleep onthe flooraround

the stove. Actually it was not a floor in the usual sense of the

word. It was an earthenone covered with woodchips, bird feath-

ers, half-chewedbones and other rubbish that had been accumu-

lating for years. Timofey forbade any tidying up, burning or

throwing out. He said that everything on the floor made the hut

warm and cosy.

The night was bitterly cold.The corners of the hut and attimes

eventhe trees in the taigacracked. Winter nights in Siberiaare

long. Several times during the night we got up and smoked ma-

horka rolled in newspaper. We didn't speak. We looked atthe hot

sides of the tin stove and listened to the flames roaring. The hut

warmed up. The dogs moved away fromthe stove and crawled

under the bunks.

Timofey was the first to announce the morning as he came in

buttoning his trousers. When it grew lighterwe ventured out, put

on our skis and went our separate ways. I had Timofey's gun over

my shoulder, an axetucked in the back of the belt and my home-

made knife in its sheath in front.
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After skiing for quite a while, I saw a squirrel in a birch tree. I

loaded my gun withbated breath, aimed and fired. I stuck the re-

sult of my first successful shot under my belt with the light-
coloured underbelly facing forward as I had seen local hunters do.

A little later I noticed some partridge. Lucky that Timofey had

given me a gun. I aimed again, pulled the «trigger»,but nothing

happened. Frustrated I lookedat my «gun» andwas surprised to see

that the bolt was no longer onthe thread it hadbeen tied to. The

partridge were calmly flitting from one tree to another. I tried to

warm my freezing hands by rubbing them. Then I remembered a

nail I had noticed before inside the jacket lining. I forgot about my

icy hands, cut a bit of the lining and took out the three-inch nail.

Now I had to shorten it. I succeeded in breaking it in the right place

by holding it firmagainst a tree trunk, turningit andmaking notches

with a corner of the axe. The gun worked again, and I shot a bird.

As I was skiing back, I noticeda lotofhare tracks. On a «high-

way» suchas this it would havebeen a good ideato put downmy

first snare made from green birchwood. Unfortunately my axe

wasn't suitable for chopping a frozenbirch tree, the blade bent

and curled up like a wood shaving.

The short day was drawing to a close. I had two shells left, my

axe was useless, so I decided to go back to the shack in the hope
that Timofey would lendme one ofhis. I must have gone quitefar

and couldn't find the main path. I began to ski faster. It crossed

my mind that I had lost my way. The sun's rays disappeared

behind treetops, it was getting dark. I reached a small hollowwith

a fallenspruce. Its huge stump and roots ensured firewood for

the whole night. I decidedto stay here.

Using a ski, I cleared the snowaround the stump and made a

pile of dry branches. I collected some green branches and stuck
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them in the snow for shelter. Some I heaped up to sleep on. The

stump was burning brightly, throwing showers of sparks up into

the sky. My mattress of needles was soondry and I sat down.My

legs were tired, the warmth from the fire was caressing my face

and hands. An unwelcome drowsiness was creeping up on me.

We often wish we could fall asleep, but that time I fought sleep.

I had to stay awake and keep the fire going if I was to survive.

Up till then I hadn't thought about dying. I was nineteen but

had already helped dig quite a few pits and lay the deadin them.

What was in store for me? Would the Grim Reaper approach from

the dense thicket slowly, or would he pounce on me? He is often

depicted carrying a scythe. It wouldbe hard to walk around trees

with a tool like that. Now, a fieldor a meadow was a different

story, you could flail about to your heart's content. How would

he get here? Maybe on skis, considering that the snowwas waist-

high. Or perhaps he would trudge through it, rattling and break-

ing branches as he went.

I crouched on my knees. It was comfortable until I fell asleep,

fell over and woke up. To pass the time I walked around the fire

and admired the mighty stump. It was perishing to save me. When

I started feeling hungry. I plucked the partridge and cooked it on

a skewer. I hadno bread, but the meal, although withoutsalt,

tasted delicious. Gradually the moon, a large bright disc, ap-

peared above the treetops in all its glory. I tried to make out a

misty ringaround it whichwould forecast a snowstorm andwarmer

weather, but in vain. The night was clear, the sky dark blueand

starry.
I remembered that as a boy of five or six I had often sleep-

walked when the moon was full. Many a time my father had

found me in the yard, carried me back inside and drawn the
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curtains so that the moonlight wouldn't shine on my face. Who

wouldrescue me now? Itwas threeyears since we had parted.

There was no news of him, nor of Grandfather, whom we left be-

hindin Ostashkov. He was having a stomach operation onthe day

of his arrest in Jelgava. A couple of hours after the operation he

was carried into the cattle wagon. Two clamps held the incision.

By the time we crossed the Latvian border, Grandfather was al-

ready unconscious. The train halted in Ostashkov. Mother called

for help. «First aid» appeared in the shape of a farmer's horse-

drawncart. The driver, barefootand wearing trousers madefrom

sacking, was sitting on a handfulof straw, but Grandfather was

laid onbare boards. Soldiers wearinghats with red stars pushed

the wagon doors shut. We continuedeastwards. Through the small

barred windowwe saw Grandfather being taken away. His arm

was hangingover the side of the cart and it looked as if our un-

conscious grandfather was waving good-bye.

A colossal cloud of sparks jolted me out of my reflections. The

stump had collapsed and was burning even more intensely. Day
was dawning. Shadows were turningbluish-green again. As soon

as daybreak erased the night I took leave of my bonfire.

Around lunchtime I foundthe hunters' shack. Timofey's dogs,

barking loudly and waggingtheir tails, were the first to greet me.

There was smoke coming fromthe chimney. I was surprised that

someone was home and not out hunting. Timofey himself came

out ofthe shack.

«Wherehave you been? Where did you sleep? Valdis and me,

we fired a few shots in the air. Thought maybe you couldn't find

your way back.»

«You guessed right, I lost my way. But your shots were quiet,
I didn'thear anything. Why aren't you out hunting today?»
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«It's freezing cold.Squirrels stay in theirnests in this weather.

I might go into thevillage. I'll come back when it gets warmer.»

Well, I thought to myself, that's the way to do it - live in the

taiga when you feel like hunting; if you're not in the mood, go

home or just sit in the shack.

«Well, you see,» Timothy said, «you didn't come back last

night, we thought you'dhad anaccident. Shot or frozen to death.

So I sent Valdis to the village to tell them you've disappeared.»

Timofey had plenty ofhot water in his pots. I decidedto cele-

brate my return with a big hunk offrozen black bread and lots of

hot water. But lo and behold, another miracle had happened -

oneofmy loaves had disappeared. Timofey helped to explain this

phenomenon.
«See,» he drawled, «I thoughtyou were a goner and wouldn't

need any bread. But now that you're alive I'll give you back the

bread as soon as I come back. I wanted to feed the dogs so they

pull the sleds better.»

The followingevening Valdis returned from the village accom-

panied by the regional supervisor of hunting, who happened to

be in the village. The chief seemed to be quitehappy that they

did not need to search for my earthly remains in the taiga. With

gusto he plunged a huntingknife into a canofAmerican pork and

spread the meat thickly on some bread. Then he tossed the empty

can under a bunk. I watched it anxiously, hoping that Timofey's

dogs wouldn'tcome in and lick it clean. I reckoned there was still

a good spoonful of fat left. Valdis probably had the same idea, for

he had come back from the village without a skerrick of food.

Well, we missed out on the tidbitbecause Timofey, you see, had

decidedthat thecan wouldbe mostuseful for keeping percussion

caps in. After removing the can fromunder thebunk with the aid
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of a stick, he looked inside it by the light of a homemade candle.

When he realised there was some nice fat there, he tried to take it

out with his index finger but thesharp edge of the can cut itbadly.

«Bloody Americans!» he yelled in pain and anger, and flung

the can into a corner of the shack.

We were ready to call it a day and were lying on the bunks

when the supervisor asked me, «What did you say about the elec-

tions that made the appointee so mad? Whenhe heardabout you

being lost he said «Serve himright».»

At dawn the supervisor and Timofey went away. Wood chips
and dog excrement were left lying around in the shack. The two

members of the lowest caste in the village, Valdisand I, stayed.

We owned nothing but our bare lives, rags and lice. A state of

semi-starvation madeus apathetic, helpless and at times even

weepy.

It was three weeks tillelection day. We'd be allowed to return

to the village for a couple of days to cast our votes for a brighter

future. We meltedthe turnip mash because there was precious

little bread left. Yet one day we had reason to celebrate. Valdis

shot two partridges and I snared a white hare. We made a stock

and slurped it. Shovelling it in made us feel chirpier. Life seemed

more promising. We could even glimpse a semblance of a smile

on each other's faces. After this exceptional meal we heated the

stove till it glowed. Then we stripped off and held our tattered

clothes over the stove. The lice couldn't stand the heat and in

theirhurry to escape, dropped onthestove. There were hundreds

of them, each insect flaring like a spark and giving off the smell of

a roast. Our activity remindedusofburning low quality sparklers.

«Just like Christmas,» I said.

«Sure is,» Valdis agreed.
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Then we set to work ironing the seams of our clothes with a

heated piece ofwire. We killed a large numberofnits this way.

Next we heatedup water in every container we could find and

had a wash. There were no towels or soap, we dried ourselves

near the stove and went to bed.

Theend of February, but it was still very cold. In the clear air

your breath wouldswish and turn to fine hoar-frost. The goddess

of the hunt was not kind to us. I didget another hare, but a fox

had visited the snare before me and left nothing but the paws. We

got out the last rounds of turnip mash from the snow on the roof,

and in the last few days before election day inspected the rubbish

under thebunks. We found some hare intestines that Timofey had

tossed away and his dogs hadn't eaten. After cutting and cleaning

them,we fried them ontop of the stove.

Finally the day arrived. We were allowed to go back to the

village and vote for a glorious future, for the candidates onthe

Communistand Independent tickets. Valdis and I prepared for

this day by getting busywith a home-madeneedleand some thick

netting string, and stitching our shabby clothes.

Drainedof energy, we skied back to the village slowly, drag-

gingthe empty sledsbehind us. It was darkby the time wereached

the steep bank of the Yenisey. One or two people enquired if the

hunting had been successful. «I'm alive,» I replied. On seeingme

the next morning, the regional appointeeasked, «How many pelts

didyou bring back?» «One, mine,» I answered.

The villagers were preparing for election day as if it were an

important festival. It seemed as if on that day something hitherto

unknown was going to appear in the sky. Perhaps a messiah's

voice wouldresound fromthe clouds.Everyone triedto contribute

something special to put on the festive table. The multi-ethnic
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«club» of deportees wasn't to be put to shame, either.When we

noticed a big black patch on the snow near the kolkhoz potato

cellar, we knew that damaged tubers had been thrown out.

Everyone who could move hurried to the rotting heap and

collectedeverything in bags and sacks.

On the morning of the election you had to get up early. At six

o'clock the bells tied to the horsedrawn sleighs were already tin-

kling. The bony, shaggy creatures were driven along snow-bound

roads to collect the ballot-papers from people too weak to attend.

Several horses had beenrested for two weeks so that they would

be able to delivernews of the election process to the neighbour-

ingvillage every two hours.

To decorate thevoting centre, a sofa, a real museum piece, was

brought from the school. When therumbleof the OctoberRevolu-

tion had reached the northernbanks of the Yenisey, the village

proletariat had decided to appropriate this sofa, which belonged

to a Russian Orthodox priest. They didn'thelp themselves to the

silver cross or sacred vessels. The sofa, however, was brought to

our village, bedbugs and all, and presented to the school in the

name of the revolution. The historical piece of furniture was

probably worthy of this honour- its springs were still capable of

tossing a good-sized man in the air.

The villagers were starting to arrive, stamping the snow off

theirboots onthe threshold inside the club room. Itwasn't the

custom to wipe your feet outside. Doing it inside, well, that was a

different story - everyone could see what a well-manneredper-

son you were, cleaning even snow off your boots. A fire was kept

going in a stove made out of a huge steel drum. The snow melted

and madea big puddle onthe floor,but that didn'tstop new arri-

vals from stamping their feet pompously.
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The voting continued. The election committee had a lot to

worry about. There was no telling how the deportees, over a hun-

dred of them, would vote. To calm their nerves, the officials

always had a burning cigarette, mahorka rolled in newspaper,

between their lips. But Ilya, anoldhunter,and Zahar Straightfinger

unanimously agreed that nowadays things were easier for the

committee. Before, in the early years of Soviet rule, it had been

much harder. Ilya, for example, had had to kneel under the table

in the booth so that he could watch through a hole in the table-

cloth if anyone was picking up the pencil to cross out a candi-

date's name.On one occasion he'd had pins and needles in his

knees. The padded trousers hadn'tbeen much help. As he was

shifting around to make himselfmore comfortable, he started to

cough. A woman who had just entered thebooth heard him, lifted

the tablecloth and asked, «Ilya, what are you doing there?» Ilya

had barely managed to murmur, «Looking for the pencil...» «Are

you blind or what? Look, it's here onthe table.»

The room was fullof cigarette smoke. The chairwomanof the

committee,a teacher, begged and threatened,but to noavail, no-

onestopped smoking. The floor was in a worse state thanbefore.

Itwas wet all over. Maybe it was better that way - the smokers'

spit and sputum were not so noticeable. This «carpet» was also

decoratedwith crushed cigarette butts.

Towards evening the voting equipment was put onthe small

stage to make room for dancing in the so-called hall. Music was

provided by a blind harmonicaplayer, who was brought by his

grandson.

Itwas getting late. Valdisand I left the community hall and

made our way home past Ivan's bath-house.We saw a light in the

window that was just a peephole really, a small piece of glass
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inserted into some birch tree bark. Strange, we thought, bath day
was yesterday. We wondered what was going on. We crept up to

the window and saw an amazing sight. Until then we'd only

heard stories about it. But now we saw hell! There were naked

women and children in the bath-house, and among them dogs

whiningand howling. At that stage of our lives we weren't inte-

rested in women's bodies. We realized that a session of folk medi-

cine was in progress. The «doctor-in-charge» was the aforemen-

tioned candidate for deputy (she was in fact voted in). Children

suffering from rickets had been gathered here. The deputy was

holding a steaming hot birch switch in one hand and an unfortu-

nate dog by the scruff in the other. She was thrashing it merci-

lessly. Using the same switch, she flogged the children. The

procedure was accompanied by crying, yelling, the dogs' howling
and the «doctor's» uninterrupted cursing. These traditional heal-

ers also considered it necessary to improve the shape of a

newbornbaby's head. They would squeeze it the day the baby

was born while the bones are soft. Later the «sculptor» would

point out someone and brag about moulding his or her head into

a better shape. Some heads remindedyou of a pear, others of a

pumpkin. And of course the healers gave advice on all kinds of

problems. The younger generation didn'tfollowthe old traditions

much, but the older ones stuck to them.

We ended election day with a meal around a tin stove. We

fried the rotten potatoes. You couldn'twash them properly because

they disintegrated. At that time there were twelve families living
in oneroom in a big cabin that had once been a cooper's work-

shop. Quite a few roofing boards had been ripped off to make

coffins. Therewas always a demand for one as the lack ofvita-

mins and insufficient food tooktheir toll.
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Thatevening the families took turns atthe stove. One member

fromeach family, the «pastry cook», cooked the potatoes, each of

which had a differenttaste and quality. One of the womentreated

us to a salty mush that went well with the friedrotten stuff. The

mush was obtainedby evaporating thebrine that was poured down

the river bank from the fish processing factory. Sometimesyou

could get the brine for free, at other times you had to pay for it.

By boiling it for a long time, you ended up with a mixture the

colourof cocoa and the taste of fish. After eating it, you were able

to drink up to four litres ofboiled water and feel satiated. Using

food substitutes such as this resulted in relatively harmless diar-

rhoea, until the time when a few more boards had to be removed

fromthe roof.

The mothers had prepared a surprise - there was tea made

from bilberry leaves and pancakes made from flour. They had

come by the flourwhen the village shopkeeperhad asked them to

wash some flourbags that had got wet. They scraped offthe dry

dough, soaked it in water and fried the resulting mixture on top

ofthe stove. We weren't choosy and ate the pancakes lint and all.

HUNGER

Itwas March, but the snow was still piled as high as your waist.

One day Iwas given a newjob - to graze cows! Thekolkhoz work-

ers had apparently announced that they had run out of hay. My

helper in this bizarre duty was Anna, a Finnish woman. So we

trampled down the snow to make a path, so that the emaciated

cows could reach some aspen trees. We chopped and sawed the

trees indiscriminately to feed the hungry animals, which champed

greedily on the frozen buds, twigs and bark. It was no substitute
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for fodder. The cows protested softly, lay down in the snow and

refused to get up. The milkmaidshelped us lift them onto sleds

and drag them back to the village. The horses were too weak for

this work. Our herd decreasedwith each passing day. Every morn-

ing all the farm workers accompanied us to the «pasture» to prop

up any animalthat fell by the wayside.

One day we lost a cow in a snowstorm. The following dayevery-

one who had boots joined the search party. We foundthe cow,

snowed in and her horn caught ona root. The snow had saved the

creature from freezing to death. For two days the dairy workers

kept it warm by lighting a bonfire,but onthe third day it was

skinned. A meeting of committee members was called and it was

decidedthat Anna and I had to pay the kolkhoz 5000 roubles for

the cow. We were allowed to keep the hide, headand meat. But

an unknown villain cut out the tender bits of meat, and the

kolkhoz store scales showed just 36 kilograms. Anna suggested

we salt the meat and, in order to repay at least a part of the debt,

sell it to the ships passing by in spring. My idea was to divide the

meat between us and eat it so that there was some possibility of

surviving. In the end we dividedthe meat and sold the hide to

the village supervisor for 100 roubles.

That spring, despite efforts to save them, sixty-two head of

cattle were lost. The cattle, barely alive, could not be herdedany-

where. So people who had boots walked across the crusty snow

on the Yenisey in the mornings to cut willows. The barefooted

ones had the job ofscraping off the bark, which was fairly decent

fodder. Any cattle that diedwere skinned, saltedand stored in the

cellar, to be sold onpassing ships when river navigationreopened.

Winter stubbornly persisted. A howling blizzard once caught
the mail caravan off-guard. At that time deliveries ofnewspapers
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and raw hide were made in horse-drawn sleighs. Late one evening

one of the drivers, all covered with snow, came into our dwelling

and told us that a horse had dropped dead not far fromthe vil-

lage, and it wouldbe worth the risk to get some meat in the dark-

ness. Every boot owner armed himselfwith a knife or axe and set

off. But by the time we got there, only the part thehorse had been

carrying on its underbelly was left.

Spring arrived again. The snowno longer formeda crust over-

night. When it fell, it was grainy and heavy. Hunters returned

fromthe taiga. The snow on the sunny side ofroofs melted, and

dark heaps of cow dung became visibleon the Yenisey ice. The

more the snow melted, the more dung and all kinds of garbage

were revealed. There was nothingedible to retrieve, though, for

the weakest dogs and people, the most thoroughinspectors, had

been busy. From the day the kolkhoz was established, all stable

manure was dumped onthe river slopes. Spring floods, the most

efficient cleaners, took some of it away. The rest rotted and

changed into a valuable fertiliser waiting to be discovered. In

spring this good stuff turned the river water the colour of coffee,

yeteveryone still drew it, carried it up the embankment and used

it in cooking. There was noalternative.

One morning the Yenisey was working to capacity, loading

mountainsof ice onto its banks and breaking it up in the middle

of the current. The vast expanse of ice rumbled and roared, mak-

ing a humanbeing feel insignificant in the face of it. When the ice

was gone,
the river was in flood. The rushing waters were carry-

ing thousands of logs, building materials, boats and even small

wooden structures towards the Arctic Circle. However, people in

all the villages along the river managed to salvage some of this

valuable stufffor firewood.
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Soon afterwards the first ship came from Krasnoyarsk. The vil-

lagers waited for it eagerly. Who knows, it couldbring an ex-

pected or unexpected relative, or evenanimportant official, who

would tell everyone they could go hometo theirown jobs. Enough
of this eating grass in Lebedyev, he'd say, go homeand cultivate

your own fields. A boss like that couldarrive, couldn't he? Even

if itwas someone like the one in the blue uniform and carrying a

pistol who hustledour family into a cattle wagon.

A ship did come. You could see its low, wide body and black

funnel in the distance. But it didn'tcome anywhere near the vil-

lage bank. Our hopes faded as it disappeared around the river

bend. Yet it was evidence that there was a civilisation out there,

that the long winter had endedand all hope was not lost.

Spring is the time for sowing. Everyone who was still able to

move grabbed a tool that could pass for a spade and started dig-

ging. This was the thirdspring that we were planting potatoes, or

rather, whatever wehad beenable to find-potato peelings, shoots

and, if you were lucky, tiny tubers. You lookedafter your own

plot. Fences were erected from poles and stakes carried on your

back from the taiga, because the kolkhoz cattle, roaming free,

often destroyed everything.
We were neither shot nor hanged here, just called fascists, but

with the fullknowledge of the local authorities, a great deal was

doneto hinderour survival. A few days after our arrival in Lebe-

dyev, the kolkhoz officials decided to charge us more for dairy

produce, despite the fact that we were supposed to be theirnew

workers. Our potatoes had only just started to bloom when one

night the fences were wrecked. Two years in a row the cattle

wiped out our harvest.

In summer, privately owned cows frequently didn't return

hometo be milked, but stayed in the taiga at night. Now and then
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a bear would kill one. One day a woman called Irina came to

see Mother.

«Granny Valya, do you know any magic words? My cow doesn't

come home in the evenings. I'm frightened a bear will get her. If

you could do something... I'd give you a drop or two ofmilk...»

Motherdidn't know any magic words, but she did know that

Irina was in the habitof hitting the poor cow across its bony back

after milking it, and never gave it water when it came home.

So «Granny Valya» took a chance. She tied on her patched

scarf and went with Irina. First she looked at the cow and then

whispered some magic words into its ear. Sensing the presence of

a stranger, the cow shook its head.

«You see,» Mother explained, «she says she won't stay in the

taigaany more.»

Next, Mothertold Irina not to hit the cow but to stroke it be-

fore and after milking, and to put water in the trough every

evening. On three evenings Irina herself was to bring the cow

home, and she was not to swear in the cow's presence, for that

would drive away the good spirits.

On feeling such kindness, the cow started coming home, and

Motherwas called on to help in similar situations. For quite a

while we gulped our nettle soup with milk added.

While waiting for our potatoharvest, we atea variety of grasses

such as goose-foot, nettles and sorrel, as well as the roots of some

wildplants. Before anunfamiliar plant was eaten, it was firsttried

by several venerable, older ladies.

The edibleplants were gathered in spring and summer. Equip-

ped with a wide rangeof knife-like tools, we would dig up the

plants. The kolkhoz chief had forbidden this methodof obtaining

food, saying that the pastures were being damaged, but this ban
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fell ondeafears. On one occasion he rushed up to one woman

as she was digging and kicked her repeatedly. When she regained

consciousness, she struggled back to her shack and never really
recovered. Her grave, too, is on the bank of the Lebedyanka

River.

Then one spring it was my turn to fall ill and spend quite a

long time lying on the top part of the Russian style oven. My

mother had managed to rent a corner near the oven in a local

woman's house. It was comfortable there. When the oven was lit,

it was warm in the room, and we had a roof over our heads in a

clean cornerof the room. Because I was ill, I got the most com-

fortable spot. My body had gone onstrike against life. I had be-

come extremely round. My mother hung up some rags so that my

appearance wouldn't frighten the landlady's daughters.

In the evenings the womenfrom next doorwould gatherin this

oneroom and discuss the events in the kolkhoz. They knew how

many animals or deportees had perished. The mailcame a couple
of times a month. The girls wouldread it aloudbecause the moth-

ers were illiterate. Usually the letters were fromthe war front.

Almost every local family had a relative who was at the front or

had beenkilled. The curtain separating the oven top fromthe

room had parted slightly. I could see the women listening atten-

tively to the lettersbeing read, now sighing, now wiping away

tears with the cornersof their scarves. At one stage the landlady,
nodding towards me, said, «Our boy here, too, is just about

gone... He's all swollen up.»

Her words aroused in me a loathing for my illness and a strong

desire not to succumbto it. I won't die, I won't die! I really wanted

to live. My mother and two younger brothers, although ema-

ciated, hadn't reached my condition. But Father had died in a
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prison camp in December 1941, and Grandmother had passed

away near Krasnoyarsk in 1942.

When warmer weather set in, the landlady asked us to move

out, saying that she didn'twant to see a corpse, meaningme, in

her home. She took pity on us and let us use the attic. A miracle

happened there. Holes appeared on my right shin and fluid

seeped out. I became bony and light again. I was able to walk and

help Mother find food. It was hard to findedible plants near the

village. Occasionally she weeded a villager's garden, and in re-

turn was allowed to pick some goose-foot and chick-weed.

The following winter, sausage produced in America was avail-

able in exchange for ration cards in the littlevillage shop. It was

delivered in a large cask with metal hoops. The label was in

English. A deportee from Riga, who could read English, got the

bright idea to convince the shop assistant that what the labelsaid

was: «To be issued only to deportees. Non-compliancewill lead

to prosecution.» The assistant became really frightened and

stopped selling the sausage. The villagers kicked up a fuss. The

village deputy couldn't get any sausage, either, so she declared

that whoever failed to show respect towards a deputy was as-

sumed to be against the Soviet government. Sale of the sausage

was resumed after quite a while, when the manager of the food

co-operative arrived.

The kolkhoz storehouse for unprocessed flax was located next

to ourhut. After the flax was pulled, it was stacked here without

the bolls being scutched. It looked as if flax was grown here for

fun,because neither the seeds nor the fibre were used. Our gran-

nies advised us to use the linseed in our diet. It was well known

that in Latvia calves had been fattenedup on linseed. And so we

carried theflax to our hut atnight. We driedit, scutched the bolls,
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and put the stocks back neatly. Then we dried the linseed and

pounded it. It was a valuableadditionto any meal. The pounding

was done with the help ofa used piston from a tractormotor that

one of the women had. This gadget made a certain rhythmic
noise. If a villager arrived, we would throw a rag over the object

to hide our misdeed. On oneoccasion ourvisitor was a brigade

leader, who had heard the unusual sound.

«What are you doing so late at night? What's that noise?»

Around that time the kolkhoz was gettingready for the annual

audit meeting, at the end of which there was usually dancing, so

we said we were learningto dance.

«Yes, dear, that's right,» chipped in one of the women who

was already onthe bunk, snuggled underher blanket. «It's the

annual meeting soon. We're rehearsing.*
The brigade leader looked around, mystified. As she was going

out, she mumbled, «They can barely make it to work, but now

they've taken it into theirheads to dance. Some artists...»

In spring nobody could comprehend how mice had beenable

to gnaw off all the bolls. But by then a lot of water had flowed

under thebridge.

Spring, as always, brought with it bustle and activity. Smoke

was rising onthe banks of the Yenisey, where some men were

building canoes. Others were building boats fromboards. You

couldsmell fresh timberand tar.

In one yard two beardless dwarfs were boiling some mice. One

of them was dressed in what had once been a grey dress, theother

was wearing a pair of pants with multicolouredpatches. Both

dwarves had serious expressions on theirsmudged faces, as was

appropriate for the important task in hand. They were trying to

start a fire in a hearth builtwith some rocks. Propped up on the
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year-old dwarves, these two were still very young
- nine to ten

years old. They also had names: Dzidra Kaleja and Gunars Scille.

Presumably they would growbeards later, considering that even

at this age their faces were lined with worry.

Granny Matilde was hurrying down the river bank carrying a

parcel. It containedfried dog. She didn'twant to miss the boat-

men who would deliver the snack to Mirnaya, where her grand-

son Jekabs was attending school. He was a quiet, sensibleboy. At

school the localboys took the parcel offhim. Jekabs cried, but the

boys, stuffing roast dog into theirmouths, were laughing. The

teacher came into the classroom and noticed Jekabs crying.

«What's the matter?»

«The boys took my parcel...»

«What parcel? Whatwas in it?»

«M...m...meat...»

«Jekabs, what are youtalking about? Where didyou get meat?!»

«Grandmasent me some... a d0g...»

The boys stopped chewing. Then they started spitting and

swearing. Some were crying, one boy was vomiting, but Jekabs

smiled.
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I WAS TWENTY-ONE

AleksandrsBirznieks

At 3.20 a.m. on 14 June, 1941, my parents and Iwere arrested with-

out a court order or the public prosecutor's authorisation. We were

taken out on thestreet, loaded into a truck, driven to the Tornakalns

station in Riga and puton a longtrain ofcattle wagons, oneofmany.

At about 2 o'clock in the afternoon, the doors ofthe wagon opened
and my father was called away. He said goodbyeto us quickly and

pressed into my mother's hand his gold pocket watch and silver

cigarette case, on which, in gold letters, his friends had written

their initials and the words «For you, it may come in handy!» In

the winter of 1943,this proved to be true. 14 June, 1941 was the

last time I saw Father as hegotoff thecattlewagon.

On the very first day in the wagon I made friends with the

Andrens family - father, motherand theirson, a high school stu-

dent about my age. They had settled themselves on the opposite

bunks. I remember that I got up, made myself comfortable at

Mr Andrens' feet, rested my head against his knee and without

furtherado, turnedto their son Juris and said something to this

effect, «What do you think, pal? Looks like we're in hot water.»

After a rough, three-week journey, we were all offloaded in

Kansk, Siberia, and out in an open area, gradually divided into

groups. Within about three days everyone was allocated to a
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kolkhoz. My motherand I were assigned to a kolkhoz namedafter

Molotov in the Abana region. From Kansk we travelled quite a

long time in a truck to Abana, the regional centre. We had to get

off there and see the NKVD (People's Commissariat of Internal

Affairs) official. In Russian the letters NKVD were jokingly said to

mean «Don't know when I'll be home». It was explained to us that

we had been deported for an indefiniteperiod oftime as socially

dangerous elements of the state. We would have to live and work

where ordered. The law forbade us to leave work or move to an-

other place. We were not issued with passports, but instead were

given sheets of paper with a lotof lines and columns that had to

be stamped twice a month, ifI remembercorrectly, to show that a

person was actually living where he was told.That was at thebe-

ginningof July, 1941. I didn't get a passport until 1956, and that

was onewith restricted rights ofmovement.

From Abana we were sent to a village nearby. In our group

there were a couple and their son with whom we have remained

friends to this day; a professor's wife and her son and daughter,

both language students; three women with children between the

ages of 15 and 30; a woman of about 50 and one about 30; and a

chemicalengineerwith his mother, who were Jews. I spent about

a year in this village, a year which has left indeliblememories,

probably because of the stark contrast between the past and the

present. I remember that on arriving we were told to stay in the

yard of the kolkhoz administrationbuilding. Only very old or

crippled village people must have remained at home that first

evening. The rest crowded aroundus and with immensecuriosity

literally stared at us. No harm was meant, nor ridicule, just plain

curiosity, They looked at us in silence, passing a remark now and

then. We, the younger generation who were born during Latvia's
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years of independence, didn'tunderstandwhat they were saying,

but the older onesamongus, who had been educated in tsarist

Russia, explained that these people were discussing whether we

are Germans or Poles. That year a great deal had to be learnt,un-

derstood and above all, re-examined.

We wereall put up in one ofthe houses that belongedto the kol-

khoz. There were cracks in the walls, and we tried to repair what

we could. There weretwo rooms, one large, the other muchsmaller.

We were assigned to work in the kolkhoz straightaway. The

jobs I rememberbest are digging silage pits and splitting firewood

for the tractors in the summer of 1941. There were other tasks

also, but these have stayed in my memory. We were not paid, but

days worked were registered. It was explained that at the end of

the year, when the accounts were drawn up, we would be paid

our share. But we needed money immediately because we were

in fact withoutmeans. Each ofus was thrown back onhis or her

ownresources. So bartering began, in which belongings such as

sheets from home, some footwear and especially clothes you

could more or less do without were exchanged. The conditions

under which you had been deported played an important role.

Some people, who had been toldwhat was in store, had packed

as much as they could, but others, like our family, had not been

given any informationat all. But in spite of that, my mother had

had the foresight to take a few things with her. It seems to me that

the villagers benefitedmore, for they putvery highprices on their

products and gradually increased them. Some ofour ladies natu-

rally didn't like having to part with their one-time fashion mas-

terpieces, but hunger forced them to. There was a demand for

everything. Sheets, cloth, blouses, jackets, suits, all were sold at

rock-bottom prices.
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Mr Andrens, a former prison guard in Jurmala, wasn't exactly

our group leader, but did keep us informed about everything and

advised us. He kept in touch with the kolkhoz administrators,

who assigned us to various jobs. Because he had a good command

ofRussian, he was able to enlighten the kolkhoz and village lead-

ers on our unenviable situation regarding food. And so, towards

the end of July we were regularly issued something from the

kolkhoz - some flour, fromwhich we learnedto bake bread, and

occasionally meat. It was horsemeat. It often happened that these

animals broke a leg or got some other injury at work, and they

were then simply slaughtered. We didn't get the lion's share, of

course, just enough to keep thewolffrom the door.It must be said,

however, that the kolkhoz people were very poor.

The main thing in the prevailing circumstances was to under-

stand and get used to things so that you could gain some control

over your life. Passive acceptance would not stand you in good

stead. You had to take action and do something ifyou were to sur-

vive. I realised that I had to learn Russian as soonas possible, be-

come qualified in a more or less skilled job, and establish good

relationswith the local people.

Iborrowed books fromthe library. My mother helped me a lot

becauseshe knew Russian, but it was importantto practise. I had to

speak Russian, which I did. What a mess I sometimes got into! I

would mix up words anduse incorrect grammar.Still, my persever-

ance paid off, for within a relatively short time I could express my-

self quitecoherently and even figuratively. Admittedly the village
maidens played a large part in this. I am by nature fairly impulsive
and sociable so, despite the unfavourable living conditions, now

andthen I found time to pay attentionto oneor two young ladies. A

certain degree ofresponsiveness was shown in return. We would go
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for walks and visits, and get to know each other. Soon I made

friends with someofthe village youths, who also invited meto their

homes. First we wouldhave a wash in thehome-builtbirch-wood

sauna, and then dinner. To have an extra meal was marvellous.

Some old people in the village had small farms, which they
found hard to look after ontheir own. They started asking me to

help here and there. Naturally I didn't refuse, for again my

stomach was my master. I will always rememberthe Ogurtsovsky

family. Vassily, a young man of about my age, and I became good

friends. He'd had some education, and was quite intelligent,

understandingand sensitive. He worked as a meteorologist. We

discussed a lotof topics and he frequently invitedme to his place,
where he offered me food and home-made spirits. Friendly

relations developed with the whole family. In the spring of 1942

Vassily was calledup and I lost track of him.

Working in the kolkhoz was a bizarre experience. For a start, the

conditions were strange to us, especially because we weren't used

to working in such a slipshod way. I clearly rememberthe time we

began digging a pit for silage. All six ofus Latvian men were doing

the digging. A localman always came along to give the orders. We

would dig for about 15 minutes andhave a smoke for halfanhour,

because after a littlewhile the local would suggest a rest, saying

something to this effect, «That'll do for thetime being. Let's have a

rest and a smoke. Horses drop deadfrom overwork.» We used to

get up early, at about halfpast five in the morning to get to the

silage pit, which was quite far away. We were taken there in a cart.

We were given strict orders to be on time, but usually we had to

wait for our transport for two hours or more.

Other jobs, such as raking and stacking hay, were carried out

with a similar attitude. Only the deportees were assigned this
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work. We were allocated a certain area. All of us were fairly

familiar with this task. Mr Andrens supervised us. We raked up

the hay properly and then stacked it up in large piles reinforced

with branches, as wewere usedto do in our homeland.A Russian

kolkhoz worker from the group of Russians working nearby

approached Mr Andrensand had a serious and lengthy discussion

about something. It turned out that he had given some advice- to

use a differentmethod of haymaking, namely, not to make large

haystacks, but small ones because payment was according to the

numberof haystacks. The way we were doing it, we wouldn'tearn

much. And so we shook our heads and shrugged our shoulders in

bafflementand triedto rearrange everything.

Itwas certainly interesting to see our ladies at times looking

indescribably ridiculous as they worked with rakes and pitch-

forks in the kolkhoz hayfields, wearing high-heeledshoes and

flimsy dresses. But what could they do if that was all they had?

The work, however, was done conscientiously.

Now a littleabout my foster mother, Helena Birzniece, who

was an intelligent, educated person. She was very honest and ob-

jective. Within a short time she had gained the respect ofboth the

deportees and the local villagers. The most important principle
that she would remind us aboutagainand again was never to lose

our humanity and culture. She knew a great deal about medicine

and had some experience, too, because before her marriage she

had gone to university and worked in a hospital. She had not

completed her studies, but medicine remained an abiding inter-

est throughout her life. The local people soon heard about her ex-

pertise and talent and often sought her help in various accidents.

Mother could always give useful advice and always knew what

was needed. She usually visited the patient herselfand treated
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him or her with different herbal teas, which gave goodresults.

Both ofus benefited fromher activities. When she returned from

yet another visit, she wouldhave under her arm a small bag of

flour, a piece ofmeat or a couple of kilos of potatoes,all ofwhich

in our situation were just about the greatest riches.

An interesting thing about smoking. There were hardly ever

any cigarettes or cigarettes with cardboardholders in shops. Only

the so-called mahorka, which we had never seenbefore, was avail-

able. We were evenmore astoundedwhen we sawthe way it was

smoked. It turned out to be quitean art requiring some time to

learn.The tobacco was unlike the one our grandfathers grew and

smoked, one they cut into strips and rolled in tissue paper.

Mahorkawas rough and grainy, and it was rolled in newspaper like

a cigar or cigarillo to form a good-sized roll which, when the sides

were licked, stuck together, with the tobacco in the middle. You

had to know how to tear off the required piece of newspaper -

straight and followingthe fibre, otherwise the cigarette couldn't

be rolled and smoking didn'tgive the desired pleasure. My poor,

dearmotherhad a hard time. Although she loved smoking, she

couldn't get used to this tobacco and at first had evendecided to

quit that harmful habit, but without success. She continuedto

smoke,but I had to roll the cigarettes because she just couldn't do

it, her adeptness in other areas notwithstanding.

The summer months flew by as if in a kaleidoscope, and I

gaineda wealth of impressions. I grew accustomed to the local

conditions.I was better at it than the rest of my fellow sufferers,

probably because of my frivolous nature.

Autumn came, wet and cold, with long periods ofrain, just like

in our homeland.But this season did not last long, a month and

a half at most, then it was winter and the cold. We had never
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experienced such a cold, perhaps only read about it. Ofcourse none

ofus had clothing suited to the Siberian winter, and both creativity

and intelligence were needed if we were to protect ourbodies to

some extent in such horrifically low temperatures. Our womenfolk

set to work on creating clothing for their sons and husbands. They

A hat made from

a blanket.

succeeded, too. Though not fashion pieces,

theircreations served their purpose, and with

God's help we survived the winter. The most

important items were foot- and headwear,

though to be honest, everything was impor-

tant. I had a hat made from a blanket. It was

thick and warm, and covered my ears and

neck. Winter footwearwas madefrom hessian

that had beenobtained with great difficulty
from somewhere. The boots reached up to my

knees, had a tarpaulin sole andcotton wool or

similarpadding. They werealright towalk in.

The most important task for us men was getting firewood. It

wasn't as easy as it seemed, even though the forest was on our

doorstep. The authorities took pity on us and issued us with an

old saw as well as an axe, the latter obviously worth its weight in

gold. Thus equipped, we wouldset offinto the taigawith a small

sled and fell huge trees. There in the snow we wouldchop off the

branches, saw the immense log in half and drag it home, where

we chopped it up and used it in the cast iron stove. A lot of fire-

wood was neededto warm our large room.

My partner was invariably Valdis Adamovics. We became
very

good friends. He was, amongother things, a good chess player.

He knew the theory well and enlightened me and Juris Andrens

onthe secrets of this game. Juris, who had an innatetalent for
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woodcarving (many years later he worked as a furnituredesigner

in Latvia and some of his work was exhibited in Montreal), made

a board and carved very fine chess pieces.

During the winter we didn't do much work in the kolkhoz,

except some small jobs indoors. When the temperature was well

below zero, fog covered the entire area. The response of the local

inhabitants to the extreme cold was the usual, unfailing, «Cold»,

and that was all. I vividly rememberone occasion. One day in

bone-chilling cold, as I was going to the well to fetch some water,

I saw two elderly, well, old-timers, in fact, approaching each

other from different directions. They stopped and looked at each

other. One of them said, «Cold (expletive!).» The other one

replied, «Sure is (expletive!). » End of dialogue. Each went his

separate way. That's what our life was like.

Having a bath in a sauna was an important event. The Ogurt-

sovsky family, wonderfulpeople, usually invited me to theirs.

This was something new and

unique. The heat was enough

to take your breath away. We

would flap ourselves with birch

switches to our heart's content,

and when the heat became in-

tolerable, rush out stark naked

into the-40°Ccold, rollaround

in the snow and run back into

the sauna. This procedure was

repeated several times. After

that we would gather in the fa-

mily room to have something

to eat and drink home-distilled In a sauna.
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spirits. Sometimes,but only onspecial occasions, commercially

madespirits were served. These people certainly knew how to

drink - from large glasses, filled to the brim. When first offered

oneof these, I was puzzled; however, I picked up enough courage

to empty that glass, as didthe others. I wasn't going to appear

faint-heartedand bring shame onmy nation! It wasn't too bad, and

Ibecame accustomed to it. Soon «the natives» accepted me as one

of their own.

The times when the villagers farewelledthe newly conscripted

soldiers, or those who had already served in the army but were

still eligible for service, have remained deeply etched on my

memory. Almost the entire village would turn up. There was end-

less weeping and lamenting. Heartrending scenes of hugging and

attempts to stop the loved one from leaving. These scenes were

repeated whenever there was a call-up. You could understand

and sympathise with these people.

Alcohol gradually began to play an important role in our life

in dislocation, not because of a desire to drink, but purely be-

cause of our financial situation. Delivery of spirits to the shops

was infrequent, but people here loved to drink, especially at

farewells. On such occasions there was never enoughof this com-

modityand they always ran short of it. So when this beverage was

delivered, we, the «bandits», would stand in a long queue to

obtain themuch-desiredbottle or even two, ifyou were lucky. We

exchanged the spirits for flour, potatoes, eggs and other food.

These transactions were always successful and there was no need

to haggle. Being by nature rather active, this was one way I

managed to at least make ends meet.

That winter we buried Mrs Strunke and Mrs Tukumniece, the

first victims of deportation. Mrs Adamovica said a moving good-
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bye. At that time I had no idea that eventually the death toll

wouldbe incredibly high.

As the winter was drawing to an end, our thoughts turned to

spring and summer. My motherhad obtained some seedlings and

started planting potatoes for the next winter. Moreover, the news

that she was a trained nursehad gradually spread in the village and

reached the localhospital. The doctor in charge invitedherto come

in for a talk, with the result that she was employed as a doctor's

assistant ona fixedwage and regular, though small food rations.

We couldn't help noticing that the village families had many

childrenbetween the ages of four and six, and all ofthem healthy.

When I mentionedthis in conversations with my local friends,

they explained that there had been ten or eleven children, but the

others had died. So that was the reason! Presumably only the

fittest had survived, the weak had not. The survivors were physi-

cally well-developed and fairly clever, considering the not too

high standard of education. One of these was my friend Vassily.

In the spring of 1942 Motherwas employedat the hospital and

I was working in the fields, and we had already planted some-

thing for winter. There was a sudden turn ofevents which changed

our lives drastically. We had to pack our belongings and leave.

No-one was toldwhere or why. I washed and got dressed. Then I

quickly didthe rounds to say goodbye to my village friendsand

thank them for their help and kindness. After that we all sat

around waiting. What was going to happen next? Nearly all of us

were to be sent somewhereelse. IfI remembercorrectly, very few

were left - the weakest andthe young, and even then only if they

hadno families. And so, with whatever belongings we had left,

we set off for anunknown destination. Once again we leftbehind

a small garden plot, a skill half learned, a profession, and above
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all, a place and its people with whom we had developed friendly
relations. We tookwith us whatever we had managed to exchange
or obtain in some way, aswell asa small amount of food issued by
the state.

We were sent to Abana, the regional centre. Many Latvians

from the neighbouring kolkhozes were already there, and more

kept arriving. After a few days we were taken to the town of Kansk.

The journey in horse-drawn carts took two days. We spent the night

in the open and were very cold.

In Kansk we were crammed into a huge area with a lotofpeo-

ple. I don't think we were under guard, so we were able to walk

around the town, but to stay there or try to escape would have

been absurd - we had no passports or anything else that could

have inspired us do so. About a year before we had been sent off

in all directions from here. A year later the change in people was

marked. Differences in people's characters became obvious. Some

were downcast, apathetic, indifferentto everything, worn out,

careless towards themselves and others. They were incapable of

understanding what was happening and had lost their willpower

and capacity to put up a fight. Others were determinedto find the

ways and meansto survive, and grab the slightest opportunity to

pull through. Even thoughtheir clothes were mendedand some-

how tacked together, they were presentable. And there were

enterprising people who tried to obtain something somehow,

trick someone into buying somethingor do some work.

From Kansk
we were transported to Krasnoyarsk, the regional

capital. We met even more Latvians there. Huge masses of people

were there, many thousands. Enormous barges were waiting for us

by the banks of the Yenisey River. In orderly lines and fairly

quickly, we were put onthese floating vessels, immensecontainers
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that had been prepared for us. Three, in some sections evenfour-

level bunks were ready for us. The KGB officials, as usual, didn't

bother to explain anything. There were apparently 3500 people

on this particular barge.

We travelled for a long time and a very long way. We saw cliffs

and forests, wild, beautiful and primeval nature. We leftbehind

inhabited villages and towns such as Igarka, where many people
were put ashore. As I discovered in Latvia many years later, only

very few of themsurvived. Slowly, gradually we were approach-

ing the regionof the midnight sun.

On the decks people were boiling soup from the dry rations

issued and whateverthey had exchanged. The first lice appeared.

I hadn'tseen them before. I noticed that my body was more and

more itchy, so I went to my mother, who was working in the first

aid room. I took off my shirt and showed it to her. Insects I'd

never seen before were crawling in it. Mother sighed and said

they were lice. As it turned out, they were our companions for a

long time after that.

We often sang, mainly folksongs and several patriotic, though

sad songs. Such singing in unison greatly liftedour spirits and

gave us inner strength. Things seemed easier tobear. I don't think

I realised that at the time. It wasn't untilmany years later that I

understood what it had meant to us.

The journey continueduntil we were told to disembark in

groups at certain points, presumably according to a plan. We sang

our well-loved songs as we said goodbye to the group leaving.

Gradually our numbers decreased, and soon it was our turn. We

were left in Nikolyska, about 60 kilometresfrom Dudinka, wherea

fishing kolkhoz had been established. There were still forests all

around.So-called free persons arrived at the same time; they were
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assigned to supervise our life and activities. They wereknown as

instructors. One of them was responsible for communist ideology

and could have been the leader, the hierarchy was not very clear.

Some Germans fromthe Volga regionwere also deported there.

They spoke a dialect that was hard to understand, but with time I

managed to communicate in their language. Many of them were

young, and almost all were members of the Komsomol (Young
Communist League). Some had passports, others were deportees,
but Komsomol members nevertheless.

It was a warm summer. For the time being we were living in a

half-finishedlog house. Many of us were assigned to work in con-

struction brigades. I was assigned to fishing, a completely new

job for me. We fished on the left bank of the Yenisey, that is, on

the bank opposite the settlement. Some time later I had to work on

a building site onthe rightbank, and following that, sawing planks.

This took some gettingused to. Itwas all manual labour, and it

certainly wasn't easy, considering the food rations we were given.

It was sheer heaven to collapse on the bunk beside Mother in the

evening, close my eyes and feel and think nothing. We were ac-

customed to neitherthe hardwork nor the perpetual daylight.

And so a new period began, long and bringing many changes.

It's difficult to recall everything in a chronological sequence,but

I vividly remember some colourful moments.

October on the banks of the Yenisey. The river here is

16-18 km wide. It was very cold. We slept in tents, side by side.

My big toe got frostbite because it had protruded too much from

under the blanket. I had to rub it with snow for quite a while to

save it. For a long time afterthat it was very sensitive.

Our job was to pull out timber logs and planks that were al-

ready frozen in the river, and were to be usedfor building houses
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and a fish processing factory. This building material was floated

down the river for thatpurpose. We used crowbars to hack the

logs out ofthe iceand stacked themonthebank. Absolutely every-

one who could move took part in this activity. Old people
and children were considered spongers and got no more than

400 g ofbread a day.

I remember some kind of eatery, where food was issued to

workers in exchange for coupons. There was a blue, watery soup

we called «theblue Danube». It was water thickened with flour,

and you could consider yourself lucky ifa dumpling ora lump of

flour was in yourbowl. We were given «hvoya», an infusion of

pine needlesbefore the meal. This was to prevent scurvy. You

couldn't getany food unless you drank aglass of this first.

The work was hard. We suffered fromthe arctic cold, exhaus-

tion, apathy and lice. I began turning yellow and lost my appetite.

Around that time we were moved into barracks. Ours was num-

ber 9, with doublebunks close together. There was a cast-iron

stove in the middle. I became illwith jaundice and was given sick

leave. The fact that my organism was young played a decisive role,

as did my mother's selfless nursing, so that I was able to recover

andbe on my feet withinabout a month.However, I was no longer

as strong as before. We were earning a ridiculously small wage.

I resigned myself to not being able to work in my present condi-

tion. I was overcome by apathy and hunger. I recall stealing flour.

My friend Janis Streipa, who was about my age but much taller

and likewise all skin and bones, found a flour store. It was

guarded, but if you went out in a snowstorm when, as they say,

the earth and the sky are topsy-turvy, you could reach the store

from an almost hidden side, push a board aside and get a glimpse

ofa bag of flour.Thenall you had to do was make a hole in the top
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one, and the flour poured out freely into the cloth bag brought for

that purpose. I was most grateful to Janis. You could mix this flour

with water, shape it into a pancake, put it onthe stove and fry. What

a delicacy! Only Ihad to promise not to mention a word about it to

anyone. In fact this business involved a great dealof risk. What

would happen if you were caught? Severe punishment. Several

years in a forced-labourcamp wouldbe guaranteed, although that

might not have been any worse than the terribleenslavement here.

Then gradually, relentlessly came the timeof countless deaths.

People died. They died of cold, hunger and inhuman living
conditions. We couldn't dig graves for everyone in the perma-

frost. We had to use dynamite. We didn't have enough energy,

either. When the spring floods came, bodies reappearedabove the

ground. All of us were suffering from vitamin deficiency - we

were not gettingany potatoes or any other vegetables, letalone

garlic or onions. People fell ill with typhoid fever, meningitis and

scurvy, and diedin the barracks or in our small hospital, where

there was not enough room for everyone.

I vividly remembereighteen-year-old Ozolins dying in our bar-

rack. He came back from work one evening, lay downand began

moaning loudly. We could do nothingto help him, except give

him some water and coverhim with blankets. He didn'thave any

relatives, not a soul. I think his motherhad died in the kolkhoz.

Little by little he grew quiet, until finally he passed away. Huge

swarms of lice started deserting the lifeless body. We woke up to

this fact in time, and tooktheyoung man's clothesand bedclothes

out into the-40°Ctemperature.Everything became covered with

tiny white specks - frozen insects.

On another occasion a young Latvian woman came over from

the so-called deathbarrack, number6, I think, and asked if any-
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onecould help liftoff the topbunk yet anothervictim of the Grim

Reaper. I volunteered. Again it was a young Latvian boy,

completely alone. All around him were apathetic, emaciated

people. I felt like crying, but the tears wouldn't come. With

perfect clarity and without fear or horror, I pictured and was

prepared for a similar end for myself.

Maija Kuplais, a talentedpianist at the Latvian Conservato-

rium of Music, also died.We all felt the loss keenly, for we had

become very fond of her on account of her character and de-

meanour. We felt dreadfully sorry forher mother, the daughter of

a newspaper editor. She returned to Latvia and later, I believe,

was allowedto emigrate to Sweden.

Another case was of a mother and her two sons. The mother

and oneof her children were seriously ill, on the brink of death,

in fact. The other son, completely apathetic and indifferent to

what was happening,put his bread ration on his brother's chest

and cut offone small slice after another tosatisfy his hunger.

Never-ending darkness. A pale, grey day would dawn at about

ten o'clock, only to disappearat two in the afternoon.

Aurora borealis. We saw it for the first time in our lives, an

awe-inspiring sight. It is a grand, beautiful and mighty, magical

and fleeting phenomenon.
Bread. Strictly rationed- 800 g, 600 g, 400 g, depending on your

category. It was supposed to be enough. The categories were

labourer,office worker and freeloader. The last group consisted of

children,elderly peopleandthe temporarily ill who couldn'twork

and were cared for by theirrelatives - mothers,brothers and so on.

Other food issues were minimal -a little sugar, butter or oil.

It was extremely difficult to obtain firewood. There simply

wasn't any. Those who worked in building brigades were able to
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bring homesome woodchips, the rest managedas best they could.

There were no trees around,no forest, only the tundrawith small,

shrivelled up bushes like a wire mesh. We used to go to the tun-

dra, which was nearby, gather what we couldand take it back to

the barracks. Thebushes didn't burn ontheir own, a lot of kin-

dling was needed. But they gave out a reasonableamount ofheat.

Soon we began stealing firewood, there was no alternative. We

stole whatever we could lay our hands on- logs and planks, tim-

ber that was meant for building houses. I remember during a

snowstorm I even tore down a toilet somewhere that had beenput

together from boards. I dragged the dry boards back to the bar-

rack. They burnt well and everyone felt a little warmer.

The cold was our worst enemy, andso, not evenfearing punish-

ment, we stole. We often heard the saying, «Winter lasts for

twelve months, the rest of the year is summer.)) A committeeof

building inspectors arrived one day in summer. They discovered

that timber for at least ten houses had been burnt. The chairman

apparently said that these people could not be punished be-

cause they had done it in extreme circumstances. Some officials,

it must be said, were compassionate, even humaneto a certain

degree.

The so-called leftbank of the Yenisey River played an impor-
tant part in our lives. We thought and talked about it a lot. It

seemed fabulous, this leftbank. There was no shortage of any-

thing there, in that land ofplenty. It turned out that teams of geo-

logists were employed there, exploring for minerals and oil. They

were incomparably better provided for than we, with food, cloth-

ing and accommodation. We were not allowed to see them, at

least for the time being. At any rate, they were free people, Soviet

citizens with passports. Occasionally they visited us on the right
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bank, and contacts developed. As a result, those of us who still

had something left from better days had the opportunity, as well

as a reasonforgetting rid of their finery. The people from the left

bank were willing to barter. Money hardly ever changed hands.

There were exceptions, to be sure, when money was necessary,

but the main thing was food and, especially in the north, warm

clothing and felt boots. Many of the free people here walked

around in clothing made of deer or dog fur. Jewellery, if
you had

any, a good quality garment, silk and velvet were exchanged.
There was no demandfor such items in the kolkhoz, but it was a

differentstory onthe left bank. Here we were dealing with intelli-

gent, cultured people, who were well-off besides. If memory

serves me right, relationships ofa differentkind also developed

between both sides. Paradoxically, flirtingand intimacy had their

place here, too. Such relationships increased the chance of

survival, and those membersof the fair sex who had formed these

friendships were already, so to speak, onthe road to success.

Whoelse among us was betteroff? It was the Jews. I had been

brought up in a democratic climate, in which chauvinismwas

unknown, and now saw proof here in these conditions of this

nation's senseof identity and feelings ofsolidarity. These people

stuck together, helped and supported each other far more than

did other nations.

Tributemust bepaid to the women and motherswith children.

Sucha lotofselflessness and willpower were necessary to ensure

your own bare survival and help your children! No matter what,

you had to survive, all thetime hopingthat one day, even ifit was

in the distant future, things would change. What the mothers did

was nothing short of heroic, because many children didreturn

home and began leading a normal life. Nevertheless there were
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countless mothers, who, despite their devotionand self-sacrifice,

couldn't do a thing to prevent theirown and their cherished chil-

dren's death. One of the Freibergs brothers was a tragic example.
He was returning from a neighbouring village in a horsedrawn

cart when he frozeto death. Obviously he hadn'thad the strength

to walk alongside the cart. Attempts to revive him in the bath-

house were unsuccessful.

There was also the case of a woman who went out to relieve

herself during a bad snowstorm and couldn't find her way back.

Snowstorms accompanied by extremely low temperatures were

called «White Death». That's when snow comes whirling down

in huge flakes, covering everything including your eyes, ears and

nose. Weather conditions with temperatures hovering around

zero were called «Black Death».

1943. In the middle of that year I became seriously ill and al-

most died. I have a clear recollectionof how it all began and how

I suffered. Now and then bread was not issued for several days
because ofvarious unforeseencircumstances. Eventually wewould

get the bread owing to us together with that day's ration. So one

evening I returned to the barrack with a large amount of bread. I

was looking forward to the meal I was about to enjoy. I still had

some sugar left. In absolutebliss, I sat down, boiledsome water

in a mug, added the sugar and polished off the bread. I still re-

memberthe wonderfulfeeling. What a meal! I ate a lot, at least a

kilo, I think, and all in one go. I paused a little, then ate and ate

some more. It was no longer normalbehaviour, but that's whatall

ofus, with few exceptions, were like.

After a few hours I had a terriblestomach ache, then diarrhoea

that continued for a long time. When it stopped, I felt extremely
weak. I found it very difficultto move about. My temperaturerose.
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Then my bones started to ache and the pain became increasingly

worse. The diagnosis was scurvy. My weight loss was critical.

I was dreadfully, appallingly tired and couldn't sleep because of

pain. My temperaturewas as high as 40°Cand I had hallucina-

tions, in which I thought my brother was lying next to me. He

seemed to be my twin and wanted to take me somewhere. In fact

I have no brothers or sisters. Our people came to believe that

I wouldnot be in this world much longer. I lay there as stiff as a

board, my arms and legs tensed up, and blinked. I remember that

as if it were yesterday. I was acutely aware of thinking, «Look,

I can still blink.» Yet, for the first time in my life, I was waiting

for the Grim Reaper, who would release me from my suffering.

I was twenty-one at the time.

At one stage, when I was more or less conscious, I asked my

friend to lift me down from the bunk if he could, and, before I

breathed my last, show me the people who were here in the bar-

rack with me. He did so, carrying me on onearm fromoneend to

the other, I had become so light.

Thank God my beloved motherdid everything humanly possi-

ble. There was only one form of treatment - vitamin C, garlic and

onions, which we didn'thave. And suddenly a thought occurred

to her - the leftbank! There was no shortage ofgarlic or onions

there. We managed to get some, but not for free or a simple «thank

you», of course. Nothingwas spared, and so we had to part with

mementoes ofmy father, the most valuablethings we had. One

was thegold watchcase with an inscription, and the other was the

gold letters that my father's friends had put onhis cigarette-case

as a sign oftheir friendship and esteem. At any rate, I gradually re-

covered, and around 1 July I was already on the list of those able

to work.
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People were needed in fishing brigades. There were rough
shacks on the banks of the Yenisey, more or less suitable as

dwellings for people while they fished and caught animals and

birds. The main thing was that clothing and fairly decent food ra-

tions were issued. If you filled the set quota, we were told, your

foodration was increased, if not, it was decreasedconsiderably. I

calculated that in either case Iwould be able to survive on fish

and anything else I caught. So fishing it was.

We began making preparations. People from our village stayed
on a small island in the Yenisey. There were eight of us. Olafs

Gutmanis, a young man ofabouteighteen, who is now a poet, was

elected work brigade leader.Despite his youth and lack ofexperi-

ence, he rose to the occasion and coped well. I was older than he,

but well aware that I could not have managed as well because of

my impractical nature. I was, moreover, still weak after my ill-

ness, and my main aim was to recover enough to survive.

A couple ofmy friends found a new sourceof income, namely
trappingbirds. A large number ofpartridges appeared in the tun-

dra, especially towards spring. They were white and edible. You

could sell themto the state. You caught them using nooses at-

tached to willows. A bud fromthe willow was stuck in the snow

in the middle of the noose and acted as bait. Thebird's head or

foot entangled in the noose, and the bird was in the bag. My

friends showed me how to do it, and aftera while I was quite suc-

cessful. We set up the nooses a fair distance from our huts,

because partridges need peace and quiet, and dislike being dis-

turbed. And so we caught enough for ourselves and to sell to the

state. What a treat frozen breast of partridge was! Mostly we

boiled them with dumplings made from flour we got as dry
rations. Our stomachs were full,and that was quite an achieve-

ment considering that, try as we might, we were always hungry.
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Next we caught owls. They were big, white, tasty and fatty.

They taste a little like geese,but you did have to fry orboil them

for a long time before they were tenderand edible.There was a

great demand for them also, and they sold for 50 roubles each. I

remember my first owl. I nearly lost my eyes. As I was walking

up to inspect my nooses, I noticed from afar that something was

moving in the snownear the stake I had driven in. Sure enough,
an owl. I pounced on it helter-skelter, but the wretched bird,

snare and all, went straight for my eyes. I jumped back just in

time. I killed it with a stick and shoved it in my bag.

On Good Friday, 1944, afterseveral days of snowstorms, when

it was impossible to even consider fishing or hunting, the sun

came out as bright as couldbe. Althoughone of the Latvian moth-

ers advised me not to attempt tasks onsuch a day, I set out for my

snares. They were unfortunately covered with snow, so I had to

dig them out. It was finicky work. I retrieved my nooses, untan-

gled them, took the ensnared partridges and fiddledaround for a

while. Suddenly I sensed a kind of unease, excitement, and an

uncanny feeling came over me. I looked up and saw two wolves

standing a mere ten paces
from me and staring at me with glow-

ing eyes. I stood up and froze. Beads of cold perspiration formed

onmy brow. It didn't last long, perhaps only a few seconds. Then

the animals turnedabruptly and boundedoff. I picked up my par-

tridges and set off for homeas fast as I could.

On another occasion, again whilechecking the snares, I was

almost snowed in. I only realised it when it was dark and I could

hardly see anything. Where was the riverbank, the path withthe

marker stakes? Not a sign of them. Chilledto thebone, I wandered

around for quite a while. Luckily the moon appeared briefly and I

could see the contours of the shore, a good landmark. I stumbled
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some hot, strong tea laced with spirits.

Winter nights were long. We were given the fat of beluga or

some other sea animal for lighting. It was soaked in petrol or

kerosene to prevent us fromeating it, believe it or not. We would

put a wick in the fat, light it, and obtain minimal light. We used

to have long discussions about a lot of topics. At one time I had

been studying music, so I knew quite a few arias and libretti from

operas. My knowledge of literature wasn't to be sneezed at,

either. My companions were interested to hear me sing and tell

stories. I must say that the spiritual wealth one has acquired is of

great help in difficultsituations,albeit only morally. But it helps

to survive. Famous people like Beethoven, Tchaikovsky, Goethe,

Shakespeare, theLatvian poet Rainis, Socrates, Dostoevsky, Ham-

sun and many others who have given the world lasting works of

art, all of themlift yourspirits and stop you from being destroyed.
I am grateful to my parents for encouraging me above all to

appreciate spiritual values.

1 The Nenets - oneofthe original ethnic groups inhabitingNorthern Siberia.
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THE DAY THAT CHANGED MY LIFE

Juris Šņore

I don'treally know whenI first became awareof the world around

me. Be that as it may, it was about 47 years ago, around the

year 1940.

I recall that my grandfather had bought me grey tin soldiers in

various positions - standing, aiming either downon oneknee or

lying down, running or marching. Even though they were smaller

than the colourful ones in other sets, and though I had chewed off

the heads of some, the grey ones weremy favourites. I used to play
with themon the floorin my grandfather's small, sunny room. I also

rememberplaying with Grandfather's heavy watch chain while sit-

ting on his stomach. Apparently he was two metres tall and, accord-

ing to theanthropologists at the university, these measurements tal-

liedwith those of the bones found in theburial places of theancient

inhabitants ofZemgale1.1must havebeen very young.

My next memory is of a day in winter. Tanks were grinding
theirway through snowfrom the Korf Garden in Bauska to the

Pilsmuiza school. Obviously they were Red Army tanks in the

winter of 1940/1941. Someone was pulling me in a sled, and

1 Zemgale- a region of Latvia.
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I was afraid of these roaring monsters. I barely managedto stop

myself from screaming.

I remember how I and a boy just like me marched up to each

other, three-cornered hats folded fromnewspaper on our heads,
and salutedeach other saying, «Greetings, comrade!» Children of

that age usually learned other words in Russian. I was different.

I learnedthose various other combinations somewhat later.

14 June, 1941 was a fateful day for me. I don't remember the

night we were roundedup at «Ligotni» in the Bauska region. But

I do remember my granny handing two bags through the open

doorof the freight car at lecava station. She was wearing a beret.

I saw my stepfather's face onceat the carriage window. The win-

dow was just below the roof and there were bars on it. My step-
fatherwas smiling and saying something. Men were on one train,

women and children on another. The trains had halted alongside
each other. An unimaginable uproar broke out on both trains.

Women were shouting, children were crying, men were banging

on the doors and walls and trying to break the bars on the win-

dows. The soldiers guarding the trains were running around in

confusion and also yelling something. The noise died downwhen

the men's train was shunted away.

Several soldiers were fairlytalkative and ourmothersenquired

as to where we were being taken. They didn'tknow much, except
that it was in aneasterly direction.That was obvious from thepo-

sition ofthe sun. Convoy soldiers weren't in the know, they were

just following orders.

I don't remember what we ate on the journey, but there was

enoughuntil we reached the destination.We had a rather large
piece ofsmoked ham with us. Motherwould cut a thinslice for each

ofus. It was utterly delicious. In the following years I could hardly
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recall what meat tasted like, and when I returned to Latvia and lived

at my grandmother's, I ate very littleand only the leanestkind.

I don't know how and where we spent the first autumn and

winter. I do know that I was very cold, there was a lot of snow

and fierce blizzards that raged for several days and nights.

In winter we usually wore thick clothes, woollen socks, thick

shawls or fur hats, padded jackets and feltboots. An appropriately

clothed person did not have to fear winter. People who were going

somewhere for a longer time wore long fur coats called «tulup» or

«doha». I'm not sure how they differed. The former seemed to be a

littlelighter with fur on the inside, whereas the latter were verybig

andwere madefrom dog furwith thefur ontheoutside. Itwas often

mottled, dependingon what was available. The best footwear for

travelling were heavy boots, also made from dog fur, with furonthe

inside as well as the outside. You wouldn't freeze in them even

when you wore them on bare feet. People who didn't have warm

clothing weremuch worse off. We wereamong those, and westayed

indoors. The most important thing,afterall, was having enoughfire-

wood and food.To this day I have no idea where Mother got them.

Men had been conscripted. I only rememberthe «big» boys, no

older than seventeen, and the old men. I liked the old men. They

were most impressive. They had shaggy beards with tobacco spit-

tleand bits of food perpetually sticking in them. Thebeard near

the bottomlip was yellowish-brown, probably frommahorka, and

lighter further downbecause ofold age, of course. Theirhair was

dishevelledand their eyebrows were long and thick. I can't recall

seeing a bald man, not that men in Siberiadidn'tgo bald. It was

simply that I didn't happen to meet any.

The old men could do any task: resole felt boots, plait long

shepherd's whips, make harness equipment, fix carts and sleighs,
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make skis, hunt, mess around with bees, spit magnificently, drive

horsecarts, fell trees, builda variety of structures, repair roofs and

buildings, distil and drink home-made spirits, grow tobacco and

when annoyed, let fly a string of words in a stunning sequence.

These I learned fast, and to a high level ofproficiency. Iloved lis-

teningto the old hunters' stories ofhow they had hunted bears

and sables and fought off wolves. Quite a few men's faces and

limbs were disfigured. These scars were lasting reminders oftheir

battles with bears.

Hunters had short skis withoutbindings, but with a kind of

boot at the toe end into whichyou stepped, felt boots andall. The

bottomofthe skis was covered with some hide insuch a way that

the fur allowed you to slide forwards but not backwards, so it was

easier to go uphill. In the taiga the hunters had theirown shacks

with everything neededfor a person who happened to be there to

survive. There was bread, meat dumplings, milk, meat, dry fire-

wood and kindling, a wick-light as well as a kerosene lamp, a tin

stove, some essential crockery, a table, a bench, anaxe and so on.

Thehut had one tiny window and a door that openedinwards.

The doorwas made that way to enable you to make your way out

if there was a snowdrift, and also to prevent a bear from opening
it. There was no key, only a cleverly madewooden device, which

stopped a bear from entering the hut. A bear never pushes, it al-

ways pulls things.
Siberianmen started a fire with home-made lighters. These did

not usepetrol, methylated spirits or gas. They consisted of three

components: tinder, flintand a steel chip forged according to the

owner's fancy. The tinderwas held to the piece of flint with the

left thumb while striking with the right one. The old fellows had

dried out the tinder so well that a tiny spark was enough to make
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it glow. Then they would blow on it and it would glow even

more. These experts probably took a few seconds longer to start a

fire than we do nowadays with matches. The tinderwas obtained

from tree fungus and peeled and dried.

By today's standards, we were a big family: me, Janitis, Elga,

Egils and Mother; and Janitis', Elga's and Egils' grandfather. Their

surnamewas Vasarins. I hada differentsurname, being mymother's

son from her first marriage. I think Grandfather died as early as

winter, 1941. I have no idea how, where or when he was buried.

When Janitis died, it was already the winter of 1942. We were

then living in some kind of children's home. In fact, the whole

village was a children's home. Orphans must have been gathered

there. Mother was working in this home. I don'tknow what her

job was, except that it wasn't as a labourer.

The winter was coldand grim. We were constantly hungry, our

stomachs were never full. On one occasion Mother had obtained a

littlemore food than usual, but she didn't allow us to eat it all in

one evening. We decided to store it in the basement under the

floorboards.Whenwe opened the basement door, we saw that our

dish was at the far end and there was not a morselof food left. It

hadn'teven occurred tous that rats also had to eat. From then on, if

there were any leftovers, we wouldput them into a pot, and cover

it with a lidand some firewood or some other heavy objects. Rats

came intoourroom also, and ran around on our beds, but luckily

they didn't get a taste of our noses or ears. A mosquito flying

around atnight is unpleasant, letalonerats frolicking on your bed.

That winter we were all ill. We wanted to go outdoors, but

there was nothing to put on our feet. How long can you stay out-

side in the snowbarefoot?Egils and Elga were olderand attended

the orphanage school, while Janitis and I stayed at home.But we



Juris Snore

314

couldn't refrain from going outside. We would tie two small

boards to our feet and take turns to go out. Between us we had a

shabby little coat. When the older children came home from

school, we would put on theirboots. Egils was wiser than Elga
and didn't lend his clothes. And so in this way we got «fitness

training». Wecaught whooping cough. Isuffered longer thanJanitis.

One day towards evening, while Mother was in Krasnoyarsk,

Janitis, who was in bed, took three deepbreaths that sounded like

a long moan. He had drawnhis last breath...

Spring came. As soon as the snow was gone, I felt free. I didn't

needmuch, just a pair of pants and some food in mystomach. But

food was scarce in spring because nothing had grown yet. Egils

was already a big boy, over 12 years old. He knew how to put a

bridle on a horse and could start working on the orphanage farm.

There were three of us out on the field in the taiga - the horse,

Egils and I. We had some bread with us. While Egils and the horse

were working, I would light a fire. We could already pick sorrel

and ramson, a plant similar to garlic, as well as «saranka»2, a

floury, nourishing plant that had a big bulb like that ofa tulip.
While the horse was resting, Egils wouldsneak up to a flock of

blackbirds with a club in his hand. A few throws, and we would

have a fine meal. It was even better if the fieldwas near a river.

There were massesof fish, you only had to know how to catch

them. You could catch groundlings by their tails or backs with

just a hook. They were smallbut tasty enough. At times our whole

2 Saranka - In spring this plant saved many deportees from starving to death.

The local people advised them to look for the new shoots of theplant, dig out

the bulbs and cook them, instead ofgatheringfrozen, rottingpotatoes left over

in the fields from the previous autumn. Only pigs were allowed to forage in

the fields after the harvest.
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family could get a square meal out of them. Later, when I was

about 6 or 7 years old, together with some Russian boys I learned

a better way of catching fish. Men would build dams over the

rivers ofSiberia, which were smallbut abundantin fish. Stakes

close together were driven into the river bed rightacross from one

bank to the other. Only water and small fish could pass through.

A wicker basket was placed at anopeningin the barrier. Our task

was to check this trap before its owner did. There were always
fish in it. The biggest fish I once saw, a salmon trout, was as big

as a man. The fishermanwas carrying it slung over his shoulder

and its tail was dragging onthe ground.

It was easier to get food in summer. All kinds ofplants were ripe

not only in the woods but also in gardens and fields. In additionto

ramson and «saranka», you could get turnips, beetroot, swedes,

cabbage and grain. New larchtree needles were tasty, too. Perhaps

that's why at the age of50, only five ofmy teethare missing.

The situation improved as summer wore on. There were red

and black currants, strawberries and blackberries. I was so sick of

eating nettle soup in spring, that evennow I eat sorrel orbeet leaf

soup only out ofpoliteness towards the cook, I nevermake it my-

self. And I never eat stewed carrots or swedes either, we had to

eat them so frequently in winter.

The black currants in our gardens were as big as the ones in

the Siberian taiga, where no-one fertilisedor lookedafter them.

The raspberries, bilberries and bird-cherries were as big as our

cherries and cedar nuts. People gathered bird-cherries, dried and

ground them, and cooked them in pies and in other ways. The

pies were very tasty. Cedar nuts were sold cones and all. Peeling

them out of the cone was a complicated procedure. The peeler

would smudge so much resin over him-or herselfthat it would
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take days to get it off. Littlerascals like us didn'tworry about the

resin because we had it on the most unlikely places anyway as a

result of climbing the cedar trees. The resin disappeared and the

cones opened when they were boiled.The cones could also be

fried and then shelled like nuts. In any case, these nuts were nu-

tritious and filling. There were shells all over streets, floors and

railway platforms, where the nuts were sold by the glass or jar.

The shells would break under your shoe with a loudcrackle, but

cut into bare feet.

Picking thecedarnuts was difficult- you had to climb the tall tree,

which hadnobranches at the bottom. Only very fewmanagedit with-

out using spikes. There were cases ofpeople falling down. I heard

stories of only tattered clothing with bones inside having been

found in the branches. Anyway, it was impossible to bring back

more than one bag fromthe taiga, thegreen cones were too heavy.

In autumn there were potatoes, cabbage and other root vegeta-

bles. Mother strictly forbade us to sneak into other people's

gardens or into state-owned fields to pick something. But one's

stomach didn't always give peace to one's mind or feet. Mother

evenmadeus learn the Lord's Prayer.

The seasons changed, winter followed autumn. The first few

years were naturally very difficult, not so much for us children,

as for our parents, or rather, mothers. However, I think it became

easier witheach passing year. The children were growing, they
became physically fit, survived somehow and helped in some

way. Some families acquired a goat or some other domestic ani-

mal. The deportees became used to the new environment.

It was somewhat easier for the local inhabitants-they had a

roof over their heads, warm clothes suitable for the climate, over

the centuries they had adapted themselves to the conditions, and
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they were familiarwith theflora and fauna. They cultivatedsmall

plots of land, and had seed and domesticanimals. There wereno

husbands, life's heavy burden was borne by the women. But there

were some old men who, although not able to work themselves,

were quite good managers.

The Latvian women, on the other hand,had been forcibly sent

away, children and all, from theirhomeland and their accus-

tomed Europe. Havingarrived in Asia, in Siberia, about which

they had only heard in geography lessons, they neither could nor

would acclimatise or adapt. For example, there was a Mrs

Kurcena, who didn't eat anything without salt, but there was no

salt. So she ate raw beetroot, which she cleaned on her skirt, any

grain at all and almost any kind of grass. I don'tknow what be-

came ofher. Another sad case was a classmate ofmymother's. He

had been released from a prison camp and arrived in our village

one day. He couldbarely stand up and would fall asleep in an

instant. Someboys stole his fishing rod when he fell asleep on

the river bank. His sleepiness annoyed me and I told him so. He

only smiled sadly. A few weeks later he died,and so remained in

Siberia for ever. I'm ashamedof myself now.

Ribnoye was quitea large village, about 40 kilometres fromthe

regional centre of Kozulyka. In those days the distance seemed

enormous to me. Ribnoye was my world. The main street, the

kolkhoz office, club, school, horse stable and the river, all these

interested me. Elga and Egils were in the children's home. Things

were easier for Mother.

I spent the summer in themainstreet and near theriver, which

was called Little Kemchooga. Itwasn't big but it had plenty of

fish. I didn'thave proper fishing equipment or, to be more pre-

cise, what I had was totally inadequate, especially lines and
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hooks. Fish often swam off with the hook, lineand sinker. The

banks of the river were overgrown or bare, with gentle or steep

slopes, sandy or gravelly. Therewere all kinds of fish, some under

rocks, in which case we could catch them with ourbare hands,

others such as pike and salmon trout were in deeper parts. We

boys knew every shallow, dip, old river bed and bay. The river

contributedto the family table.

In spring there was a wonderful display of flowers in the mead-

ows, and shrubbery along the river and in the taigaas well. The

colours ranging from green through to a very dark red were daz-

zling. I can't describe this brilliantrange of colours. I still vividly
rememberthe flower called «fire» in Russian. When it bloomed in

the meadow, it seemed as ifthemeadow was on fire. I wonderwhat

it would look like ifit were illuminated.Another flower that fasci-

natedme was «the cuckoo's tear», a delicate three-leafblossom on

a fragile stalk. It had a delightful scent. Not to mention all the big
meadow plants with theirwhite, yellowand othercolouredflowers.

These plants really were tall - a horse and rider would disappear

among them. In 1954, when I was there once again, we hid a cater-

pillar tractor in a meadow, and the driver only found it by the

tracks leftbehind. He probably wouldn'thave foundit a few days

later, by which time the flattenedgrass would have come up again.

This type of meadow is a bee's paradise, and not only a bee's.

Dragonflies, butterflies, gadflies, bumblebees and a multitudeof

other insects fly, buzz, hum, droneand whirr. The insects range

in size from tiny to as large as your thumb. The honey collected

from whiteblossoms is white, with a distinctive smell and taste.

It'sanotherof nature's wonders.Perhaps not everyone likes the

taste of it, but I do. On one occasion my mother, in her job as the

kolkhoz bookkeeper, took me along to one ofthe kolkhoz apiaries.
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It was located in the taigaand consisted ofmany colonies ofbees.

The apiary was enclosed by a palisade fence with the skulls of

differentanimals onit. Bears presented the biggest threat to the

apiaries, for honey is their greatest delicacy. That is why a bee-

keeper lives at the apiary and has a gun to frighten the unwel-

come visitors away. The beekeeper in this case had a long beard

and hairy arms, and worked with the bees without a net, relying

only on a smoker. He treated us to some fresh honey and honey-

comb in a large bowl, to eat with bread and fresh cucumbers. To

this day I would give anything for a feast of this honey and cu-

cumbers. Perhaps God and nature, wishing to imitate this food,

have attempted to create something similar and givenus the melon.

Our small garden was situated behind the kolkhoz office.

Behinda meadow,about 700 m away, was the edge ofthe endless

taiga. We grew everything we needed in the garden. The soil was

fertile, everything including weeds flourished. Mother and I did

the weedingand had a never-endingbattle with nettles, couch-

grass, goosefoot and other unwanted plants.

Fairly late one evening, as we were weeding, we heard a bear

rumble several times in the taiga. The sound reverberated across

the taiga. The bear was probably far away, but the soundof itmade

my hair stand on end. I was already half-way out of the garden

when I rememberedthat Motherwas still there. I begged her to

come home. My lips were tremblingand there was such fearon my

face that mymother finally took pity on me andwe went home.

I have always liked animals suchas hedgehogs, cats, dogsand

so on. The bigger the animal, the more I liked it. Thekolkhoz had

horses. Other boys liked them too, of course. We used to ride

them to the river for a swim, water themand look after them. We

rode bareback and often withouta bridle.My favourite mare was



Juris Snore

320

a large plump one, with big knobs on her legs. These knobs must

have been the so-called glanders.

Itwas an important event at the kolkhoz when a tractor or a

truck was sent fromthe Balahtona Machineand Tractor Station,

about 20 kilometres away. The trucks worked for a day or two,

but the tractor for at least two weeks. It was an interesting con-

traption of the kind you see only in museums nowadays. The big
wheels and the doublerows of firing-pins filledme with a sense

ofawe. Great was the honourfor the boy who was allowed to sit

in the driver's assistant's seat. My early experience with machin-

ery has had a lasting effect onme. I learned to use all our usual

machinesbefore gainingmy degree in engineering.

No less important were the film shows at the club. To produce

the electricity needed, someone had to turn the generator or dy-

namo, as it was then called. Theolderboys did that so that they

could see something of the film, but we the youngerones helped

too. When the screen began to jerk, the audience would yell, «Keep

turning, buddy!» They yelled at us, we in turn yelled at others. I

have no idea what films wereshown in those days. There was some-

thing about war, a tank approaching, and it seemed to me that any

moment now we would all be crushed. But there was a happy end-

ing, and we defeatedthose damnedGermans, at least in the battles

onthe screen. However, onechildwas run over and I was very sorry

for him. Mother said it was a doll,but I didn'treally believe her.

One day some important regional officials arrived fromRibnoye

in a Willis donatedby the American Lend-lease
3. What a vehicle!

How green its steering wheel, how bright its lights, so many

3Lend-lease - the legal meansby which the United States assisted its allies

duringthe Second World War. Lend-lease to the Soviet Union ended in 1945.
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reflectors both at the rear and on the sides! It drove off, and we

stood there in the dust breathless and with our mouths open.

From then onI worshipped cars.

In my opinion, the most important men in the village were the

kolkhoz supervisor and the kolkhoz herdsman. The supervisor

was serious and respected, he had a moustacheand always a pipe

in his mouth. What he said was law. When a meeting in the club

was being organised, the stable handwas notified. He then as-

sembled any available boys, gave them some horses, and we rode

around the village hollering, «Come to the meeting at the club!»

The herdsmanwas a boy ofabout sixteen. Every morning he

would start at one end ofthe village, and every owner drove her

cow out through the gate onto the street. By the time he got to the

other end, his herd was complete. He had a short-handled whip

about six metres long, and he was an expert at using it. Woe to

the cow that for some reason refused to go where she was told!

The end of the whip never failedto reach its target. Sometimes he

just cracked it for fun.

The cows grazed on the meadows and in the birch groves out-

side the village. They returned in the evenings and knew which

gate was theirs. It wasn't customaryto complain to a cow's owner

ifher cow or anotheranimal got out through a fence and damaged

someone's garden. The answer would simply be, «Putup a fence!»

Animalswere free to roam in the village. Every household had a

fence. The side facing the streetwas builtofmighty logs or planks,

over or through which you couldn't see. The fence had one big

and one small gate. Ifyou wanted to see what was goingon in the

street, all you had to do was sit astride the fence and gape to your

heart's content.

One day an army officer on leave arrived. That was just about

a world event. He toldus stories about Europe, the Germans and
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the war. He leftafter a few days. The whole village, including me,

saw him off. He went on foot, presumably to Balahtona. At the

edge of the village, without turning around and still marching

along, he drew his pistol and fired into the air three times. Did he

return home from the war? Who knows.

The taiga extended from east ofRibnoye right up to the hori-

zon. Dark greenor bluish mountains were in that direction, and

they merged with the sky. A forest fire broke out there once. That

was anawesome sight. The entire skyline burnedand blazed. At

first there was only smoke, but later there were flames. It was ter-

rible. What had started it? A campfire, a cigarette butt, perhaps a

spark from a locomotive?The fire shifted around the mountains

for a long time, three weeks according to my mother, until the

rain came. When that happened, the flames were easier to see. An

unusual spectacle - it was raining, steam was rising and tongues
of fire were reaching out towards water. Eventually nature took

care of it. Long afterthe rain, steam was still rising, but the fire

was extinguished. Perhaps people had helped also. How great

was the damage? How many trees were destroyed? Had animals

and people perished? That remaineda secret forever.

Autumn and winter were approaching once more. I turned six

and was enrolled at school. September was still warm, but by the

end of the month some snow fell. I had nothing to wear on my

feet. Mother managed to clotheme somehow, but footwearwas a

problem. Until the end of October I used to dash to school bare-

foot across the snow. Itwas warm at school. If you sat on your

feet, it was evenbetter.

First I had to learn letters and numbers. I had no trouble with

letters and was soonreading with ease, but my writing was clumsy.
Numbers were alright, but mathematicalproblems gave me some
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trouble. My mother hadn't taught me the basic principles. She

had, however, taught me reading and singing. I could read, recite

poems and sing. At the top ofmy voice I wouldbelt out «And long

live ourbeloved comradeStalin!» She taught me a lotof Latvian

folksongs, too. One of themtold ofa young maiden, who did not

break evena twig as she walked through a silvery birch grove. Had

she done so, she wouldhave been showered with silver. I cried

because I felt sorry that Mother hadn'tbroken a twig and didn't

have silver all over her. So she didn't sing this song any more.

I loved to ski. Mother got me a pair of skis, but they had no

bindings and there were no poles. I made these myself. I used to

go skiing early in the morning, so that the other childrenwouldn't

laugh at me. The moon was still up when I set out for the gully at

the other end ofthe village. The gully was deep,but I had myown

trails, downwhich I'd fly like the wind.

One early morning I again went to the gully. When Iarrived, I

noticed five or six dogs gathered on the other side. They had

pointed noses and were all the same size. Some were sitting,

others were standing, still others were walking around. One of

them howled. They were wolves, for goodness' sake! That was

the first and only time I came face to face with wolves. From then

on Ino longer went skiing at night. By then I was as good as the

villageboys, and my skis had bindings and I wore felt boots. Later

in Latvia I was one of the best skiers.

The winter was over and it was no longer cold. Life went on.

The war was drawingto a close. Mother's hopes ofreturning home

to Latvia rose. It didn'tmatter to me. Iwas interested in machines,

horses and living things. However, we moved to Kozulyka, there-

gional centre, to live at Mrs Golikova's place. She didn'thelp us

much, and we had to start from scratch again.
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The summerended, autumn came. It was off to school barefoot

again. I had grown out of my old felt boots, but now school was

close by, and the way therewas along a timber footpath. Once

again I would keep my feet warm by sitting on them. But not

everything was bad. My grandmother sent me all sorts of pencils,

erasers and exercise books with watermarks fromthe Ligatne pa-

permill. Although some of these precious things were stolen, I got

some. Around the beginningofOctoberI got some boots, and now

going to school was a pleasure and snow no longer pricked

my feet.

Even though the war was nearly over, we were no better or

worse off than at the beginningof it. The room we lived in wasn't

particularly warm, so one of my chief duties was looking after the

heating. I still regard a tin and cast iron stove as the mosteffective

heating device. It heats up quickly, but cools down even faster.

From somewhere or other Mother had obtained some barley
meal.Itwas white, easy to mix with water and madea very gluti-

nous dough. On the top of the hot stove and without the aid ofa

pan, I would painstakingly prepare a varietyof pastries - buns,

rolls, rings and twists.

That cold winter our landlady's ewe had a lamb. Where could

you put animals when the shed was so cold? In the tenants'

rooms, of course. A space somewhat like a pen was created, and

the ewe and its youngwere put into it. In those days such close

co-existence didn'tworry me at all. Something else bothered me.

In Siberian houses there is a cold anteroom, and at the end of it

the place onevisits alone. A dog was always waiting there forvi-

sitors and eagerly sniffed what the visitor left behind. I was

desperately sorry for the dogand secretly tried to save some of

my own food. This toiletwas only used in winter, so thatpeople
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wouldn'thave to walk through snow to the littleouthousebehind

the cowshed. The emaciated dog was able to crawl under the

anteroom, which was built a littlehigher. They were hard times

both for humans and animals.

Trains passed through Kozulyka in both directions. If the train

was very long, there would be two locomotives in front and one

behind. Heavy armour was transportedboth east and west. If it

was going east, then it was either for repairs or to the Japanese

front. More than anything else, I was interestedin machinery and

I used to envy thelocomotive drivers, their assistants and stokers.

I would walk behindthe assistants as they went along the rows of

carriages, holding a hook in one hand and an oil canwith a long

spout in the other. They would open the little brake lids onthe

wagon axles, pour some oil on the thread and the rag packing in-

side, and using the hook, shut the lid with a loudnoise. There

was a sign in Russian saying «Matrosov brakes» on the chassis of

freight trains, and one saying «Westinghouse brakes» on passen-

ger trains. That way it was clear how the train was to be serviced.

When the train was ready to continueits journey, the locomotive

first reversed with a jolt to overcome inertia and release the brake

pads fromthe wheels. A jerk forward followed. Again the cou-

pling devices and buffers would clang along the entire length of

the train. I gazed afterthe trains for a long time,especially at dusk

when the threered lights onthe last carriage disappeared into the

distance. So there was another worldbesides the one I lived in.

The art ofstarting a locomotive was a complete mystery to me.

I had seen how a vehicle or a tractor was started, but not a loco-

motive. Whatkind of crank and how many men were needed?In

those days I knew nothing about steam power, and there weren't

any electric or diesel engines yet, at least not in Siberia.
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My motherwas worried about my future as well as her own,

and went to the local commandant'sheadquarters to enquireabout

the possibility of returning home. The answer was no. On one

occasion, however, a supervisor welcomed her fairly warmly,
listenedto her, thought it over and said in Russian as if to Mother,

himselfor someoneelse, «Well, I don't know. There is a demand

for goods.» Whathe said was ambiguous. The word «towarischchi»

means «comrades», whereas if you say «towar ischchi», the

meaning is «there is a demand for goods». If Mother had had

something valuable to use as a bribe, our fate could have been de-

cided sooner. But she had long since bartered her valuablesfor

clothing and food, so that talk about a demandfor goods was of

nouse.

Winter passed slowly. Other Latvian women used to visit my

mother. They would tell each other's fortune. On the tablewas a

round piece of paper with letters, and the women «warmed the

cup». Supposedly the cup moved on the paper beneath their fin-

gers. They also gazed at a ring in a glass ofwater while sitting be-

tween two candles in front ofa mirror. At moments like these the

fortune-tellerhad to be alone, the others were in the landlady's
room. One day Mother saw a man with a moustache, someone

like my grandfatheror evenStalin, and got such a fright that she

never told fortunes with a glass again.

When I had nohomework, I and the boys built snow castles in

the landlady's garden, madewooden guns that rattled but didn't

shoot, and played war games. After the «battles», wet and tired,

we collected our «weapons» in the dark and went home. I also

enjoyed carving things out of wood. Time passed quickly.

Spring in Siberia arrives later than in Latvia, but eventually it

does. I don't think sleetand other common naturalphenomena
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are as bad there. And yet something strange happenedto me. One

day my legs began to ache so terribly that I couldn'twalk. I even

screamed with the pain. The worst was in the groin. Mother got a

horse and somehow managed to put me in the cart. The cart rat-

tled and shook, and my legs hurt very much. All I could see above

me was a pitch dark sky. A storm was approaching, and I was

afraid that on topof everything else Iwould be soaked through.

But we reached the hospital before the rain. I was carried into a

ward and put into bed. The pain didnot go away, but at least it

wasn't worse. I was given some tablets, onwhich I nearly choked.

I had never taken medicinebefore, and the bitter taste almost left

me breathless.

Then a fearsomestorm broke. Lightning flashed continually,

thunder rolled incessantly, and an entire wall of water came

down.And a miracle happened -
the pain disappeared.I lounged

around thehospital fora week or two. While there, Isaw from my

window aninteresting means of transport go past - a kind ofsmall

boat on one wheel. A person was sitting in the boat. It appeared

quickly and disappeared just as quickly. Well, I was completely

baffled - how could one wheel carry a small boat with a person

in it? It turned out to be only a motorcycle with a sidecar.

WhenI was discharged from hospital, mymotherwas told that

I had rheumatism. Since then I have suffered from this old peo-

ple's illness. Now and then for some unknown reason I have to

limp. I don'tneed a barometer. I canforecast rain and especially a

stormby the way my legs feel, and perhaps by other signs known

only to me. I'm rarely wrong. Sometimes people laugh at me

when I forecast rain in perfectly fine weather. But I observe spi-

ders, the sky, dogs, birds, trees, insects and grass, and I can feel it

in mybones.
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With the onset of summer, school life receded into the past. I

now spent my days in our vegetable garden, at therailway station

and Mother's work, some kind of forestry office. Everything grew

in the garden, including weeds, but getting rid of them was

child's play. Potatoes, the Siberians' second most important food

afterbread, took up most of the garden. Hoeing them once was

quite sufficient, for when theystarted to grow, weeds couldn't get

through. No wonder Russian young women sang in their ditties,

«Lieutenant, lieutenant, come visit me, I've got potatoes in my

garden and mycow gives lots of milk.»

Potatoes, cabbage, cucumbers,onions, garlic and swedes, these

made up the staple diet in Siberia in those days. The taigawas a

good source ofadditional food. Using produce from her own gar-

denand the gifts of the taiga, a capable housewife couldprepare

delicious meals, such as cabbage pie, jam or meat dumplings,
bird-cherry pudding, jam, mushrooms, and casseroles and stews

cooked in big Russian ovens. When the round cast- ironpot was

pulled out with the aid of a hooked poker, a wonderful smell

would fill the room. Russian housewives baked bread, too.

Over time, as I wanderedaround the small town, I got to know

all the popular places. One was the pond at the edge of town,

where the water was murky and the colourof clay, and was no

match for the water in the Little KemchoogaRiver in Ribnoye. But

we swam there anyway. We were all suntanned. If ourmothers

had got to work with soap and warm water, some of the tan would

have disappeared, but they had no time.

In spring, when we started running around barefoot, the soles

of our feet were not tough yet, and a sharp splinter, a piece of

glass or a nail couldeasily stick into them. But by midsummer

the soles had a thick layer of skin, which became chapped in
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autumn, and nothing couldhurt them. Only a Caucasian knife or

an Indian's arrow could have pierced them, but there were no

such things in Siberia.

The next most popular place was the veterinary centre. Domes-

tic animals were treated here, mares and cows were mated, and

stallionsand youngbulls castrated. I didn't like these procedures

at all and avoided the place. I don't recall seeing a dog or a cat

being treatedthere,and I was very fondof them.

When trains stopped at the station, passengers wouldspill out

onto the platform and buy whatever the women were selling -

milk, potatoes, cedar nuts, berries and vegetables. We boys re-

garded the travellers with awe. These people were going some-

where, they were above us, and I didn'tapproach them. Freight

train passengers were a different matter. They were soldiers, jolly

and carefree, or at least seemed to be. When the train stopped,

they would jump off, run to get some water, buy something, play

the accordion and sing and dance. Occasionally they even gave

us something.

For quite a while a Kalmyk 4boy lived at the station. He had

turned up from somewhere, wandered around the stationand

welcomed all military trains. He offered to sing and dance for the

soldiers, receiving some food in return. He would sing «Katyusha»s,

to which he had composed his own chorus. As he sang the cho-

rus, he would swing his arms and legs, and that was supposed to

be a dance. The soldiers used to feed him. When he was asked

where he lived, he pointed to the ground and said, «Here». When

4Kalmyks - anethnic group of the Northern Caucasus, exiled by Stalin in 1943

on charges ofcollaboration with German forces.

5 «Katyusha» - a song composed duringWorld War II and especiallypopular

among Russian soldiers.
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asked about his fatherand mother,he wouldshake his head- «No

parents*. He foundshelter in some nook or shed, and survived on

handouts. Just as he had appeared from nowhere, the littleraga-

muffin disappeared. He went to another station. In this way he

spentthe summer by the railroad, which provided him with shel-

ter, transport and food. This kind of life as a homeless vagrant

tempted me also, perhaps more the travelling by train than the

lifestyle. As the train started to move, all you had to do was run

beside the carriage with the guard'splatform, hop up onthe foot-

board, grab the rail and make yourself comfortable. I tried it once.

It was lovely. The train picked up speed, telegraph poles and

trees flashed by. Things closer to the railroadpassed by faster,

those further away just glided past. You saw all kinds ofthings,
but the faster the train travelled, the colderyou felt.

That time I ended up in a silly situation, in that the train sped

through several stations without halting. Finally it stopped at one

and I quickly foundanother train that could take me back. When it

moved off, I again jumped on it and waited to be taken back to

Kozulyka. I knew which one it was by keeping count of the stations.

However, it turned out to be a through train. I had to get off before

the train started travelling at full speed. So at one stage, when the

train slowed down and I noticed that the semaphore hand was

down, it was time to act. I got down on the lowest step and had

enoughtime to glimpse the semaphore hand goingup. I rolleddown

the grassy embankment likea ball, with great success, I might add.

A slightly grazed thigh was nothingcompared tothe troubleI would

have had if I had been taken some 100 kilometres in a westerly
direction. After that I neverwent riding ontrains again.

Towards the end of summer, one of the boys told us that the

Kalmyk boy had been «cut up by a train». The littlefellow had



The Day That ChangedMy Life

331

perished in his accustomed surroundings, probably as he was

either jumpingon or off a train. It was not unusual for domestic

animals also, mostly cows, to get run overby trains.

Mother was working in a timber-processing plant. I was inter-

ested in her work because there was paper around, on which I

couldwrite and draw. Whenever I got a decent sized piece, I tried

to draw everything around me - people, houses, animals, but above

all, machines. The plant had a large numberof machines. There

were cars and tractors, saws for felling trees and sawing logs, and

other timber processing equipment. Staves for casks were also

made there. Sometimes anorder for these had to be filledquickly.
Casual workers, including boys, were then employed. We used to

work diligently and fast. We were paid when stacking was fin-

ished. On one occasion I earned 37 roubles in oneday. I became

aware ofthepower ofmoney. You could getanythingwith money,

and the more you had, the better.

I was a keenhelper when cars and tractors were repaired. I en-

joyed washing the parts andlining them up on a board, and I was

proud when I was praised. A tractor driver oncedropped theoil

cap into a bucket ofsump oil while he was changing theoil. With-

out hesitating, I put my hand into the bucket and fished out the

cap. I was praised again. It's very likely that the adults had a good

laugh behindmyback about such diligence.

The vehicles were old,with broken panels, but they were strong.

WhenI now reflect onhow they were lookedafter, or ratherneg-

lected and abused, I have to pay tributeto both the GAZ-AA as

well as the ZIS-5 trucks. They went from Gorky all the way to

Berlin. New vehicles went to the front, the old ones were used in

industry, and the same principle applied to people.

I and other lads loved going for rides, sometimes with the dri-

ver's permission, at othertimes without, and it didn't matter in
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which direction. We obtained «classified» information frommy

mother in advance about a driver's destination.All we had to do

was find the right moment when the driver got into his cabin. We

were as agile as acrobats, and even before the driver had sat down,

we were in the backof the truck.

People ofvarious nationalitieswere in Siberia - Russians, Poles,

Ukrainians, Byelorussians, Germans from the Volga region, Kalmyks
and others, a veritable Tower ofBabel.A young German man called

Sasha Saibelisworked as a driverand was very friendly towards us.

He asked us to clean his truck, lookedafter it well himselfand occa-

sionally entrusted us with a spanner. The benefit was mutual - his

truck was kept in good condition andwe had rides in it.

One afternoonSasha was taking a girl along. We hopped in the

back. Sasha warned us that we wouldbe goingfar and he didn't

know when we would return. Obviously our presence was not

welcome at all. Unfortunately we refused to accept that without

the aid ofa stick. But Sasha was unwilling to use such draconian

measures against his friends, so offwe went.

The road took us across the taiga. The scenery was beautiful, a

cloud of dust behindus, the wind whistling in our ears, an occa-

sional insect in our eyes. In short, it was wonderful.

We had covered quite a distance. The road became
worse.

Finally the truck went into a rut. The engine roared, the wheels

spun but the truck didn't budge. We brought twigs, branches and

pine needles, we cut alders and put themunder the wheels. We

were on the brink of success when the engine cut out and the

truck rolledback into the rut. Darkness was falling, and Sasha an-

nouncedthat he had run out of petrol.

Next, he advised us to go home, the girl in the cabin giggled.
We took off and ran all theway home. Motherwas worried. When
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I toldher about our experiences, I noticed a smile in the corner of

her mouth, but she justsaid, «You shouldn't havegone along this

time.» Later it turned out that we had driven about 10 kilometres.

The girl sitting in the driver's cabin had caused the truck to

«stall» and «run out of petrol». The following morning every-

thing was in order, Sasha and his truckwere back at work and the

young lady was presumably even jollier than before.

Thewar was over. This didn'taffect me, for I had a fairlyvague

idea about war. Grandmothersent us some parcels. That was a

dream - such beautifulclothes, boots, exercise books, drawing

paper, pencils and paints, erasers! These erasers were as good as

the ones I brought back from Czechoslovakia many years later.

The war was over. Fewer trains were transporting timber and

manpower. There was joy as well as sorrow. Rumours were going

around that we wouldbe allowed to return home. But this was

home, too. I didn't feel particularly eager to go, except perhaps

for the feeling that everything in faraway Latvia was probably

better. That was what I assumed from the parcels my grand-

mother was sending from Bauska.

Then one day my mothersaid to me, «We're getting up early

tomorrow. Now wash yourself properly and go tobed.» When I

was in bed, Mother sat down by me and said, «You're going to

Latvia.» And she cried.

Early the next morning she took me to the station. The train

pulled in and the carriage door directly in front of us opened.

Mother lifted me up, a woman helped me, the doorslammed shut

and I couldn't see Mother any more. The next moment the train

pulled out of the station. Later I found out that an organisation in

Latvia had arranged to gather orphans together and take themby

trainback to Latvia. However, I wasn't orphaned. Apparently the
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local Chekists rebuked my mother for secretly sending me away.

She didn'ttell me anything about goingbeforehand in case I told

someoneand this «criminal» operation failed.

At one stage onthe train journeyall we had for three days was

bread and hot water. Obviously the grown-ups accompanying us

couldn't get anything else. But I was happy.

The most difficultpart was when we were quarantined in a

building in Pardaugava, a Riga suburb. Itmay have been a chil-

dren's hospital. Everything was new and unfamiliarto me - sleep-

ing, washing, set meal times, electric light. The worst facility was

thebathroom with its white bowls and sinks. You weren't allowed

to stand on the toiletbowl, and when you pulled thebright chain

attached to the cistern above the bowl, water gushed out with a

loud noise. I didn't like that onebit.

After the quarantine, my grandmother arrived and took me to

Bauska. About a week later I had to go to the Bauska seven-grade

school, where I was put into second grade because ofmy «excel-

lent» Latvian. So Ispent two years in second grade, one inKozulyka,
where the language of instruction was Russian, the otherin Bauska,

where we were taught in Latvian. I didn't have to learn Russian

any more in any educationalinstitution.

I had other temporaryproblems. I was called different names,

including «convict». In those days the children of Red Army sol-

diers were enormously privileged, and they received presents on

state holidays. I would also have liked to receive a present, but I

was a «convict». Grandmotherconsoled me when I complained

that other childrenhad this or that and I didn'thave anything.
She would say, «Don't worry, the day will come when we will

celebrate in our street, too.»

Because I was rebellious by nature and defendedmyselfwith

fists, I was oftenbeaten up, too. But what hurt most was the fact
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that the teachers punished me without trying to ascertain who

was guilty.

One day at school, a classmate calledBekeris was absent. That

was March 1949. Iwas spared that time,but Motherwasn't.

I arrived in Latvia in August 1946, but my motherescaped

from Siberia in April 1947. Literally escaped. Withouta passport,
in the clothes commonly worn in Siberia, with only small change

in her pocket, which she spent on the fare from Kozulyka to

Moscow. Only she knows how she managed to get from Moscow

to Riga. For a while she was in hiding in Riga, then started living
with us, Grandmotherand me, that is, in Bauska. (Elga and Egils

were meanwhile living with their mother.) Mothergot a job as a

teacher in the same school where I was acquiring worldly wis-

dom. In letter after letter she petitioned the Council of Ministers,

the Minister for Internal Affairs and various others for a passport,

but to no avail. They were worthy successors to the People's

Commissariat of Internal Affairs 6. Some replied to Mother's re-

quest, others didn't. Would it have been better if we had pleaded

ignoranceand had just carried on, or if wehadn't lived in Bauska,

where everyone knew each other by sight? The inhabitantsknew

the localauthorities and every militiaman. Some ofthem were so

dedicated that they knew every soul in this tiny town. It wasn't

Stalin who gave the order to arrest my mother in 1949. Rather it

would have been the workof a collaborator, minoror otherwise.

Mother was arrested at school, and her long, hard journey began

all over again. First she was in prison in Jelgava, then the transit

prison inRiga, after that in the north in the Murmansk districton

6 People's Commissariat ofInternal Affairs - the NKVD, i.e. Soviet Secret Police,

1934-1943. It wasknown asthe MGB, the Ministry ofState Security, 1946-1953.

After 1953,statesecurity washandled by the KGB (State Security Committee).
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the Kola Peninsula.Finally, after three years, she was working in

the very same place she had left in 1947. And so the first cycle,

which began in June 1941, ended in Bauska in April 1947, and

the second ended five years later in 1952.

When Motherwas deported again, I was 12 years old. I was

tough and strong, and didn't snivel but did whatever Grand-

motherwanted, although I thoroughly disliked the never-ending

gardening. In early spring we started heating the greenhouseand

growingseedlings. Thinning out, watering, shifting boxes ofseed-

lings, covering the greenhouse, getting up at night to stoke up the

heater, I hated all these tasks. In spring, however, whenwe could

earn ten thousand roubles at the market in oneday, all the trou-

bles were forgotten. It was, after all, our only source of income.

Even so, I didn't like sitting at the market. Teachers and my class-

mates' parents shopped there, and I was embarrassed. I don't like

selling to this day.

My grandmother had to allocate the money earned at the mar-

ket for taxes, firewood, home repairs, clothing and food for the

whole year. All these were our living expenses. In addition, we

had to send parcels to Mother. I dreamedof having a bicycle, but

Grandmother said no. I was angry that time,but now I understand

and feel annoyed when ten-year-olds muck around on mopeds.

I cobbledtogether my own bicycle by collecting a greatmany use-

ful as well as less useful bicycle parts from attics, basements,

debrisand rubbishtips.

My godfather was a wonderful person. Following my godmo-
ther's orders, he gave me tyres for my bicycle. Itwas admirable

generosity ontheirpart, and for me itwas an absolutely fabulous

gift. They were living with us, having moved from the countrybe-

cause they didn't want to join a kolkhoz. I mademy bicycle by
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using my godfather's as a model, and that was my meansoftrans-

port for nine years until it was stolen at work.

Life at school went on as usual. I had to study mathematics,

grammar, German (how awful, having to learn the enemy's lan-

guage!), geography, physics, chemistry and many other subjects.

In literature we even had to read a story by Vilis Lacis 7 about a

family's travels east. What a fantastic journey that was! How the

family was welcomed there! How quickly they masteredsocialism

withoutever studying feudalismand capitalism! At least that was

whatour teacher toldus. It literally mademe sick, but I had orders

to keep quiet, otherwise I might have to repeat my journey.

I expressed my opposition in other ways: I did the naughtiest

things, behaved in a disruptive fashion and didn't study what

I disliked. I wouldswot up at the end of a semester or just before

examinations. Despite this, I completed primary school without

bad marks. For a long time my acts of sabotage were not un-

covered. How did a stinking frog get under the headmaster's ros-

trum in the school assembly hall?How could the knob fall off the

classroom door? Why did the ink in the inkpots froth?One day

when Ioffered the informationmyself, that it couldbe donewith

carbide, I was seriously warned that I wouldget the boot, told that

no wonder I had been in a labourcamp, and that I wouldhave to

be handedover to the Cheka again. I got an awful fright and got

my bicycle ready in case I had to escape. On that occasion there

was no need. Nevertheless I came to the conclusion that I had

to holdmy tongue even in the presence ofmy best friend, and con-

sider carefully whether it was advisable to give my opinion.

7 Vilis Lacis (1904-1966) - a Latvian Communist writer who held positions of

power followingLatvia's occupation by the USSR in June 1940.
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One teacher turned a blind eye to my mischievous behaviour.

He made me sing a lot and frequently asked me to answer ques-

tions in literature lessons. I had good marks, for I was a fast

learner, and out of respect for himoften tried to do the homework

he set. We met when I was over20 years old, and oncemore when

I was about 40. I hardly recognised the cheerful, vital, musical,

humorous and energetic Ziedonis Purvs. We exchanged a few

words in the city rush and went our separate ways.

I completedprimary school in 1952 and started high school in

Bauska. What an institution that was! On 1 Septemberthe head-

master and the teacher in charge ofadministrationwelcomed us to

the school, and at the end of the speech said, «Let's go forward, to

a victory for Communism, under Lenin's bannerwith Stalin lead-

ing us!» What did our entry into high school have to do with a

banner? Well, it must have, seeing that the administrationsaid so.

Terrible confusion and bewilderment arose at school on

5 March, 1953. After everyone had been herded into the assembly
hall and the announcement made about the great loss that Stalin

had brought uponthe nation through his thoughtless death, the

teacher-administratorwas wiping her eyes with a handkerchief

amid stifled sobs. Janis P., who was standing beside me, whis-

pered, «I feel as if a piece of s— has dropped frommy a—.» To

stop myself from howling with laughter, I had to bite my tongue

sohard that tears came to my eyes. The memorial assembly ended

with a speech urgingus students to study evenharder and grow

up to be genuine followersof Stalin, honouring in this way the

deathofour leader. I believe this scene was repeated all overthe

country, and many grieved just as much as our teachers who, it

was said, had anonion in their handkerchiefs. Looking back on it

now, it seems that the words didn't fall on deafears, and some

students did grow up to become loyal Stalinists.
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On reaching adulthood,all Soviet citizens are issued with a

passport. But in my case that caused some confusion. In Siberia

no-onehad understoodwhy my surname was not the same as my

mother's, so I completed primary school under her surname. But

my real name had to be onthe passport, which I had to get while

still in high school. In those uncertain times, people wereafraid

ofeverything. My mother and grandmotherwere worriedand de-

cided that Grandmothershould adopt me. So when Ireceived my

passport, it was in the nameof Snore. Now, surely, I wouldn't be

deported again, for I was a different person and the brother of my

«sinful»mother.Was that a naive belief?Of course.

My motherwas pardoned in 1956 when I was nineteen.

1988
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SERENITY

Elvīra Sebre

I had a dream that night. A long cortege
of

grey horse-drawn carriages was ta-

king my grandmother's coffin to the

cemetery onthe hill.

The next morning a procession just like

that took us into banishment,away from

our weeping grandmother. We never

saw her again.

I was born on the very last day of the year 1938, the fourth child

of the Sebris family who lived in eastern Vidzeme. I was destined

to live here, in the home my father built on the banks of the

Zellene stream, only until 25 March, 1949,that is, for the first ten

years ofmy life, a pitifully short time. On that March morning a

long journey into the wide world began from this house, first

under guard in horse-drawn carriages to Gulbenerailway station,

then in locked cattle wagons as far as the labour camps in Tomsk,

where we spent the night onthe floor in abarrack, waiting for the

ice to break up in the River Ob and make it navigable. After that

came the journey on anopenbarge on the river that looked like

the sea, it was so flooded.

It was early May. It was rainingand snowing at the same time.

My brother Janis (born in 1932) and Mother were sitting beside

me, desperately trying to keep me warm, for I was ill and had
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given up. But as Mothertoldme later, she had prayed that I would

live at least untilwe reached the shore, so that they wouldn't have

to throw my body overboard into the terrifying floodwaters of the

Ob. She couldn'thave endured that. The barge stopped at Parabel,

the regional centre, where we spent several days. I remember that

I couldn'twalk, that my mother carried me onher back, and that

people were swarming towards anopen gate to find some warmth

and shelter in a community hall. But there was not enough room

for everyone. I recall sitting undera windowof a house, squeezed

in among bundles ofbelongings.

The journey continuedanother 150 kilometres downthe River

Parabel as far as Tarsk. Oxcarts had arrived fromthe kolkhoz to

take us further into the taiga, about 30 kilometres from the river.

Later I would travel this road on foot on numerous occasions,

both in summer when a cloud ofinsects enveloped me, and in the

chill Arctic winter. The first time was to be four years later when

I returned to Tarsk to sit for the grade four examination.

Every ten kilometres, like milestones, were villages builtby the

Russians who were deported in 1929. The first one was called

Mohovoye, the next Parkayevo and then came Borovoye, the final

destinationof my childhoodjourney. May was drawing to a close

and the trees in the taigawere in bud. A profusion of flowers and

bushes we hadn't seen before were in bloom. Further on there

were no more villages, Borovoye being the last. The road which

oxcarts could use in summer also ended here. Only animal or

hunters' tracks led deeper into the taiga. A group ofpeople who,

as we found out later, were Old Ritualists, lived in a village across

the Charusa River. We childrenoften went there. These people
hadn't joined collective farms, but were trappers. They alsoraised

cattle and grew those crops which were suitable for this climate

and which they neededto survive. They were very cleanand reli-
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gious, as were theRussian exiles. Generally only men, the hunters,

hadcontact with the outsideworld. That was in winter, whenthey
travelled on wide skis to sell their furs, and returned with salt,

matches and a garmentor two, mostly thick padded jackets.
When the ox-drawn carts approached our destination, the vil-

lageof Borovoye, somepeople who were clearing the forestnearby

came to meet us. I vividly remember onewoman amongthem.

She was middle-aged but looked older, with a wrinkled face and

wearing garments made ofsacking. Itwas Mrs Pavasars, who was

deported in 1941. There were only two Latvian
women in the vil-

lage. The other one was Mrs Obulders. They shared a hut, and

that was where we were also housed -

my mother, brother and I.

The other Latvians wereplaced with Russian families.

Mrs Obulders also came fromRiga. Her sonHarald was in sixth

grade at a school in Novikova, 50 kilometres away. When the war

ended, her daughter was sentback to Riga. Mrs Pavasars was alone,

her husbandwas in a forced-labourcamp, but she was looking for-

ward to a reunion with him, she believed in the miracle ofsurvival.

Shewas in factreunited with her hus-

bandin 1954 or 1955. He had been an

excellent pastrycook in pre-war Riga

and they had owned a property there.

We children used to listen to these

stories as we lay on the Russian-style

ovens. The women lit the fire in the

morning, sat in frontof it performing

some task in the firelight and remi-

nisced about life at home.

I remember also thegeneral layout

of the village. Small huts with turf-

covered roofs linedboth sides ofwhat A padded jacket.
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couldbe called astreet. There was only oneroom in each hut. In the

middle ofthe village were the kolkhoz office, a water well (just one

forthe wholevillage) anda small schoolhouse with four classrooms.

In winter we meltedsnowfor water. Then came thebull farm and a

barn, and further onthe cemetery. Beyond that the village separated

into two, each with a muddy road. A small stream flowed through
the village.

The hut in which we livedwith the Latvian womenwas the

first on the right-hand side as you came in fromParkayeva. The

last house at the otherend of the village belonged to the kolkhoz

administrator. His house was somewhat «grand». His father, one

of the oldest villagers, recounted how the people who were de-

ported at the beginning of collectivisation in 1929 were left in the

uninhabited taigawithout any help or support. Using axes to fell

cedar trees and dragging logs on theirbacks, these unfortunate

folk hadbuilt all the huts in the villages. To bury theirdead, they
had been able, with everyone helping, to dig only one large pit,

which they covered when it was full. And then they would dig
another one. This cemetery was located elsewhere, some distance

from the village on the way to the Charusa River. A threshing
barn, just a simple lean-to, was set up near the river, as was a barn

for sheep and pigs.

It was our first spring in a Siberian village. Mother and the

other Latvians had to clear forests by uprooting trees. The chil-

dren stayed at homeand did some chores, mostly collecting fire-

wood. There was a forest all around thevillage. We dragged trees,

branches and all, from there. There were many deadtrees in the

taiga, dry but still supported by their roots evenafter forest fires

that usually ragedall summer long.

By spring the Russian familieshad no food to sell. We had long

since run out ofwhateverwe hadmanaged to find athomeand take
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with us in that fearful haste. I recall that in our home that morning

the bread dough was still rising, and we didn't have any bread to

take with us. Mothersent me to the next-door neighbour to ask her

for a loaf. She hadjust baked some theday

before, and she put into my bag as many

loaves as I, a mere child, couldcarry.

We had to thinkabout the next winter,

so, in order to buy a small bucketful of

potatoes or even the peelings, Mother

gave away first her coat and fur coat, then

her watch and weddingring.

In spring the taiga turnedas green as a

meadowwithkolba, plants that smeltand

tasted like garlic. These plants proved to

be our main food. Finely chopped and

mixed with salt, they were tasty and were

A cedar cone.

probably a good source of vitamins. We also boiled themin water.

The children used to gather them. In summer they bloomed and

became tough. Next, the goose-feet plant was ready for picking. In

1949 there happened tobe agood crop of cedar cones. We brought

bags fullof themfrom thetaigaand roasted

them in the fire. The sap would run out,

and then it was easy to shell the small

reddish seeds, which tasted wonderful.

The local inhabitants, who knew how to

use them and the best places to get them,

would gather enough to last several years.

There was a good crop every four years.

The nuts were stored in bags in a dry

place, usually on top of the stove.Cedar nuts.
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The Lapsa family lived with a Russian family in the hut next

door. Their daughterwas my friend. We were the same age and

had met in the 54th train carriage onour way here. In the second

or third summer in Borovoye she had an accident. She fell and

crushed her knee, and this resulted in an infection. Withoutany

medical help or medication, the girl's parents watched helplessly

as she suffered indescribablepain all summer. When the injury

subsided, she could no longer straighten her leg at the knee. I

rememberhow in winter the children would pull her to school

on a sled, carry her into the classroom, and after the lessons take

her back home. We both completed fourth grade,but afterwards

our ways parted. I went to school in Novikova, while Antra was

finally given treatment.

In the first spring we childrenunderstoodonly a few words in

Russian. The Russian childrenwere eager to play with us, but we

were stand-offish, almost hostile. Sometimeswe even organised

fights, with Russian boys on one side of the fence and Latvian

children on the other. Ourweapons were sticks and stones. Antra

and I always stuck together.

We used to go to the summer pastures across the Charusa River,

where fora day's work we got a litreof buttermilk, or sometimes

100-200 grams of butter sediment. In summer all the milk was

processed intobutterand handedover to thegovernmentas a levy.
The milk, about two or three litres a day, came from the kolkhoz

as well as privately owned cows. (The Latvians didn't have any

cows.) When thebutter was melted, some sedimentsettled on the

bottom. This was then spooned out for the workers as payment. In

winter the milk was allowedto freeze in bowls, and these frozen

milk rounds were taken in bags to government collectionpoints.

The state followed the same procedure in obtaining milk from
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privately owned cows. Cranberries

and sauerkraut, the latter fermen-

ted whole or separated into leaves,

were also frozen.

In the first spring in the taiga,

we buried a Latvian boy whose

first name I don'trecall, but his

surname was Malkalns. For me

this was a close look at death, al-

though in the forced-labourcamp

in Tomsk childrenhad had ample

opportunity to see the most bru-

tal violence and its consequen-

ces. In a lean-toin the camp yard

A bird-cherry tree.

I had seen many corpses. People had lain in mud, suffering from

dysentery that had broken out in the spring thaw.

When summer came, peonies bloomed in big, beautifulclusters

in the wildaroundBorovoye. There were a lotof spiraea plants, as

well asplants that resembled tiger lilies. Their tubers were edible.A

plant with a hollow stem, which was also edible, grew onthe river

banks. There was also in the taiga meadows a plant that was pro-

bably poisonous, because cattle ate

only the grass around it. Wild

strawberries were in flower, as

were several other plants which

are not known in Latvia. A type of

grass that grows in the taiga was

used instead of a rag to wash

floors. It was plucked in autumn

and lasted all year. Bird-cherry Bird-cherries.
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trees, whose berries were all eaten, grew

along river banks, as did black currants

and an occasional red currant bush.

Countless branches of these bushes were

broken off andcarried home on ourbacks

over the spring crust of snow. The buds

were picked off, dried andsold fora mea-

gre sum. Nobody considered how de-

structive that was.

Nature provided us with food in

summer. When autumn came, there

were mushrooms in the forests, which

the local people preserved in barrels in

salt, but without first boiling them. A

kind of berry, which could have been

the cloudberry, grew in the swamps. I

A cedar tree.

remember it being very dark red and as sweet as a lolly.

The king of trees in Siberia is the cedar. The birch, aspen,

spruce andpine also grow there.

A new teacher arrived in the village atthe end ofAugust. That

was an event. The young woman had to stay the whole long win-

ter and teachall four classes.

The Russian boys were already attending school and on their

way home would greet us. One evening as we were returning

home from getting our litre ofbuttermilk, we saw thenew teacher

talking to our mothers in frontof our
hut. She said we, too, had to

start school, which had begun two weeks ago. Text and exercise

books would be free.

So the following day Antra's mother took me and Antra to the

littlevillage school, where the teacher and the Russian children
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welcomedus. All the pupils sat in one room. Antra and I sat at

the back. This was the firstgrade,but in Latvia I had already been

in third grade. We found speaking Russian a bit difficult,and

writing wasn't easy, either. We were taught to write numbers in a

differentway also. For quite a while I couldn't master the use of

the soft and hard letter «i». Itwasn't long before the teacher sepa-

rated Antra and me so that we wouldn't speak Latvian during
lessons. Now we sat next to a couple of Russian boys. Russian

boys were curiously dressed - their shirts were not tucked into

the trousers, but worn over themand tied with a belt. We had

gymnastics at school also.

The most important festival was on7 November. The entire

village celebratedit in the «red corner» ofthe kolkhoz office. The

Latvian women also helped with the preparation of food. An ani-

mal was slaughtered and some flour was issued. A thick, fatty

soup with home-made macaroni was made in large cauldrons.

The women prepared all that the night before. Everyone could eat

as much as they wanted, once a year for free, and there was

dancingand singing.

The next festival was Christmas, celebratedby the Latvians.

The children didn't go to school, but neitherthe teacher nor our

classmates criticised us. In the middle of the hut we had a

Christmas tree without candles but trimmed with paper decora-

tions. Theadults sang songs, and the childrentook turns to recite

poems, five or six each, that our mothers had taught us from

memory. Then came carols such as «Silent night, holy night»

and, without fail, a well-loved song which expressed our longing

for our homeland.

The following Christmas, when we were already living in our

ownhut, my motherand Iwere invited to Mrs Pavasars' place. I can
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still see in my mind's eye Mother baking «baconbuns», if that is

what they could be called. In return for days worked, a couple of

kilograms of dark flour were handed out. We boileda thin gruel

from it to make it last till thenext issue. But on this occasion Mother

kneaded it into a thick dough. She had a small handful ofchopped

bacon that had been sent from home. Into each ofthe bunsshe put a

smidgin ofbacon to give themsome semblance oftaste and make as

many buns as possible. Mrs Pavasars welcomed us with exception-

ally tasty bacon buns - hers were made from white flour. I was

heartbrokenthat time because of the ones we had brought.

Russians celebratedtheir Christmas at the beginning of January.

In the early, very cold winter morning (the temperature in this re-

gion often dropped to -50°C), Antra and I visited many Russian

families, wished them a merry Christmas in Russian and sang a

couple ofChristmas carols in Latvian. As a thank-you we received

a few buns with carrot, cabbage or cranberry fillings. If the buns

hadn't been baked yet that morning, the lady of the house brought

them to us during theday and said how much she had enjoyedthe

Latvian carols. The only onewe didn'tvisit was thewoman whose

son, according to the locals, was working for the KGB in Moscow.

The following year, when we were in second grade and knew

all the villagers, we didn't pay this Yuletide visit. Nevertheless

all those whom we had visited, remembered us at Christmas and

brought some tasty morsel, saying how sorry they were that we

hadn't rememberedthem.

Another one of my recollections is the first New Year's Day in

the little school in Borovoye. We coloured in the pages of exer-

cise books and cut out toys, and with these trimmeda tree (we

had no candles). When the mothersarrived, we recited the poems

we'd learnt, and a teacher presented us with cotton socks and a
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small bag of round lollies for proficiency in schoolwork. The

lollieswere red ononeside and white onthe other, and they were

the first payment Iearned myself in faraway Siberia. I'm sorry

that Ican't recall the teacher's surname. She was very considerate

towards us Latvian children.She learntmany Latvian words from

us. A Russian boy, who made friends with Arturs Zigurs, learnt

Latvian perfectly within a short time. The teacher would fre-

quently ask us to stay after school and help copy something or

prepare some simple visual teaching aid, and she never forgot to

giveus something to eat, for she was well aware of our living con-

ditions. She obtained her groceries free from the village shop,
whereas we couldn'teven get a kilo of flour there.

I don'tremembermy motherever receiving any otherpayment

for her labour in the kolkhoz, apart from the couple of kilos of

coarsely ground flour, in grams per day. Later, in the spring of

1953, we received somebread also fromthe kolkhoz storehouse.

Inwinter my brother and other Latvians, mostly young men, were

sent to work in the forests, about 30 kilometres further into the

taiga, to the so-called Omelych on the banks of the Omelych

River. Drivers of oxcarts, who delivered hay for the oxen and

horses that were used there, provided the only means of commu-

nication. On several occasions my brother sent us a square loaf of

bread ofwhich he had deprived himself. This bread was so tasty!

At that stage my brother was nearly twenty and of slight build.

We wonderedhow he was surviving the hard labour in the forest.

I remember the severe cold at the beginning of one winter

when the forest workers were allowed to go home for the October

Revolution Day. Night fell, and we stood at the doorof the hut

and waited. This scene was repeated in every Latvian hut. The

men came on foot. The cold cut you to the bone. They all arrived,
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but with badly frost-bitten feet and faces. I remember how we

took off mybrother's bast shoes, which had frozen to his feet, and

rubbed his toes until they warmed up a little. Later in life they

became ulceratedand were very sensitive.

In this region, the Narima, the temperatureoften fell to -50°C.

The region was a long-established convict settlement, to which

Stalin had also been sent. In summer, on the other hand, midges

would literally sting you to death.

Everyone who lived here had been deported at some time.

AlthoughtheRussians were supposed to have been freed, most of

them stayed. They had their own families, their children were

born here. There were quite a lot of deported Germans who, like

the Latvians, were under strict military supervision. In practice it

worked like this: every few days we were registered. Leaving the

confinesof the village without permission was forbidden.The

nearest post office was in Tarsk, 30 kilometres away. Letters from

homeor a note that a parcel had arrived were brought by the em-

ployees of the Machineand Tractor Station, accounts clerks who

once a week would walk through the villages and via Tarsk to

Staritsa, thus covering a distance of 60 kilometres. The nearest

hospital was in Novikova, 50 kilometres away.

Deportees looked after livestock - cows, oxen, sheep, pigs and

horses. They cleared the taiga to establish fields. Oxen were used

to cultivate fields. How those poor animals were beatenand their

tails twisted, even a fire would be lit under them to get them up

again when they lay down! Shovels and hoes were used to plant,
weedand lift potatoes, for example. In the final few years the first

tractors appeared. Cereal grains, linen and peas were sown, and

two varieties of potatoes were grown. Potatoes grew here

provided there was no frost in June. But if the tops got frost on
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them, then in autumn the tubers were no bigger thanpeas, and as

a result there was famine in winter. In the first few years, cereal

crops and hay were mown with sickles and scythes. Ifyou owned

a cow, you harnessed it to a plough, or used it to bring brushwood

from the forest. The local Russians were not familiarwith tools

such as the scythe held in onehand or the woodenplough. Some

Latvians who knew how to make them, usedthem. Eventually the

first harvester appeared.

In summerI used to tend cows in the taiga, sheep in the mead-

ows at the edge of the forest, and pigs in fieldsafter the grain had

been harvested. I've seen the taiga bear grazing in the oat field,

but mostly its prints or the destruction leftbehind. In autumn as I

tended my animals, I often saw flocks of grouse in the fields. In

winter the partridge and the robin would nest near the village.

There were many black grouse in the taiga. In spring we'd hear

the cuckoo. If it was calling near the hut or on the roof, it meant

bad luck. There were no swallows or larks in these parts.

Not all the Russians had a cow or a pig. TheLatvians, albeit

not all of them, raised only pigs. All day long, piglets withyokes

around their necks to prevent them from getting into potato

fields,wouldwander in the village streets and wallow in the mud

there, but in the evenings they would go back to the gateof their

owner's home. They were fed on grass and potato peelings.

The childrenwho hadgrown up here had never seen anapple

tree or tasted an apple, so they were amazed to hear us talk about

them.The peas growingin thekolkhoz fields attracted everyone's

attention. It was tempting to pick just a few pods, but that was

forbidden. No-one dared to enter the kolkhoz field. However,

once in autumn, on her way
home fromwork, Mother hadput a

handful of linseed into her pocket. What a feast! We roasted it in

a dish, groundit and dipped potatoes in it.
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There was one room in every hut and in each room, without

exception, a Russian-style stove that took up half the space. An

entire family could sleep on top of this stove. To keep it white, it

was daubed with clay every other day. It was dustedand the ash

in front of it was swept up with a dried hare's foot. The stove was

lit oncea day in the morning, and it maintained its heat until the

following morning.

Meals were prepared in cast-iron pots and clay dishes, which

were slid into the oven using special wooden forks with wooden

handles. The meals the Latvian women learnt to cook under these

conditions consisted of steamed turnips or potatoes. Dried and

ground bird-cherries were

also eaten. When flour was

issued, a thin gruel was

cooked with water, or some-

times the flour was baked

into knot-shaped «biscuits».

Ground dried peas were also

used. We had no bread for

months on end. We survived

on chipmunks boiled in
A cast-iron pot.

water. In early spring we'd lure them into snares by whistling in a

certain way. These animals are smallish and belong to the badger

family. We ate them when there was nothingelse, when we got

dropsy (oedema) from hunger and all we wanted to do was sleep.

I recall the winter of 1952/53 as being especially savage, and

extremely cold and blizzardy towards spring. People said the

devil himselfwas raging. My brother was working in forests far

away, while Mother and I were living in the cold, dark hut.

Mother would trudge through the awesome snow to the sheep
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farm located on the banks of the Charusa, a considerabledistance

from the village. She had to fetch water for the sheep in buckets

from holes cut in the frozen river. Around that time Motherwas

feeling very weak, but she still got up early every morning and

went. She went because from

the near-by pigsty she could

bring in her pocket something

to eat for dinner, even if it was

only a couple of boiled pota-

toes. Every evening on return-

ing from school, I would light

the clay stove, andthen Iwould

stand at the gate looking at the

Siberian snowstorm, waiting for

my mother to appear, as ifsens-

ing that the worst kind of disas-
A chipmunk.

ter was about to happen,that soonI would have no-one to wait

for. What did ourmother think about in those moments of despair

as she walked this fatal Way of the Cross? What thoughts occu-

pied her concerning her children, how to save them, how to pro-

tect them?She wasn't physically strong enough. She was slightly

built, a quiet, frail woman. And so she was defeatedand in trying

to save us, perished. That happened in the spring of 1953. I was

in fourth grade and at the end of it you had to sit for an examina-

tion. All the pupils ofBorovoye were told to go to Tarsk, 30 kilo-

metres away, where a panel of teachers would examine us. I had

already beenpreparing for the tests. In early spring, straight after

school aswell as on Sundays, I helped Mother tend sheep. Mother

wouldoften sit onthe ground or a tree stump, as she no longer had

the strength to spend all day on her feet, but knowing how risky it
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was to sit on the still cold ground in spring, she forbade me to do

likewise. Here, while tending sheep and out ofsight ofpeople, we

wouldpick lice out of each other's hair and our shabby clothes.

Then the day for going to Tarsk arrived. I remember Mother

seeing me off and putting a small bag containing a loafofbread

into the oxcart. Accommodation with Mrs Obulders, who had

moved to Tarsk, had been arranged. I bade a tearful goodbye. My

heart was aching inexplicably...

It was almost the end of May. All the childrenwalked behind

the oxcart, in which we had put whatever food we had. We were

to spend one week in Tarsk. We did well in the examinations.

After this success, we were in good spirits and set off on our walk

back to Borovoye.

We had covered the first 10 kilometres. As we came to the

Mohovoye village, Aina,who lived in our village with hermother

and was the accounts clerk at the Machine and Tractor Station,

came to meet us. She looked at me searchingly and called me

aside. As if from a distance, I heard her telling me that mybeloved

motherhad fallen ill, that she was being taken to hospital, and

that I wouldmeet her onthe way, for they had to be here soon. As

ifsensing a dreadfultragedy, I started to cry inconsolably, left the

other childrenon the road and ran as fast as I could through the

village. Sure enough, right at the other end of the village on the

taigaroad
was an oxcart, and in it on some straw lay my mother,

gravely ill. She was being taken to the Novikova hospital. The

means of transport had not been allocated for two days, and it

took two days to reach the hospital, because an ox moves slowly
and it's impossible to make it hurry. I went up to the cart and cried

bitterly. I leaned over her. She stroked my hair. She put in my

hand a tiny end of a loafshe had brought to eat on the way, and
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told me to go home. She said my brother had returned fromhis

work in the forest, and we were to try and get at least a few pota-
toes and plant them. The cart drove off and I was leftall alone on

the road. Then, in despair and sorrow and with a sense offorebod-

ing, I began to run. I reached the village late at night. I still had

someone, mybrother, to return to in the hut. It was 28 May, 1953.

In the next couple of days we dug up the littleplot of landnext

to the hut. My brother did this after work. He had obtained some

potatoes somewhere for working in the forest. I cut them up into

small pieces for plantingand eating.

It was now 2 June. The soil had been prepared for planting,
and I was sorting the cut-up potatoes into a bowl when my

brother walked in. He leanedagainst the wall of the log cabinand

began to cry loudly. I didn't have to ask, I understood. Someone

had brought the news.

That night we both wept in ourhut. A stage in our lives had

ended, and we realised that from then onnobody wouldwatch

over us. How wouldwe survive in this distant, hostile foreign

land?Did we even think about that, I wonder. We were grieving
for our mother. I was fourteen, my brother was twenty, and we

didn'town anything. Wewere ragged and hungry, and we had no

rights whatsoever, not even the right to life. Humiliated vagrants,

we had nothing but ourbare lives. Yet we survived, as we were

probably destinedto.

That day our mother's body was brought fromthe hospital. Mr

Lapsa, Antra's father, worked in a small timber workshop, and

from some offcuts he madesomethingresembling a coffin. Out of

a piece ofwhite cloth and some sawdust we madea pillow and

laid our beloved, gentle, long-suffering mother's head on it. She

had died of some lung disease (tuberculosis?) at the age of
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forty-six. We buried her in a foreign land at the edge of a ceme-

tery in the mighty taiga. From thatmoment on we felt abandoned.

To get food, my brother and I worked in the kolkhoz all sum-

mer. I tendedthecows and pigs, helped cut hay and make brooms,

and weeded fields. My brotherworked at the MachineandTractor

Station coupling tractors. Whenothers were eating whatever they

had brought for lunch, we hid in the bushes like puppies. We

couldn't stay in the hut, from which we had carried Motherto the

cemetery, we weren't able to sleep at night. My brotherworked on

night shifts, and on those occasions I would stand or crouch near

the gate and not go inside. When the villagers saw that, they took

pity on us and moved us to another hut. By that time some depor-

tees were already leaving and huts became vacant.

We were constantly hungry. In spring we'd eat the inner bark

ofbirch-trees. Hundreds of these trees growing on the fringe of

the taiga died simply becausetheir bark, all around and as high as

a person could reach, was stripped off and the inner bark scraped

off to the pulp and eaten.

It was autumn, 1953. My classmates were gettingready to con-

tinue theireducationin Novikova, where there was a seven-grade

school. No-one bothered about me, a barefoot child (all summer

long neithermy brothernor I had any footwear). And suddenly it

occurred to me, child though I was, that I should leave everything
behindand go with the others, for I knew that when winter came,

my brother wouldbe sent to cut timber in the taiga and I would

be left all alone. I gathered some potatoes, and mybrother man-

aged to persuade the brigade chief to pay himhis wages - a cou-

ple of loaves of bread. With this treasure and barefoot, I set out

with the other children, and perhaps that was what saved me. I

did not miss out on an education and probably escaped death
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from starvation. Later, people who had known us told me quite

frankly that they had neverbelievedwe would survive.

On the last day ofAugust, a warm day, I arrived in Novikova

with the other childrenof our village. We enrolled at the school.

We were toldwe could beboardedalso, but not until the cold set

in. We had to look for accommodation,butI didn'tknow anyone.

The other children's parents had made some arrangements. At

school I was told that many Latvian familieswere living in Novi-

kova and that I should turn to them for help. Someonetook me to

one family, but they had already accepted children from some-

where else.

My pathetic appearance probably upset these people. In any

case, having found out my surname and where I had come from

(people in Novikova already knew that a Latvian woman had died

in hospital in spring, leaving children behind), the local Latvians

went into action, and from then on kept a watchful eye on me as

best they could. I was taken to some very kind Latvians with the

same surname asmine. They lived in a hut right at the edge of the

village. A kindly-looking woman was sitting ona stool in frontof

the hut. Itwas Mrs Sebris fromthe homesteadthat was located

right on the banks of the Gauja River in Latvia. The owner was

not destined to ever see it again, for the cruel system broke her

good honest heart, too. Her final resting place is in the Novikova

cemetery. To my question whether they could take me in for a

while, she smiled warmly and answered calmly that this could be

settledwhen her sister, who madeall the decisions here, came

homefromwork. She asked me to comeback later in the evening.

I went back to school with a ray of hope.

Itwasn't longbefore Antonija Sebre came to fetch me. The

news had already spread in thevillage and had reached Aunt (as
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I later called her) Antonija's workplace. They helped me as much

as they could.

I used to walk to school the whole length of the Novikova vil-

lage. On my way, as children often do, I'd daydream about all

sorts of things, frequently very happy ones, for I lived in a world

of make-believe. Every day, for instance, I imagined what I had

on, what kind of dress or skirt and blouse I was wearing. A whole

world, an entire wardrobe existed in my imagination.And I pic-

tured myself as beautiful. It was all because I was shabbily
dressed, but in my adolescent's subconscious I wished to be

beautiful not onlyas a humanbeing, but in appearance as well.

Potato harvesting time came. Aunt Antonija took me to the

kolkhoz field, where the potatoes had just been lifted. She had

obtainedpermission fromthebrigade leader for me, anorphan, to

gather a small amount of potatoes for the winter. And so every

eveningafter school, I went to the field and collected the tiny

left-over potatoes and put as many into my small bag as I could

carry on my back. In this way I stocked up for winter. On one oc-

casion, as I was walking past the kolkhoz cattle barn, a woman

hurried out, took my bag without saying a word, emptied it and

from a heap of potatoes meant for cattle, put some large ones in

instead. Who was this woman? Why didshe do it?

On autumn Sundays Aunt Antonija would take me along to

working bees. It was potato harvesting time. She did this so that I

got paid, her share as well,and got a mealalso. And so it happened
that everyone gave me something, a pair ofwoollen socks, gloves,

sometimes a slice ofmeat. Also we both picked mushrooms and

cranberries.

Winter was approaching and I had put away a minimal supply

offood. However, I was still barefootand wearinga thin, shrun-
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ken skirt. Then with the help ofa Latvian, my mother's worn coat

was brought from Borovoye. After unpicking and turning it

inside out, a winter coat was made. The cloth of an unpicked

bedding sack was used as lining. I was now the proud owner of

a coat. Next, Aunt Antonija mademe a pair ofbast shoes.

Winter came, the boarding house was open, and again Aunt

Antonija took me there. No meals were provided, but in one room

there was a large stove, on which the children prepared their

food. Mostly we boiled potatoes in our own littlepots. We ate

them with salt or bread, if there was any. I used to eat all the

crusts and ends of loaves, eventhe dry or mouldy ones that some-

one had left over at the end ofthe week.

The supervisor of the boardingschool was a Latvian, a lady
fromRiga who had been deported in 1941. She was always neatly

dressed and dignified, andher hair was plaited and arranged in a

coronet on her head.She wore a hat. Her name was Monika, but I

don't remember her surname. During those years there were also

barracks in the Novikova school grounds, which were used as a

children's home. Who were the occupants, I wondered. Where

didthese children come from? We all attended the same school

and got on well with each other. In the morning after breakfast I

would often find a slice of bread or a lump of sugar that these

childrenhad put on my desk. Why? Who encouraged them to do

so? Then one day it was suggested that I, too, should go to the

children's home. I would thenbe a ward of the state, I'd be fed

and clothed like the others and no longer cold in winter. I don't

know and I can't explain what prompted me or what gave me the

wisdom and strength to flatly refuse this offer and continue to live

on other people's charity. Once before I had put up the same fierce

resistance when the order came for the wholeprimary school class
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to join thePioneers 1 in preparation forthe October RevolutionDay.

All the childrenwere silent, including me. The class was madeto

stand in a line while the teacher tied on red scarves. As she ap-

proached the end of the line and there was only onepupil before

me, I ran out of the classroom, went home and told my mother.

That evening the teacher visited Motherand they had a talk. At my

mother's request, I allowed the scarf to be tied onthe next morning,

for otherwise there would probably have been trouble.

The Novikova school was preparing to mark October Revolu-

tion Day. Because of the continuingsub-zero temperatures, I was

visiting the Sebris aunts only once aweek. I didn'thave felt boots.

Then oneevening I found out that I would receive a present the

next day. I even woke up during the night thinking about it. The

following day the pupils were assembled in the largest room of

the school, the so-called hall, and the principal presented me

with the most valuablegift in those days, a

pair of feltboots, which had been bought
with money donated by the teachers. All

the Latvian women who worked at the

school had participated. They all wept. I

put onthe boots and after school ran as fast

as my legs would carry me to my kind

aunts. Later they often recounted how the

doorof the hut had burst open and how I,

out ofbreath, had dropped to the floor and

raised both legs in the air so that theyFelt boots.

1 Pioneers - The Soviet youth movement was organised in three stages: the

Octobrists, for the younger children; the Pioneers, for children between the

ages often and fifteen; and the Komsomol, foryoung people between fifteen

and twenty-seven.
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could see my good fortune. They had understood withouta word

being spoken. I had been saved from the coldand was now an

equal among the other children. Until then I'd had nothing better

than woven rope shoes.

Around that time Mrs Pavasars moved fromBorovoye to Novi-

kova. There at long last the day she had yearned for arrived - her

husband returned from the prison camps. Mr Pavasars began

working at the bakery that was established in the former chil-

dren's barrack. I often visited them there. For the first time in my

life I watched a «pryannik» being made. The couple never forgot

to feed me, and on innumerable occasions I'd find these biscuits

ora small parcel ofbread under my pillowin the boarding school.

Oh, kind-hearted people, how I regret that I will forever be in-

debted to you! By the time I had the first opportunity ever in my

life to at least partly repay you, you had passed away. Would it

have been possible anyway?

In the spring school holidays, with Aunt Antonija's blessing, I

was all set to go on a long trip - to visit my brother in the distant

taiga, where he was working in the forest. Hay was taken from

Novikova, so I was lifted up onto the cart, to spend several days

and nights travelling. Iwas the driver.

During the New Year vacation all the children went back to

their villages. I stayed at the boarding school because I had now-

here to go. On the last evening of the vacation the children re-

turnedone afteranother. When I entered my room, Ifound a small

wooden box, wrapped and addressed to me. I can't describe my

surprise. Was it really for me? On openingthe box, I founduntold

wealth - various items of clothing and food, and a letter. Mrs

Bikis had sent me all that from the village of Skirnyevska, where

many Latvian children came from. During the holidays they had
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talkedabout school, and had also mentioned the orphan who had

stayed behind all alone in the school boarding house. Mrs Bikis

had assembled the parcel and the children had carried itall the

way back. I also got aninvitation to visit their village. The follow-

ing Sunday, my heart beating with joy, I set off with the other

Latvian childrento visit the village, where I met numerous kind

people and Mrs Bikis, who helped me a great deal from then on.

She livedalone.

In spring we all returned toour villages. During summer, until

school started, Itended the kolkhoz cattle andreturned to Novikova

in autumn. The children'shome had meanwhilebeen transferred.

Our class teacher, if I'm not mistaken, was Anna Fyodorovna,

a timid woman,kind towards the Latvian children. Mr Obraztsov,

the principal, taught physics, mathematics and history. He ex-

pected good results, but was fair. When he called you out to the

front of the class, he didn't ask many questions,but just listened.

If the answerwas satisfactory, he would say, «Excellent, sit down.»

During recess, pupils left their classrooms and walked around in

a larger room. I rememberaninscription above one door, the con-

tents of which I knew off by heart for many years, it had become

so imprinted on my mind. I can only partly recall it now. The

main idea was one's yearning and quest for knowledge, «to climb

ever upwards onrocky paths». Perhaps it was an insignificant de-

tail, but in those days it seemed so meaningful, that each of us

could relate to it. We had to strive for knowledge and do our ut-

most, at whatever cost, disregarding hunger, cold and suffering.
One afternoon in November, 1954, Aunt Antonija brought me

news that I had been freed and couldreturn to my homeland.

This type ofrelease was only for the lucky ones who were under

sixteen years of age. I was turningsixteen in a month and a half.
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Had my child's prayer really been answered? I prayed in bed

every morningand night. It gave me peace and hope. However, I

could no longer leave because river transport had already ceased.

A great deal ofmoney was neededfor the journey, so we calmed

down and waited for spring. I wrote a letter to my eldest brother,

Elmars, in Latvia and asked him to help me as much as possible.
Elmars hadn'tbeen athome onthe day we were deported. At that

time he was twenty-one years old and working in Ranka. When

the powerful and omnipotentof this worldarrived at our home

that morning, they informed Mother that her eldest son would

also be goingwithus and that he was already waitingnear the

train. Mother packed his clothes, too. Yet we weren't ableto find

him eithernear the carriage or anywhere else later. It was only
when we had reached our destinationand permission had been

given to let people in Latvia know where we were, that Mother

wrote to our relatives back home. In this way we found out that

Elmars was safe andsound, thank God. He had been left standing,

as it were, withouta home, withouthis family, withno clothes or

anything else, but at least in his homeland. Apparently his sav-

iour had been Mr Lapins, the decent manager at his workplace,

who, on learning the surnames of the young men who were to be

deportedto Siberia, had sent them off in good time onassign-

ments to remote places. This man had been quick to guess cor-

rectly that the perpetrators of such a hurried and unjust deed

wouldnot have time to bother with details. Thanks to this slack-

ness on the part of the persecutors, my brother's fate was to

remain in his motherland.A young man without experience, he

too had a very difficulttime. The fear and humiliationthat fol-

lowed and plagued himfor many years, damaged his health. We,

onthe other hand, had someone who sent us letters.



Elvira Sebre

366

And so towards spring my brother, together with his god-

mother (my father's sister) and godfather sent me the money for

the journey. I was in seventh heaven! Even schoolwork no longer
interestedme.

Finally cutters and barges started travelling on the Parabel

River. Aunt Antonija took me to the commandant to confirmmy

departure. I sensed a great indifference here towards this matter

and a clumsy attempt to persuade me to stay in Siberiabecause I

was now sixteen, afterall. But I knew I was free and there was

only onething to do -

go hometo my belovedLatvia, even though
I was leaving behindin a foreign land the graveof the dearestper-

son, my mother, and I would never in my life visit it again. (How

I wish now that I could bring her home, to the hushed Sils ceme-

tery, and put her to rest beside her sons! But that is no longer in

my power.)
Nowhere else but Latvia! It seemed to me so dear, so good at

that time. I would be safe there. Many a time in my dreams I had

seen my father's houseand yard, and the windingZellene stream

at the bottom of the hill. What fun we children used to have

catching crabs and eel-pouts, and the blue dragonflies above ed-

dies! In spring the stream flooded, and afterwards the meadows

would turn yellow from the blossoming marsh marigolds. Alas,

how distant and yet near it all seemed! In those days I didn'tun-

derstand yet that the descendants would never own the house

their fatherhadbuilton a 15-hectare piece of land which, in ad-

dition to a Lacplesis Medal, he had received as a reward for his

heroic part in the War of Liberation2. The children had the curse

2War ofLiberation
- This took place between the autumn of 1918 and the

spring of 1920, afterwhich Latvia became free and independent ofboth Russia

and Germany.



Serenity

367

of his «sins» on them, and many privileges given to others were

deniedthem here, too, in theirown homeland.

I recall also how in the prison camp in Tomsk, an order was

read to us before we were put onbarges, anorder that said we had

been settled in Siberia for all time and there wouldbe no way

back, and how the Latvians listened in deathly silence. I realised

that they didn't believe it. The tyrants didn'tknow then how dif-

ficult it wouldbe to destroy the deeply buried hatred our nation

feels for violence,humiliation, imprisonmentand malice.

Aunt Antonija packed enoughbread to last a few days into a

small wooden box, but mostly she put in «pryanniks», which

don't dry out for a long time. We already knew that my fellow

travellerwas Aija Cude, who was the same age as Iand had been

my classmate in Novikova. We set off together, which was safer,

after all. We sewed the money into our shirts. Aija's mother and

two brothers, like my brother, hadn't beenfreed yet. We said good-

bye to ourclassmates andteachers, and one April morningboarded

an open barge that was bound for Novosibirsk. We didn't have to

buy a ticket. I no longer rememberhow many days and nights we

spent on the barge. We were in the open throughout the voyage.

We didn'tget undressed even once, and at night we were chilledto

the bone. On my return homeI coughed for a year, despite travel-

ling in my only, by then threadbarewinter coat and felt boots.

We arrived in the big Siberian city of Novosibirsk. At the rail-

way station we met many Latvians who were returning home.

They told us that it was very difficultto obtain tickets and that

they had already been waiting for a week. We spent the night on a

bench at the station.

The office for advance bookings was located somewhere in the

city. The next morning we went there. The rooms were crammed
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full of people. They were buying tickets ten or more days in ad-

vance. Where could we stay? Pushed to one side in the crowd, we

stoodaround for a while. Our miserableappearance hadprobably

attracted a soldier's attention. He was a German whose parentshad

also been deported. He came up to us and asked where and when

we wanted to go. He offered to help us. Aija andI gave this stranger

the money for two tickets, in fact all we had. We waited forhim in

the crowd for a considerable length of time. In those days we didn't

know thata person likethis young German we metby chance could

be compassionateand helpful. He was sympathetic and decent. We

didn't ask himhis name or address. And he really did come back

with two tickets he had obtained, for the train leaving that day! He

accompanied us to a tram (we'd never seen one before), and
we got

to the train, which had already pulled into the station, in good

time. I wonder if whatthis soldier didwasn't much more than the

so-called heroic deedsextolled by the army.

I arrived at the Lizums station on 26 May, 1955. Aija con-

tinued her journey to Gulbene. It was a warm spring evening. My

appearance attracted the attention of the local inhabitants, for

I was carrying a small wooden box tied with string, and wearing
felt boots when everything around us was green. I asked for the

directions to the «Burtnieki» homestead, which was situated

about 3 kilometres fromthe station. I walked into the yard. I knew

that my brother was now living here, and that he had married

while we were away. This homestead belonged to his father-

in-law, who was also in a prison camp. My brother wasn't at

home, but my sister-in-law Ausma welcomed me. No-one could

have known when I'd arrive. My brotherrushed home the next

morning. He was extremely happy, but obviously also surprised

at my pitiful appearance. He was still working in Ranka.



Serenity

369

In Novikova I had attended sixth grade but hadn'tcompleted it

because I left. My brother's first task was to make sure I was clean

and decently dressed (he even taught me how to brush my teeth),

and to see to my education. We both went to the Russian school

in Gulbene, where examinations had already begun. The princi-

pal took me into the classroom where the mathematics tests were

on.I hadn'tstudied, I didn'thaveany books either, but the teacher

showed me to a seat withoutany furtherado and handed me the

problem that was set. Isolved it quickly and correctly. The teacher

then explained when the next tests were, and said that ifI couldn't

manage to sit for themthat spring, I could do them in autumn. I

completed all three tests and got good or excellent marks without

having studied for them. I canstill recall the three questions I got

in the last test, which was botany. The botany teacher introduced

me to the other students and asked me where I had come from. He

urged me to continuemy studies at their school in autumn. It must

be said that both the Novikova and Borovoye teachers, who taught

undersuch primitive conditions when compared to our schools,

could impart such sound basic knowledge in all subjects that later

on Inever felt inferior to the students who hadgone to school here

in Latvia. In fact, more often than not, it was the opposite. I am

grateful to all the kind people, including teachers, whom I got to

know during my painful childhood.

When autumn came, I had to decidewhat to do next. I took my

brother's advice to continue my education despite the hardship.

There was only onewage-earner in mybrother's family, and I was

an additional dependant. But educationwas important. My god-

motherand godfather lent a helping hand.

I was enrolledin seventh grade, not in the Russian school but a

Latvian one, where the teachers were not worried that I wouldn't
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be able to keep up in all the subjects, which were taught in

Latvian. The other local schools had advised me to enrol one

grade lower. I was very eager to catch up, and after learning Lat-

vian well in one year and receiving excellent marks in the test, I

felt I had atleast partly proved myselfand fulfilledmywish to be

as good as the other pupils. I couldalso please those who were

nearand dear to me, and who later in my life helped me first to

complete the agriculture course at the Technical College in Sta-

meriena, and thenin 1966 to graduate with honours from the

Latvian Academy of Agriculture.

It looked as if Ihad achieved my ambition. Indeed, I graduated

from a Soviet tertiary education institution, at the academy I'd

had contact with intelligent, understanding teaching staff and

students. Yet here, too, I had to swallow the bitter pill of injus-

tice, and that was as late as the 19605. When my results in third

year were so good that they were comparable to those of only a

few other students in the Faculty ofAgriculture, I was entitled to

the so-called Lenin scholarship. However, it could not be granted

to me, for even in the sixties the curse
3
on me could not be lifted,

eitherthrough my great diligence in getting abetter educationand

being useful to my country, or through the openly expressed

indignation at the injustice by the students of my year, or the

attempt of the then Dean of theFaculty, Imants Gronskis, to use his

influence so that justice might prevail. Everyone knew that in my

case it wasn't so much a questionof the honour as real financial

support. But it was not in these people's power to melt the ice of

hard-heartedness.

3 The curse- Those who had oncefallen into the Soviet regime's disfavour

remained marked people for the rest of their days,even afterhaving suffered

to the full whatever punishmenthad been meted out to them.
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This incidentonce again took the wind out ofmy sails and was

a strict reminder that everyone should know his or her place in

this world. I realised that in futureI wouldnot be successful, there

would always be an invisible force jealous of me (the harder I

worked, the greater the jealousy). Obstacles wouldconstantly be

put in my path to thwart me. I have kept the hurt hidden deep in

myheart. I have turned down many promising offers, such as the

opportunity to do a post-graduate courseor apply for promotion at

work. These offers came from genuinelycaring people, who had

seen the potential, perhaps some qualities in me that could be de-

veloped under favourable conditionsand wouldenable me to feel

truly happy at home and at work. But they didn'tknow about the

dark shadow over me, and I had nowish to sadden them.

That's how things were between August 1966 and the present

(1989). I have beenworking at the «Amata» State farm in the Cesis

region since 1966. The farm is located about 100 kilometres from

my family home, which we were forced to leave on 25 March,

1949, and to which I have never returnedbecause strangers are

living there now. Both my brothers have their finalresting place

in the peaceful Sils cemetery, where I often go, happy that I can

visit these graves...

I am grateful to everyone who helped me in the time I have

been at the «Amata», and all those who supported me in some

way. I thankall those people in this world who have hated me,

because thataroused a tenacity in me and gave me the strength to

go on living. It may be hardto believe, butI am happy today. I am

happy because I know now how much my arrival in this world

meant to my family. I know the value of the fifty years that fol-

lowed. Today I have to thank fate that even one of us four chil-

dren(my sister died at birth) was destinedto see the rebirth of
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our nation. I have seen big countries in my life, yet I have realised

what Latvia means to me. My heart has ached for this small

stretch of land by the Baltic Sea which I call mymotherland.And

that is what happiness means to me, and it wasn't everyone's lot

to experience it. But brute force and your lot in lifealso teach you

to hate, hate those humancharacteristics which have crippled the

lives of thousands of fellow humanbeings. I wonder to what ex-

tent these characteristics, so insidiousand frequently not readily

apparent, still exist today? Perhaps they will persist as long as

they allow many cowardly, lazy people to do well in life and

enjoy the fruits of other people's labourwithout doing anhonest

day's work.

Amata, December 1988
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Many years had to pass

before these stories could be told.

They are first-hand accounts

written by people deported from Latvia to

Siberia in the 1940s and 19505. They tell about

the tragic times when a knock on the door

in the middle of the night meant the beginning

of a long, painful journey in a cattle wagon

to an unknown destination.

The deportees suffered extreme hardship,

and many thousands of them starved or froze

to death in the "Sleeping Land", as the early •
inhabitants called Siberia.

Love of their homeland, Latvia, and the hope

of returning one day, helped to sustain those

who managed to survive.


	We sang through Tears : Stories of Survival in Siberia
	FRONT
	Cover page
	We Sang Through Tears
	Title
	Chapter

	MAIN
	ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
	CONTENTS
	PREFACE
	INTRODUCTION
	MEMORIES
	EXCERPT FROM «THE ABYSS OF SUFFERING»
	BALLAD OF SOULS IN TORMENT
	WE SANG THROUGH TEARS
	THE DARK PAGES OF MY LIFE
	WINTER BY THE WHITE SEA
	4478 AND 5952 DAYS
	SKETCHES DRAWN ON A TRAIN CLATTERING TO SIBERIA
	LETTER TO MY FATHER
	MEMORIES THAT DO NOT FADE
	VORKUTA IN THE SUMMER OF 1953
	THROUGH THE EYES OF A CHILD
	EXCERPTS FROM «SUNSET ON THE YENISEY RIVER1"
	I WAS TWENTY-ONE
	THE DAY THAT CHANGED MY LIFE
	SERENITY

	BACK
	Cover page


	Illustrations
	LATVIAns IN SOVIET SLAVE CAMPS
	A home-built sauna.
	A protective mask.
	A dog sled.
	Jute sandals.
	A timber footpath.
	A cast-iron stove.
	A tin stove.
	Cottongrass.
	A jacket.
	Untitled
	Untitled
	Untitled
	Untitled
	Untitled
	Untitled
	Untitled
	Untitled
	A woman wearing a woollen shawl and «pastalas», hand-crafted sandals.
	Making tapers.
	«Pastalas».
	A wick-light.
	A sleeveless padded jacket.
	A hat made from a blanket.
	In a sauna.
	A padded jacket.
	A cedar cone.
	Cedar nuts.
	A bird-cherry tree.
	Bird-cherries.
	A cedar tree.
	A cast-iron pot.
	A chipmunk.
	Felt boots.


