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THE KHABAROVSK EXPRESS was due to arrive in Moscow by 9 a.m. A young man in pyjamas scratched his shaggy head and looked out of the window into the half-light of the autumn morning. He yawned, turned to the people standing in the corridor with their soap boxes and towels and said, ‘Well, citizens, who’s last in line?’

Last in the queue, he was told, was a plump woman who had gone away for a moment. She was behind a man with a twisted tube of toothpaste and a piece of soap plastered with bits of newspaper. He himself would be behind this woman.

‘Why’s there only one washroom open?’ said the young man. ‘We’ll soon be arriving in the capital – and the conductors’ only concern is the circulation of goods; they’re just thinking about their private deals and the packages they’ve been asked to deliver. What do they care about their duties to the passengers?’

A few minutes later, a stout woman in a dressing gown appeared, and the young man said to her, ‘Citizen, I’m next after you. But I’ve had enough of hanging about in the corridor – I’m going to go and sit down.’

Back in his compartment the young man opened an orange suitcase and began to admire his belongings.

One of his three fellow travellers was snoring; the back of his head was broad and bulbous. A second – pink-complexioned, young-looking, but bald – was going through the papers in his briefcase. The third, a thin old man, was sitting and looking out of the window, resting his head on his brown fists.

Addressing the pink-faced man, the young man with the suitcase said, ‘Have you finished with my book? I need to pack it now.’

What he really wanted was for his travelling companion to admire his suitcase. In it were some viscose shirts, A Brief Philosophical Dictionary, a pair of swimming trunks and sunglasses with white frames. In one corner, covered by some local newspaper or other, lay some grey village-baked shortbreads.

The pink-faced man answered, ‘Here you are – Eugénie Grandet. I realised I’d read it last year, when I was on holiday.’

‘It’s a powerful piece of writing, there’s no denying it,’ said the young man. And he packed the book away in his suitcase.

During the journey they had played cards. And while eating and drinking, they had discussed films, records, furniture, socialist agriculture, the merits of various Houses of Recreation in Sochi, and which football team had the better attack – Spartak or Dynamo.

The bald man with the pink face was an inspector for the All-Union Central Council of Trade Unions;1 he worked in a provincial capital. The shaggy-haired young man was returning from a holiday he had spent in some village. He worked in Moscow as an economist for Gosplan, the State Planning Committee.

The man now snoring on the lower bunk was a Siberian construction superintendent. The two younger men disliked him because of his lack of culture; he swore, and he belched after eating. Learning that one of his fellow travellers worked in Gosplan, in the Economic Science Department, he had said, ‘Political economy – now what exactly is all that? Tells you why collective farmers go to the city to buy bread from the workers, does it?’

Once he had got very drunk in the bar of a junction station where he had gone, as he put it, ‘on a brief mission’. After this he had kept his fellow travellers awake for a long time, sounding off about one thing after another. ‘You can’t keep to the law in our line of work or you’ll never get anything done at all. To fulfil the plan, you have to work the way life tells you to work. Yes, you have to meet life’s demands: “You scratch my back, and I’ll scratch yours.” Once – under the Tsar – this was called private enterprise. The way I put it is “Let a man live – he wants to live!” Yes, I could teach you a thing or two about real economics! Once I had my steelworkers registered as nursery-school staff for a whole quarter – until our new budget came through. Yes, the law tries to stop life, but life makes its demands regardless. Fulfil the plan – and you get a pay rise and a bonus. But who knows? You might end up doing ten years in the camps instead. The law fights against life, and life fights against the law.’

The two younger men said nothing. But when the construction superintendent fell silent – or rather, when he began to snore loudly – they said what they thought of him.

‘One needs to keep an eye on people like him. Behind that comradely mask . . .’

‘A wheeler-dealer. A man without principles. Bad as a Yid.’

This man was a nobody, an uncouth nobody from the back of beyond. It was infuriating to sense that he held cultured people like them in contempt. ‘I’ve got prisoners working on my construction site,’ he had said once. ‘Their name for people like you is “tossers”. But when the time comes to decide who built Communism, no doubt it’ll turn out to be you lot who did all the ploughing.’2 And with that he had gone off to the next-door compartment to play cards.

As for the last passenger, it seemed that he seldom travelled in a carriage with reserved seats. Most of the time he just sat there, his palms on his knees, as if wanting to hide the darns on his trousers. The sleeves of his black sateen shirt ended somewhere between his elbows and his wrists, and the white buttons on the collar and the chest made it look like the shirt of a child. There is something absurd and touching about the combination of white, childish buttons and the grey temples and exhausted eyes of an old man.

When the construction superintendent said to him, in the voice of a man used to giving orders, ‘Move out of the way, Grandad – I need the table for my tea!’ the old man jumped to his feet like an obedient soldier and went out into the corridor.

Inside his plywood suitcase with its peeling paint lay a loaf of crumbling bread and some threadbare underwear. He smoked makhorka3 and, after rolling a cigarette, he would go to the space at the end of the carriage, so as not to upset the others with his horrible smoke.

Sometimes his fellow travellers would offer him a piece of sausage; once the construction superintendent presented him with a hard-boiled egg and a glass of vodka.

Even people half his age addressed him familiarly as ty, rather than politely as vy. And the superintendent kept saying that when they got to Moscow, ‘Grandad’ would pretend to be a bachelor and marry a young girl.

On one occasion the conversation turned to the subject of collective farms. The young economist began criticising ‘village layabouts’. ‘I’ve seen it now with my own eyes. In the morning they just hang about outside the farm office and scratch their arses. The collective-farm chairman and the brigade leaders have to sweat blood to get them out into the fields. And all they do is complain. They make out that under Stalin they didn’t get paid at all and that they hardly get paid even now.’

The trade-union inspector, thoughtfully shuffling a pack of cards, agreed with him. ‘And why should our dear friends be paid if they don’t keep up with their grain deliveries? They need to be taught a lesson – like this!’ And he shook his white fist in the air – the strong fist of a peasant, though it had clearly not seen manual labour for many years.

The construction superintendent stroked his stout chest with its rows of greasy ribbons – he had evidently been awarded many orders and medals.

‘There was bread enough for us in the army, on the front line. We were fed by the Russian people. And no one had to teach them how to do it.’

‘You’re right there,’ said the economist. ‘What matters is that we’re Russians. Yes, Russians – that’s quite something.’

The inspector smiled and winked at his companion. It was as if he were pronouncing those well-known words: ‘The Russian is the elder brother, the first among equals.’4

‘That’s what makes one mad,’ pronounced the young economist. ‘These peasants we’re talking about are Russians – not some national minority or other! One of them started haranguing me: “Five years we lived on linden leaves . . . Since 1947 we’ve been working without any pay . . .” They just don’t want to work – and that’s all there is to it. They don’t want to understand that everything now depends on the people.’

He looked round at the grey-haired old peasant listening to the conversation in silence and said, ‘Don’t be angry, Grandad. The State has begun to address your needs – now it’s up to you. You must all fulfil your duty as labourers.’

‘Their duty!’ said the construction superintendent. ‘They seem to want to eat every day – what do they know about duty and consciousness?’

This discussion – like most discussions, whether inside or outside a railway carriage – was never concluded. An air-force major with gleaming gold teeth looked into the compartment and said reproachfully to the three younger men, ‘Well, comrades? How about getting down to some work?’

And off they had gone to their neighbours – to finish a game of cards.

But now the long journey was nearly over. The passengers were packing away their slippers and depositing remnants of food on the tables: pieces of stale bread, chicken bones that had been gnawed till they were blue, pallid sausage ends wrapped in layers of skin.

The sullen conductors had already collected all the crumpled sheets and pillowcases.

The little world of the railway carriage was about to disperse. Jokes, faces and laughter would all be forgotten – as would chance confidences and painful confessions.

Ever closer drew the vast city, the capital of the great State. Finished were the thoughts and anxieties of the journey. Forgotten were the tête-à-têtes at the end of the carriage with the woman from the compartment next door, while just outside the clouded windows the great Russian plain rolled past before you – and the water in the storage tanks sloshed heavily about behind your back.

The close-knit world of the railway carriage – a world that had come into being for only a few days and that was governed, on its straight or curved path through time and space, by the same laws as every other man-made world – was now melting away.

So great is the power of a great capital that it makes every heart miss a beat – even the carefree hearts of those who are travelling there to stay with friends, to roam around shops, to visit a zoo or a planetarium. Entering the force field generated by a world city, entering its taut, invisible network of living energy, everyone feels a moment of confusion and apprehension.

After nearly missing his place in the queue, the economist had been to the washroom. Still combing his hair, he had returned to his seat. Now he was scrutinising his fellow passengers.

The construction superintendent was sorting out his expenses sheets. A great deal of alcohol had been drunk during the last few days, and his fingers were trembling.

The trade-union inspector had already put on his jacket. Entering the force field of agitated human emotions, he had grown timid and silent; his supervisor, a grey-haired, bilious old witch, was sure to have a few things to say to him.

The train rushed past brick factories and little village houses built from logs, past tin-grey fields of cabbages, past station platforms where the night rain seemed to have created grey puddles of asphalt.

On the platforms stood sullen men and women from the Moscow suburbs, wearing plastic macs over their coats. Sagging beneath the grey rain clouds were high-voltage power lines. In the station sidings stood grey wagons, ominously labelled ‘Slaughterhouse Station. Circuit Line’.

And the train thundered on with ever increasing speed, with a kind of malign joy. It was a speed that flattened space and time, that cleaved through them.

Resting his head on his hands, the old man was sitting at the table and looking out of the window. Many years ago, a young man with a tousled, uncombed head of hair had sat in the same way by the window of a third-class carriage. The people then travelling with him had disappeared. He had long forgotten their faces and words. Inside his grey head, however, things had come back to life that had seemed as if they could no longer be in existence at all.

The train had already entered the Moscow green belt. Its grey, tattered smoke clutched at the branches of fir trees and, forced down by the rushing currents of air, streamed over the fences of dachas. How well he knew the silhouettes of these austere northern firs; how strange it was to see them beside light blue fences, beside flower beds planted with dahlias, the peaked roofs of dachas and the coloured windowpanes of their verandas.

And this man, who during three long decades had not once remembered that the world contains lilac bushes – and pansies, sandy garden paths, little carts with containers of fizzy water – this man gave a deep sigh, convinced now that life had gone on in his absence, that life had continued.
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AFTER READING THE telegram, Nikolay Andreyevich regretted giving the postman a tip – he had evidently come to the wrong address. And then Nikolay Andreyevich remem bered – and gasped. The telegram must be from his cousin Ivan.

‘Masha! Masha!’ he called. 

His wife, Maria Pavlovna, took the telegram from him. ‘Give me my glasses,’ she said. ‘You know I’m quite blind without them.’ After she had read the telegram, she said, ‘Well, there’s not much chance of him getting a permit to live in Moscow.’

‘Oh, for goodness’ sake . . . Don’t talk about residence permits at a time like this!’ Nikolay Andreyevich wiped his hand across his brow and added, ‘Just think – Vanya’s5 coming and all he’ll find here is graves, nothing but graves.’

‘This is going to be very awkward indeed with the Sokolovs,’ Maria Pavlovna said pensively. ‘I know we can give him his present some other way, but it’s still all very unfortunate. It’s an important occasion. He’s going to be fifty.’

‘Don’t worry. I’ll tell them the whole story.’

‘And then the news that Ivan is back, and that he came here straight from the railway station, will spread from the birthday dinner to the whole of Moscow.’

Nikolay Andreyevich waved the telegram in her face. ‘Don’t you understand? Have you no idea at all how much Vanya means to me in my soul?’

He was angry with his wife. All the same petty thoughts, every one of them, had passed through his own mind before she had said so much as a word. This had happened many times before. What he saw in his wife were his own weaknesses, though he did not understand this; he was unable to grasp that it was his own failings, rather than his wife’s, that made him so very indignant. But then, because of his love for himself, he was also quick to calm down; forgiving his wife, he forgave himself.

He too could not stop thinking about Sokolov’s birthday party; his stupid thoughts just wouldn’t leave him alone. The news of his cousin’s arrival was shocking not only in itself but because it made the whole of his own life, in all its truth and untruth, appear before him; he felt ashamed that missing a celebration at the Sokolovs’ – and the Sokolovs’ welcoming decanter of vodka – was occasioning him so much regret.

He was ashamed of the shallowness of his thoughts; it had occurred to him, too, that he would have to get Ivan a residence permit – and that this would be hard work. He too had thought about how all Moscow would get to hear of Ivan’s return, and that, one way or another, this was sure to affect his own chances of being elected to the Academy of Sciences . . .

And now his wife was tormenting him, continuing to say out loud everything that was on his mind, insisting on bringing into the light of day thoughts of his that were not really thoughts at all, thoughts that were really only something chance and imaginary.

‘You’re very strange,’ he said to his wife. ‘You make me wish I’d received this telegram when you were out.’

This was a hurtful thing to say, but she knew that Nikolay Andreyevich would immediately put his arms round her and say, ‘Masha, Masha, we’re going to celebrate this together. Who else is there for me to celebrate it with?’

And that is just what happened. But there was still an unpleasant, long-suffering look on her face. It meant, ‘Your sweet talk doesn’t give me the least joy, but I know how to be patient.’

But then their eyes met, and the love between them put right everything that was wrong.

For twenty-eight years they had lived together without ever being separated; it is hard to understand or explain the relationship of people who have lived together for almost a third of a century.

She was grey-haired now; she would walk across to the window and watch as he, her grey-haired husband, got into his car. And there had been a time when they used to eat in a canteen on Bronnaya Street.

‘Kolya,’ she said quietly, ‘just think – Ivan never once saw our son. He was arrested before Valya was born. And now that he’s back, Valya is already eight years in the grave.’

This thought astonished her.
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AS HE WAITED for his cousin to arrive, Nikolay Andreyevich thought about his own life. He was preparing to tell his story, to make a confession to Ivan. He imagined showing Ivan his apartment. In the dining room they had a fine Turkmen rug. ‘Look!’ he would say to Ivan. ‘Damned fine rug, isn’t it?’ Masha had good taste, and Ivan knew very well who her father had been. And in Petersburg in the old days people had understood how to live well.

How would he find a way to talk to Ivan? Whole decades had gone by. Life had gone by. No, life had not gone by – and that was what they must talk about . . . Life was only just beginning!

What a meeting it would be! Ivan was arriving in Moscow at an astonishing time. There had been so many changes since the death of Stalin. And they affected everyone. Both workers and peasants. There was bread in the shops now. And Ivan was back from the camp now. As were many others. And Nikolay Andreyevich had also reached an important turning point in his life.

Ever since his student years Nikolay Andreyevich had felt dogged by bad luck. This was all the harder to bear because he was certain he deserved better. He was well educated; he worked hard; he was considered a witty raconteur; women were always falling in love with him.

He was proud to be thought honourable, a man of principle. At the same time, he was entirely free of pious hypocrisy. He enjoyed listening to a good story over a meal, and he had an excellent understanding of all the complexities of dry wines – even though he often preferred to get straight down to the vodka.

When people praised Nikolay Andreyevich, Maria Pavlovna looked at her husband with sparkling, angry eyes and said, ‘Try living under one roof with him! Then you’d get to know the real Kolya: Kolya the despot, Kolya the psychopath, Kolya the greatest egotist the world has ever seen!’

Each knew every one of the other’s failings and weaknesses, and sometimes this knowledge was more than they could bear. Sometimes it seemed it might be easier to live apart. But they were quite unable to live apart; if they had, they would have suffered terribly.

Maria Pavlovna had fallen in love with Nikolay Andreyevich when she was still a schoolgirl. And everything that thirty years ago had seemed astonishing and splendid – his voice, his big forehead, his big teeth, his smile – all of these things, with the passing of time, had become still dearer to her.

And he loved her too, but his love had changed. What had once been central in their relationship had faded into the background, and what had once seemed of lesser importance had become central.

Tall and dark-eyed, Maria Pavlovna had been a beauty. Her gestures and movements were still remarkably graceful and her eyes had not lost their youthful charm. But what had been a flaw in her looks when she was young – the way her large lower teeth stuck out when she smiled – had become more noticeable with the years.

His continued bad luck remained a source of deep pain to Nikolay Andreyevich. At student seminars it had been the talks hastily flung together by that drunkard Pyzhov or by the red-haired Radionov that had generated excitement – not his own meticulously prepared papers.

Nikolay Andreyevich had become a senior researcher at a famous scientific institute; he had published dozens of works; he had successfully completed his doctorate. But his wife – and his wife alone – knew what torments and humiliations he continued to experience.

At the cutting edge of his area of biology there were only a very few researchers. One was an academician, two were Nikolay Andreyevich’s juniors, and one had not even completed his candidate’s dissertation.6 All four respected Nikolay Andreyevich’s decency and valued him as someone to discuss their ideas with. They were friendly and well disposed towards him – but they simply, and quite sincerely, did not think of him as a scientist.

Nikolay Andreyevich was constantly aware of the aura of tension and excited admiration surrounding these men – especially the lame Mandelstam.

A London scientific journal had once described Mandelstam as ‘a scientist who is brilliantly continuing the work of the founders of contemporary biology’. Had this been written about himself, Nikolay Andreyevich could have died of joy.

Mandelstam often behaved badly. Sometimes he




































































































































A Note on Collectivisation and the Terror Famine

These events are so tragic, and so vast, that they can seem entirely beyond understanding. Even Stalin’s Great Purges of 1934–8 are easier to understand; they were, among other things, a successful attempt on Stalin’s part to destroy, or terrify into submission, any members of the Soviet elite who might conceivably oppose him. It is harder to understand why a ruler should choose to destroy a huge part of the peasantry that had, until then, produced much of the nation’s wealth.

What blinds us, perhaps, is the Soviet emblem – the hammer (representing the workers) and the sickle (representing the peasants). The Soviet government referred to itself as a ‘workers’ and peasants’ government’ – and we have been too ready to believe them. In actual fact, few of the Bolsheviks ever seem to have had much sympathy with the peasants. Most of them probably felt much the same as Lenin’s friend, Maksim Gorky, who once declared, ‘You’ll pardon my saying so, but the peasant is not yet human . . . He’s our enemy, our enemy.’ In 1917 Lenin had done his best to buy the support of the peasants with his slogan ‘Peace, Bread and Land’; he had encouraged peasants to seize their landlords’ estates and burn down their houses. Nevertheless, even then, the peasants had voted not for the Bolsheviks, but for the Social Revolutionaries, whom they rightly saw as more likely to represent their interests. And following 1917, having encouraged the peasants to rise up and seize the land, the Bolsheviks found themselves having to fight a fifteen-year war – with an uneasy truce in the mid-1920s – in order to reassert the power of the central government. The Bolsheviks saw the peasants not only as subhuman but also as wily proto-capitalists whose whole way of life threatened their cherished project of a strong, centrally planned state.

The first measure Stalin took was to destroy the independence of the individual peasants by the imposition of collectivisation; this was carried out throughout the Soviet Union. Stalin’s second measure was directed primarily against the Ukraine; the Ukrainian peasants were, for the main part, wealthier and their opposition to collectivisation was particularly strong. The story of the Ukrainian famine is still not widely known, even though Robert Conquest told it over twenty years ago in The Harvest of Sorrow. I am grateful to Donald Rayfield for allowing me to include the following pages to provide some general background to Grossman’s own painfully vivid account. (Rayfield’s article, ‘The Ukrainian Famine of 1933: Man-made Catastrophe, Mass Murder, or Genocide?’, is included in full in Lubomyr Y. Luciuk, Holodomor: Reflections on the Great Famine of 1932–1933in Soviet Ukraine [Kingston, Canada: Kashtan Press, 2008], 87–93.)


A famine which struck all the grain-producing areas of European Russia, and especially Ukraine, reached a climax in the summer of 1933. It began years earlier, however, when Stalin in the winter of 1929 and 1930 dispossessed, exiled and killed millions of the more prosperous peasants and harassed the remaining peasantry into surrendering land, animals and tools into collective farms; it was made inevitable in the second and final wave of collectivization in the winter of 1930–1931, when a disorganized and disillusioned peasantry was effectively enslaved. This achievement Stalin proclaimed to a congress of peasants in February 1933 to be one ‘such as the world has never known before and which no other state in the world has tried to achieve’. At the same time Stalin and his henchmen resolved to industrialize the Soviet Union by selling grain in order to buy machinery from America, Britain and Germany.

By June 1932, as a result of grain confiscation – khlebzagotovka, compulsory targets for grain to be delivered to the state – the Ukrainian countryside was already starving. The Secretary of the Ukrainian party, Stanislav Kosior, received letters from young communists, horrified to see, as they put it, ‘collective farmers go to the fields and vanish and a few days later the corpse is found and . . . the next day they find the corpse of the man who buried the first one’.

The peasants’ attempts to evade grain confiscation or to glean grain from the field were severely punished. The Soviet secret police, OGPU, under the personal supervision of its ailing head, Vyacheslav Menzhinsky, and its ambitious deputy, Genrikh Yagoda, represented in Ukraine by Karl Karlson, monitored the situation and sent squads of men to enforce the containment of the starving peasantry, to punish (or occasionally to condone) cannibalism, and to keep the foreign press away from the countryside. They kept a tally, wherever they could, of deaths, as well as calculating how little food was left in what used to be Europe’s breadbasket. Their statistics are one of the foundations for calculating the size of the catastrophe that ensued.

Our sources of information are varied and none are comprehensive or, in themselves, conclusive. Contemporary sources include letters to relatives abroad (Soviet post offices still accepted such letters until 1935), letters to newspapers (which were then passed on to the secret police), statistics from registry offices, which in most famine-struck areas soon gave up registering deaths. They also include tallies kept for certain months in some areas by OGPU itself, and of course correspondence between party leaders, which was classified until the 1990s. A very few testimonies came from foreign journalists and diplomats, ingenious enough to evade the bans on travel and honest enough to publish stories that were often as unpalatable to their readers in the West as to the Soviet authorities. Later sources for judging the extent of the catastrophe come first from the census figures of 1937, when a deficit of several million in the predicted population of the USSR had to be concealed. In post-Soviet times demographers have been free to look at the age structure of the population and of its mortality in Ukraine before and after the famine, to extrapolate for the Ukrainian countryside as a whole from data for a few areas or a few months the numbers of deaths over the famine period.

For Ukrainian famine areas, the death toll from famine in 1932–1933 appears to depend on the methodology and trustworthiness of the demographer involved. One objective fact is that in 1939 there were 28 million Ukrainians, compared with 31 million in 1926, at a time when (barring famine) the birth rate was often twice the death rate. Deaths are calculated on this basis at anywhere between 2.4 and 4 million. More sophisticated studies give a figure nearer to 5 million. OGPU’s tally from December 1932 to mid-April 1933 gives a figure of 2.4 million deaths from famine and cannibalism; by extrapolating these figures for the whole of the famine period, we get a plausible figure of over 7 million deaths. Even the Soviet census figures for 1939 indicate a catastrophe: whereas Ukraine in 1928 had 420,000 deaths and 985,000 births, in 1933 it recorded 1,582,000 deaths and only 34,000 births. Secret figures for the Ukrainian countryside show deaths rising from an acceptable 15,100 in January 1932 to a monstrous 196,200 in June 1932, not stabilizing to 12,000 (in a now much smaller population) until the end of 1934.

Thus, nobody can deny that, in the absence of war or severe droughts, a man-made catastrophe taking the lives of millions of Ukrainian peasants occurred. Because of the absence of full records, because death from starvation is not as easily defined as death from a bullet or in a gas chamber, since it may be disguised as dysentery, typhoid, tuberculosis or suicide, and because it is impossible to say how many more people should have existed in 1934 who didn’t, we shall never be able to determine the exact figure, but clearly it is of the same order as the catastrophe that struck Europe’s Jews in 1942–1945 or Cambodia’s population in 1975–1979.

Mass murder, of course, requires intent, or at the very least the obvious prospect of death as a secondary result of the murderer’s actions. The figures for grain production and for grain confiscation in Ukraine, there is no doubt, were fully available to Stalin and Kaganovich, Molotov, Mikoyan, Menzhinsky, Yagoda, the henchmen most responsible for overseeing the Ukrainian famine, and could by simple subtraction only have led them to conclude that millions would die in these areas. Stalin himself deliberately toured the lower Volga area in August 1933, just after the climax of the famine, and saw for himself, without the slightest regret, what he had done. The correspondence of the Politburo members reveals a full awareness and determination to see the whole process through to the bitter end.

Some of today’s neo-Stalinists will admit this, but justify it on the grounds that (a) the grain was needed as the sole means for purchasing modern technology and (b) industrialization was essential to build a Soviet Union strong and well-armed enough to save itself from its enemies. The most cynical neo-Stalinists might add that there was a problem of surplus peasantry in Russia, a problem solved a century earlier by similar famines in countries such as Ireland, or elsewhere, as in Scandinavia, by mass emigration, and that one quick famine was preferable to many more decades of malnutrition. All these arguments are, of course, indefensible: the near defeat of the USSR by Nazi Germany shows that forced industrialization did not save the Soviet Union, so much as the desperation of its people and the help of the Allies. And the state of agriculture in post-Soviet societies is no argument for the murder of so many peasants. Were any of the perpetrators of the famine alive and available for trial, they would therefore have no defence in law against a charge of mass murder.




Biographical Note

Vasily Semyonovich Grossman was born on 12 December 1905 in Berdichev, a Ukrainian town that was home to one of Europe’s largest Jewish communities. In 1934 he published both ‘In the Town of Berdichev’ – a short story that won the admiration of such diverse writers as Isaak Babel, Maksim Gorky and Boris Pilnyak – and a novel, Glyukauf,fn1 about the life of the Donbass miners. During the Second World War, Grossman worked as a reporter for the army newspaper Red Star, covering nearly all of the most important battles from the defence of Moscow to the fall of Berlin. His vivid yet sober ‘The Hell of Treblinka’ (late 1944), one of the first articles in any language about a Nazi death camp, was translated and used as testimony in the Nuremberg trials. His novel For a Just Cause (originally titled Stalingrad) was published in 1952 and then fiercely attacked. A new wave of purges – directed against the Jews – was about to begin; but for Stalin’s death, in March 1953, Grossman would almost certainly have been arrested himself. During the next few years Grossman, while enjoying public success, worked on his two masterpieces (neither of which was to be published in Russia until the late 1980s): Life and Fate and Everything Flows. The KGB confiscated the manuscript of Life and Fate in February 1961. However, Grossman was able to continue working on Everything Flows, a novel even more critical of Soviet society than Life and Fate, until his last days in hospital. He died on 14 September 1964, on the eve of the twenty-third anniversary of the massacre of the Jews of Berdichev in which his mother had died.
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fn1 The title is derived from the German Glück auf. This phrase, literally ‘Luck up!’, was used to greet a miner when he was brought up to the surface. It is used more generally to mean ‘Good luck!’.
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Taken in the mid- or late-1950s, this photograph shows Vasily Grossman, sitting, and Nikolay Mikhailovich, Grossman’s brother-in-law and the model for Ivan Grigoryevich (© Fyodor Guber)


Afterword

I first heard about this book from a friend, when my father was no longer alive. ‘People are talking, you know, about a new short novel by your father. Apparently it’s even more uncompromising than Life and Fate.’ I did not believe my friend. I had never heard of any other book by my father.

All the same, I went round with my husband to Olga Mikhailovna, my father’s widow, to ask if she knew what had given rise to these rumours. She immediately took a manuscript from the writing desk and held it out to me. My husband and I read it, though not at one sitting, without leaving Olga Mikhailovna’s apartment. I was stunned.

Soon after this, Yekaterina Vasilyevna Zabolotskaya, whom I often visited, showed me the rough drafts. There were a number of them, all with a huge number of corrections and markings in red pencil. The writer had evidently been in an intensely emotional state. The final version was almost twice the length of the first draft. The chapters about Lenin were the last to be written. Stalin at that time was already open to criticism. Lenin, however, still remained on his pedestal.

It was because of these chapters that, in the late 1980s, when Life and Fate and the last remaining short stories had already been published, Everything Flows was still awaiting its turn. But everyone knew that this would come soon.

The ban had been lifted, and every journal was eager to publish whatever had previously been banned. I had a phone call from Minsk. An animated male voice gaily reeled off a list of requirements: ‘Straight from the horse’s mouth, the hotter the better – about the camps, about Stalin, about Beria.’ I do not like being treated this way, and I replied stonily, ‘He didn’t write about Beria.’

When it was common knowledge that Everything Flows would be published in the journal October, the smaller journals all started begging for some small extract. I began negotiating with one that was then very popular.

I have always thought that the two chapters from Everything Flows about the famine in the Ukraine are the most powerful in all Grossman’s work. Terrible, shocking chapters, written from inspiration. I especially admire the brief second chapter – the unbelievably sad, yet radiant story of the life of a small family. A story about modest people who had led a difficult life, about their self-abnegation, about their great love. I do not know whether Grossman met these people in reality, or whether he imagined them. I know only that he truly loved them. He wrote about this family twice: in the novel For a Just Cause and in Everything Flows.

To my astonishment, the editor of the popular small journal turned down these chapters. He wanted something about the camps. I refused. This was a time when every newspaper and journal was full of material about the camps, whereas no one had published accounts of the famine. Neither the editor nor I would give in.

At this point someone mentioned The Family, saying it was a journal with a huge circulation and that it was very popular with the general reader. This sounded just right – there had, after all, been a long period when the whole country had read and loved my father’s work. The Family accepted this unexpected present with delight and promptly published it. And, as the editor and I were having a friendly chat about how well everything had turned out, he said, ‘There was something irrelevant tacked onto the end. Something about some family – a makeweight. We edited it out.’

A makeweight! How could the editor say this? Why was it that Grossman was so continually unlucky? It took me some time to understand that this kind of thing was only to be expected. Literature can’t simply be tailored to suit the fashion of the day. It isn’t like an opera libretto that can periodically be ‘brought up to date’ to amuse the listener.

Sometimes the seed of something bad lies hidden inside something good. The new freedoms of the late 1980s led many editors to choose to publish only what had previously been banned. And the blacker, the grimmer, the more shocking, the better . . .

As I said, I had not known of the existence of Everything Flows. But I understood in due course that the great queue of former prisoners who came to talk to my father had provided him with material not only for Life and Fate but also – and probably to a still greater degree – for Everything Flows.

I myself had introduced my father to one of the book’s heroes. He was someone I knew well. His name was not Boris Romashkin, but, like Romashkin in Everything Flows, he truly had written flyers and posted them on walls. His parents had worked in our trade delegation in England and he had lived there for a long time. The purest and most romantic of Marxists, he had, in due course, returned to Russia. What he found there had shocked him. And he truly had posted flyers . . . One of them, I remember, read, ‘Our Red Army does not need officers and epaulettes!’ and there were others in a similar vein. He had been arrested at the age of fifteen, and he had spent eleven years in prisons and camps. He was released in the 1950s, but he was never formally ‘rehabilitated’.

The document attesting to his release bore the words, ‘At the present moment he does not pose any danger.’ He worked as a stoker, in the boiler room of some scientific research institute. My father and his friend Semyon Lipkin listened to him for three hours. Every word he said was of interest. There had even been a prisoner who had claimed, in the course of an interrogation, that this famous boy had acted under instructions he had issued himself. It galled him that he, an adult, had been arrested for no reason, whereas this boy – this mere boy – had done something real.

Everything Flows has been published a number of times in Russian, in editions that have been scrupulously prepared. Now it will be read in English, in a fine translation. And my account of how The Family edited out the family that Grossman so loved is a mere anecdote, a story about people on the make during a crazy period.

Yekaterina Korotkova-Grossman
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