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INTRODUCTION

IN THE early hours of 22 June 1941 Hitler invaded the Soviet Union. Stalin had refused to believe more than eighty intelligence warnings of Hitler’s intentions, and Soviet forces were taken by surprise. Over two thousand Soviet aircraft were destroyed within twenty-four hours. During the next few months the Germans repeatedly encircled entire Soviet armies. By the end of the year, they had reached the outskirts of Moscow and more than three million Soviet soldiers had been captured or killed.

Before the German invasion, Grossman was overweight and probably depressed. Though only in his mid-thirties, he walked with a stick. In spite of this—and his poor eyesight—he volunteered to serve in the ranks. Had he been accepted—like several of his colleagues who volunteered for writers’ militia companies—he would probably have been killed within the next few months. Assigned instead to Red Star, the Red Army’s daily newspaper, he soon became one of its best-known correspondents, admired not only for his stories and articles but also for his personal courage.

Red Star was as important during the war years as Pravda and Izvestia, the official newspapers of the Communist Party and the Supreme Soviet. There was no similar publication in any other country; it enjoyed a wide readership among both soldiers and civilians and most of the best writers and poets of the time were contributors. David Ortenberg, chief editor from June 1941 until September 1943, was imaginative and not afraid to take risks. At the beginning of the war, the circulation was approximately three hundred thousand—and each copy was read by many people. Groups of frontline soldiers would gather to listen while one of them read aloud; the writer Viktor Nekrasov, who fought at Stalingrad as a young man, remembers how “the papers with [Grossman’s] and Ehrenburg’s articles were read and reread by us until they were in tatters.” Copies were also pinned or pasted to walls, where they could be read by several soldiers at a time. There are similar accounts by people who first read Grossman’s articles in Leningrad, during the Blockade.1

The Soviet authorities invested huge resources into publications for and about the Red Army. The historian Brandon Schechter quotes Alexandr Shcherbakov, head of the army’s Chief Political Directorate, “It is of the utmost importance that the Red Army man in the foxhole and the bunker has something to read.” Schechter then summarizes how this was achieved: “The army developed an extensive system of military newspapers, with each division, front, and military district publishing at least one newspaper. In all, over 1,300 newspapers and journals were produced for the army, with a total circulation of over 4.38 million. There were nearly five thousand full-time journalists and writers in the army and hundreds of thousands of soldiers who wrote occasional pieces and letters.”2

Grossman served as a frontline correspondent throughout nearly all the four years of the Soviet–German war, publishing forty-nine articles and covering all the main battles from the defense of Moscow to the fall of Berlin. He had relatively free access to military reports. He was endowed with a remarkable memory and the ability to win the trust of men and women from all walks of life: snipers, generals, fighter pilots, peasants, soldiers in a Soviet penal battalion, German prisoners, or schoolteachers who had carried on working in German-occupied territory. His daughter Katia Korotkova has written that “a Stalingrad veteran once told me how he witnessed my father drawing an entire platoon—every last man of them—into a general conversation. And I myself often saw him in conversation with yardmen or listening attentively to a little woman we all looked down upon and whom we had nicknamed Zhuchka.”3 Similarly, Masha Loboda, the daughter of one of his closest friends, remembers seeing him sitting on a bench for a long time with an old woman she had never seen before. As soon as the woman got up, he took out his notebook and began writing.4

Grossman’s ability to get people to speak freely to him was legendary. Many historians and journalists have repeated Ortenberg’s explanation that this was, at least in part, because he never took notes during interviews.5 Given Grossman’s concern for accuracy and the amount of factual detail—names, dates, and figures—in his wartime notebooks, this must be an exaggeration; it is, in any case, improbable that Ortenberg often witnessed Grossman conducting interviews. Nevertheless, it seems likely that Grossman took the minimum of notes and went about this as unobtrusively as possible. Another reason—also suggested by Ortenberg—is that Grossman was always genuinely interested in someone’s life as a whole, not merely in their wartime experiences.6 Ortenberg records that “the other Stalingrad correspondents were amazed, unable to understand how Grossman had got General Gurtiev, a silent and reserved Siberian, to talk freely to him for six hours, during one of the fiercest days of the battle.”7 Elsewhere Ortenberg wrote, “We didn’t ask him to hurry. We knew his way of going about things. He had taught himself to work in any conditions, however difficult—out in the open, in a bunker by the light of an oil lamp, lying in bed or in a peasant hut crammed with people. Yet wherever he was, he always worked slowly, doggedly putting all of himself into whatever he was writing. It was the only way of working he knew.”8

Grossman’s wartime notebooks—with their potted biographies of hundreds of individuals, scraps of dialogue and unexpected insights of all kinds—provided the raw material for his Red Star articles and his three war novels. Grossman’s receptivity to everyone and everything around him gives life to his writing and endows it with a certain democratic quality; he writes with equal respect about a senior general or a newly recruited militiaman. Sometimes this emphasis on the individual, rather than on the collective, was unacceptable to his editors. Three of his articles, titled after their central characters both in the original typescripts and in postwar publications, were given different titles in Red Star. “Vlasov,” for example, became “Stalingrad River Crossing.” Grossman concludes this article with the assertion that Sergeant Vlasov, the crossing’s courageous and indefatigable director, “deserves to be called a great man.” There is no doubt that Grossman wanted to honor Vlasov by giving prominence to his name and that he preferred the original title.9

Similarly, “Through Chekhov’s Eyes” was retitled “A Stalingrad Tale.” The Chekhov in question was a brilliant and unusually sharp-sighted sniper. Grossman himself was nearsighted and he may well have smiled to himself at the thought of learning to see the world “through Chekhov’s eyes.” Be that as it may, his evocation of Chekhov’s intellectual, emotional, and physical world is convincing. Grossman’s love of Anton Chekhov is also relevant; he would have been glad to be able to see the world through the eyes of his favorite writer.

One of the most unusual articles, “The Soul of a Red Army Man” was retitled “First Encounter.” Grossman’s original title is challenging. The article is about an anti-tank rifleman whose surname, Gromov, derives from a word meaning “thunder.” Grossman portrays this man as irritable, intolerant, and obstinate; he could hardly be more distant from the conventional, sentimental image of “the Russian soul.” It is these seemingly negative character traits, however, that enable him to fulfill his demanding role.

Most writers would have tried to soften their portrayal of Gromov, perhaps adding a few bland words about his sense of humor or his love of his family. Grossman, however, is unrelenting in his emphasis on Gromov’s grimness, and on the difficulties of his life even before the war. Some readers may have understood this as a reference to the horrors of collectivization. This seems all the more likely given that Gromov is the prototype for Yakhontov, a still more cantankerous anti-tank rifleman in the last part of Stalingrad. Orphaned as a small child, Yakhontov had spent time in the Gulag and is serving in Stalingrad as a member of a penal battalion.

Ortenberg had tried to interview Gromov himself. Unable to elicit more than a few words from him, he commissioned Grossman. Grossman then spent a whole week with Gromov’s anti-tank unit, becoming—in Ortenberg’s words—“like one of the family.”10

Grossman’s focus on the individual is accompanied by an emphasis on the value of initiative and creativity. In a later article, “Shaping Victory,”11 Grossman writes admiringly about a young sapper who comes up with a novel method of saving a bridge set on fire by the retreating Germans. He rushes up to the bridge and tosses hand grenades into the river below; fountains of water then extinguish the flames. Earlier in the same article Grossman contrasts the creative thinking of Soviet commanders with the dogmatism of their German counterparts. The importance of independence, inspiration, and alert open-mindedness in all fields of thought and action—from scientific research and artistic creativity to the conduct of a battle—is one of Grossman’s central themes, throughout his career.

Grossman was writing against deadlines and under the pressure of often unwelcome editorial demands. His articles are not free of mistakes and exaggerations, but there are far fewer of these than in the work of any of his colleagues. He was particularly appalled by the falsity and absurdity of most of what was published during the war’s first months. In a September 1941 notebook entry, he quotes from the editorial of another military newspaper: “The severely battered enemy continued his cowardly advance.” He then dismisses someone else’s work by repeating a joke that was going the rounds: “Ivan Pupkin killed five Germans with a spoon.”12 And on 17 June 1942, as he was completing work on his short novel The People Immortal, he wrote to his father, “I read my work aloud to people and receive much excited praise. [...] But this, of course, is not because my story is so very good, but because what my poor fellow writers are now writing is so bad.”

Grossman certainly did all he could to avoid Soviet clichés, but it may be helpful to remember the words of Nadezhda Mandelstam, another heroic witness to the Stalin era. In her preface to Hope Abandoned, she promises to tell “the truth, nothing but the truth, but not the whole truth.” That is, she reserves her right to stay reticent about some aspects of her personal life. In her case, this was a matter of choice; as for Grossman, writing during Stalin’s lifetime and for a military publication, attempting “to tell the whole truth” would have been suicidal.

One issue he could not write about is that of the use of so-called “blocking detachments”—i.e., NKVD13 units instructed to shoot Soviet soldiers if they deserted or retreated. The number of Soviet soldiers shot for desertion or cowardice has often been exaggerated,14 but there was clearly good reason to be afraid of being shot either by the NKVD or by one’s own superiors. When interviewed in 1943, not long after the German surrender, Chuikov spoke about this straightforwardly: “We immediately began to take the harshest possible actions against cowardice. On September 14, I shot the commander and commissar of one regiment, and a short while later I shot two brigade commanders and their commissars. This caught everyone off guard. We made sure news of this got to the men, especially the officers.” Thirty years later, unsurprisingly, Chuikov softened his account, saying merely that he had “sharply rebuked” the cowardly officers.15

Another unmentionable issue was that of the number of Soviet soldiers who deserted or collaborated. Antony Beevor estimates that during the Battle of Stalingrad there were at least 30,000 Russians attached to Paulus’s 6th Army—some of them deserters, and others being POWs who had volunteered to fight for their captors.16 Other historians give higher numbers. Nigel Thomas estimates that 25 percent of the 6th Army were Hiwis (i.e., Soviet citizens who had volunteered to work for the Germans).17 The uncertainty of these figures may be partly because there is no clear definition of a collaborator. Any civilian in the German-held part of the city could be forced, at gunpoint, to perform any number of services for the Germans—from fetching a bucket of water to helping to load an antiaircraft gun.

Perhaps, the most unmentionable issue of all was that of the number of rapes and other acts of violence committed by Red Army soldiers as they advanced through Europe and into Germany. Grossman, naturally, did not address this in print, but he wrote about it in his notebooks. Even this required courage.

Ortenberg clearly valued Grossman’s gifts, but their relationship was often difficult. In September and October 1941, for example, there were occasions when the Germans advanced so swiftly that Grossman only escaped capture by the narrowest of chances. In a notebook entry, Grossman relates how Ortenberg received him and two of his colleagues when they returned to Moscow after the fall of Oriol on 3 October:

The editor received us icily. Why had we not stayed with the Bryansk Front?

The conversation then continued as follows: “We were ordered to leave, and we were the last of the correspondents to do so.”

“Why have you not written about the heroic defense of Oriol?”

“Because there was no defense.”

“That’s all. You can go now. Tomorrow, at six o’clock, you—Grossman, Troyanovsky, and Lysov—are to return to the front.”

Grossman then asks himself how this “semieducated man” could have acquired an “arrogance and love of power one would have seldom encountered even in a Roman patrician.”18 Grossman’s indignation is understandable, but it is more likely that—like most Russians in a position of authority during those months—Ortenberg was simply in a state of blind panic. 

All in all, despite Grossman’s justified complaints about his articles being marred by editorial interventions, his relationship with Ortenberg was positive. Ortenberg was often generous and courageous; on Grossman’s recommendation, he took on Andrey Platonov as a correspondent, even though he knew that some ten years earlier, Stalin had referred to Platonov as a “bastard” and a “kulak agent.” And it was bold and imaginative on Ortenberg’s part to grant Grossman two months’ leave to write The People Immortal—the first Soviet novel about the war to be published. Above all, we should be grateful to Ortenberg for his faith in Grossman. Had he not employed him, we would now be without two of the greatest novels of the last century: Stalingrad and Life and Fate. In early August 1943, Ortenberg was dismissed from Red Star. This was almost certainly an instance of increasing official antisemitism; shortly before this, he had been criticized for having too many Jews on the editorial board.19

Much of the material in these articles went through three incarnations. First came the manuscript notebooks, jotted down laconically in difficult conditions; Grossman’s poor handwriting makes many passages hard to decipher. This first version has not yet been published in full in any language, though a Russian edition may be coming out soon. Next came the articles published in Red Star; these incorporate much material from the notebooks—sometimes verbatim, sometimes toned down, sometimes expanded. Lastly, soon after the war, Grossman dictated from the manuscript notebooks to his wife, Olga Guber, who typed them out for him. In the course of dictation, he added explanations, general reflections, and lyrical digressions.

There is increasing interest today in diaries, notebooks, rough drafts, and letters—in the literary genres we think of as most spontaneous. It is important that the manuscript notebooks should be made available, but it would be simplistic to look on the Red Star articles and Grossman’s later writings as being of less value. Grossman was a gifted and highly professional writer. For the main part, the changes he made while working up his material are for the good. There are, inevitably, propagandist and overly rhetorical passages in the published articles and fiction, but there are also striking and profound observations that are not in the notebooks.

People have expressed surprise at the speed with which Grossman was able to compose long, reflective articles in the thick of the fighting. A memoir by his colleague Yury Levin illustrates Grossman’s capacity for deep thought in any circumstances. Levin relates how he and Grossman were making their way to the commanding height of Mamaev Kurgan: “As we emerged from the ravine, we came under fire from six-barreled mortars. We lay on the ground. The mortar bombs stopped. We got to our feet. We covered another twenty meters. The mortars started up again. I threw myself to the ground. Then I saw that Grossman was still on his feet, still moving forward. ‘Lie down!’ I yelled. ‘Lying down is not difficult,’ he replied. ‘Getting to one’s feet is significantly more difficult.’ He was indeed in a bad way, breathing heavily and with difficulty. He was clearly not well. And he did not lie down.”20

Levin does not remark on this, but Grossman’s seemingly strange words constitute a complex literary allusion. In December 1925, Sergey Yesenin, the most popular poet of the time, had committed suicide, writing with his own blood a farewell poem which ends, “To die is nothing new—but then, / what new is there in life?” Saying he was afraid that this might demoralize other Soviet writers, Vladimir Mayakovsky gently parodied these lines, “In this life it’s not difficult to die— / to construct life is significantly more difficult.” And then, in April 1930, Mayakovsky—the poet generally acknowledged as the voice of the Revolution—committed suicide himself, to the deep shock of the Soviet intelligentsia and political elite...In pain and under fire, Grossman was meditating on Russian literary history and humanity’s capacity to both construct and destroy. And he was able to distill his thoughts into two short sentences.

Grossman’s articles were republished in many other military newspapers, in Pravda, and in booklets published all over the Soviet Union. “In the Path of the Main Thrust” and “A Stalingrad Tale,” for example, were published many times as separate booklets. In 1944, “A Stalingrad Tale” was published by Pravda in an edition of 200,000 copies. These booklets were intended for Soviet commissars and political officers, who would read them aloud or quote from them in lectures. Some were distributed to individual soldiers; they were small enough (13 by 10.5 cm) to fit in a tunic pocket.21

The Years of War (Gody voiny)—a substantial volume, first published in 1945, that includes a revised version of The People Immortal, his long article about Treblinka, two short stories and twenty-one of his Red Star articles—was translated into English, French, Dutch, German, and the languages of most of the central and eastern European countries under Soviet occupation. Much of the material in these articles eventually found its way into Grossman’s two long Stalingrad novels.

We include about half of these articles in this collection. Where possible, we have drawn not only on published texts but also on typescripts and manuscripts.22 Sometimes, however, we have been unable to track down these earlier versions. In some cases, there is no typescript simply because the article was dictated by military telegraph. At least one completed article never even reached Ortenberg; in a telegram to Ortenberg from the Voronezh Front on 25 July 1942, Grossman wrote, “Article sent by plane 21 July packet 24 addressed MinDefence your name very upset failed delivery has rendered meaningless this work I struggled to complete.”23

—ROBERT CHANDLER and JULIA VOLOHOVA




THE RETREAT

1941–42



GROSSMAN published seven articles in Red Star in 1941 and five in the first four months of 1942. He also published a few articles in other newspapers, but he did not include any of these early articles in The Years of War.1 There are occasional vivid observations, but also much false optimism and many Soviet clichés. Grossman was right not to republish these articles—and we have omitted them from this collection too. Grossman’s greatest work from that period is The People Immortal, which we have published separately.

It is possible that Grossman was still learning his trade, groping for the right tone and language; that he chose to coauthor two of the 1941 articles with his colleague Pavel Troyanovsky may indicate a lack of confidence on his part. We can be sure, however, that these articles were more heavily edited than Grossman’s later work. The authorities did not want to admit to the catastrophic scale of the early defeats and it was impossible to publish anything truthful. In most cases, we have been unable to locate the typescripts of these articles and so cannot be sure what Grossman actually wrote; it is possible that whole sentences are editorial insertions.

Grossman certainly had no illusions about the true state of affairs. An article titled “Bumazhkov and Pavlovsky, Heroes of the Soviet Union,” coauthored with Troyanovsky and published on 8 August, portrays Belorussian men bravely preparing to join the partisans. In a notebook entry, however, Grossman writes, “Korol is teaching them to use hand grenades. He thinks they will become partisans, but I can sense what these men are saying among themselves. They want to serve under the Germans. One plans to work as a district agronomist and he looks on Korol as an idiot.”2

Anther entry from this first notebook wryly illustrates the difficulties faced by commanders trying to instill discipline:

A commander asked a heavily bearded soldier why he hadn’t shaved.

“Because I have no razor.”

“All right,” said the commander. “You can go on reconnaissance behind enemy lines, dressed as a peasant.”

“I’ll shave today, comrade Commander, without fail.”3

There are many other memorable vignettes in the notebooks. Grossman recalls hearing a pilot joyfully reporting having downed his first German plane: “I saw the look in the pilot’s eyes and, for a moment, I—a man of the earth—was able to understand what goes on up in the sky, during aerial combat. What wonderful passions! What intoxication! But I could glimpse this for only a moment.”4 In another entry, after describing German bombers “creeping about between the stars like lice”, he writes, “When a shooting star falls to earth, or when there is a clap of thunder during the day, everyone takes fright. Then they laugh. ‘That was from the sky, from the real sky.’”5 Many such passages were included in The People Immortal and Stalingrad; few, however, were included in Red Star.

On 12 March 1942, Grossman received a telegram from Ortenberg: “Go immediately to Captain Yeromin’s squadron and write half a page about the feats of his seven pilots. No need for details of the combat. Describe the men’s character and their main traits—their skill and daring.”6 The resulting article, “Seven Daring Men” (“Semero otvazhnykh”), was published on 21 March. The typescript of this has survived7 and the differences between it and the published version well illustrate how determinedly Grossman was trying to follow his own path. In the typescript, ignoring Ortenberg’s instructions, he describes the dogfight in detail; he does not downplay the Soviet losses and he quotes the pilots’ own words about lessons they have learned from previous defeats.

In a notebook entry, Grossman also records a pilot’s account of how he parachuted out of his blazing plane during the first day of the war: “My uniform was on fire, my boots were full of petrol and they were on fire too. I felt as if, rather than descending through the air, I was suspended there without moving.” The pilot survives through sheer luck; he falls precipitately into a lake after German fire happens to sever his parachute cord. After a few days in the hospital, he does a runner and returns to his unit: “I can’t live without flying. Without air, I get terribly thin.” Here too, what interested Grossman were the pilots’ own words.

In the typescript of “The Spirit of the Army” (5 February 1942) Grossman describes the improvement in the Red Army’s morale.8 During the war’s first months—he tells us—Soviet soldiers hardly ever laughed or sang. German radio operators, on the other hand, would call out mockingly, Rus, auf wiedersehen! (“See you again soon, Russkies!”) By February 1942, however, after the successful defense of Moscow, there had been a change for the better. For Grossman, this is epitomized by a Russian dispatch rider calling out during a blizzard, at a fork in the road in a Ukrainian village, “Hey, lads, is this the way to Berlin?” Grossman’s typescript ends, “Yes, he laughs best who laughs last”—but neither these words nor the jaunty dispatch rider appear in the published article. In Red Star, the final, wooden sentence reads, “And the Red Army’s spirit strengthens with every step forward: the spirit of struggle, the spirit of courage and cheer, the spirit of victory.”

During the first year of the war, Red Star’s editorial policy was repressive. Generalities and abstractions were preferred to the individual and specific; humor was to be avoided and defeats mentioned as little as possible. This does not make for interesting reading. We have, therefore, included only one of these early articles, “Rally by the Volga.” Both the manuscript and typescript of this have survived, and it serves as a prelude to the Stalingrad articles written in the following months.




RALLY BY THE VOLGA

IN ITS upper reaches, the Volga is lithe as a young girl, slim and nimble. It flows beneath pale bridges thrown together from fresh pine trunks, still oozing resin; it flows between hills covered with slender, bluish spruce trees. After this rainy summer the wild grasses are lusher than ever. And the Volga’s girlish beauty, glittering in the sun, chimes with the cornflowers, white clover, pale blue harebells, and delicate flax growing rampant in the fields and meadows. The forests are full of slate-black bilberries; the raspberry bushes are scarlet with juicy berries, which, like bright morocco leather, eclipse the green of the leaves. The dark forest floor is covered with porcini and saffron milk caps.

The young birds start their concerts at dawn; one can’t help but listen spellbound. This region of hills, lakes, and forests—the birthplace of the Volga—now seems more splendid than ever. It is also more tragic than ever. War’s heavy boots have trodden this beautiful land. The Germans have passed through it. Beloved towns, with a place in Russia’s glorious history, have been turned to ruins. Burned-out stone houses, their roofs and window frames now filled with blue sky, look like huge white skulls, washed clean by long rains. In the villages strong, succulent grass stands tall around wells and all down the street—no longer are women and girls going to fetch water, no longer are old crones gossiping beside the well. The footpaths and tracks along which young boys used to run to the river to catch roach and perch are also overgrown. Grass has taken over gardens and vegetable plots; patches of charred black are all that remain where you once saw bright, spacious huts—the pride of our peasantry. Sometimes, as you drive along, you glimpse a pale lily or the opulent red head of a dahlia—and only then do you realize you are passing through what was once a village. And in the villages that remain standing, the women will tell you terrifying tales about the three months of German rule on the left bank of the young Volga. Yes, on Russian soil the German becomes a terrible creature. He is terrible not only when he brings fire and death. Here beside the Volga, where cornflowers grow in the rye and shy fields of flax are tinged a delicate blue, the German is terrible whether he laughs or sings, whether he smokes a cigarette or he lies asleep.1

Our front line runs through forests, past lakes, along the steep banks of the river, among fields of rye, and meadows of wildflowers. At night the sky is in flames. White and red flares rise from the German bank. No sooner has one batch gone out than a second batch is gazing unblinkingly down over the dark earth.

“The bastards are scared of the dark,” says a sentry, before asking quietly, “So how are things in our Moscow? Do you know that almost all of us here are from Moscow?”

This Moscow Volunteers’ Division has been fighting since the winter.2 In February, it won its first victory, at the charmingly named village of Vasilki.3 One regiment stormed the German line during a swirling blizzard; after eight hours of vicious fighting, our men recaptured the village. The following day, they drove the Germans out of two more villages, punching a hole in the German line of defense.

After suffering severe casualties in Vasilki, Bystrylevo, Kuznetsovo, Podsosenki, Zhaganovo, and Rostovo, the division received reinforcements. And it somehow so happened that all these new recruits came from along the Volga. The Muscovites were joined by Tatars from Kazan, Astrakhan fishermen and workers from Stalingrad. The renowned sniper Yusup Sabirov came from where the Volga is already broad and mighty, where it glides past Kazan and the mouth of the Kama without a backward look, already scenting the great expanse of the Caspian Sea. Soldiers, commissars, and commanders alike, a great many of the men had links of one kind or another with the Volga.

And so we move on to a day in August 1942. The Soviet artillery has been pounding away since dawn; German mortar shells hiss by like vipers; smoke rises from among spruce trees and drifts through forest glades.

While it was still dark, small units had crossed the river in boats and attacked a German-held village. The Germans had built bunkers, dugouts, and communication passages among blackened mounds and ruined buildings; they had reconstructed this Soviet village German-style.

Our attack failed. The Germans held out in their bunkers. Unable to capture the village, our unit has taken up position on high ground on the far side of the river. The wounded are making their way back on their own, pushing through the raspberry bushes, looking around anxiously, and crouching down when a German mortar shell whistles past. Their faces are pale and sullen. The regimental commander looks somber, and Davydov, his weather-beaten commissar, seems deep in thought. Colonel Busarov, the divisional commander, has decided to stay at the observation post until evening. He too appears preoccupied, his broad brow furrowed. And there are thousands of other men in the grip of similarly dark thoughts.

A general meeting—a rally of the entire division—has been scheduled for six o’clock in the evening. Boyko, the member of the military soviet, has told the political workers that he’ll be attending. After discussing more serious matters, men standing outside the military-soviet hut are chatting about things in the south of Russia. Two men start arguing with some comrades from Moscow about the location of a particular oil pipeline. The army commander, Major General Zygin, joins in.4

“You’re wasting your breath,” he begins. “As it happens, I was born in the Salsk steppe. I grew up in the south. I worked there and fought there. I know every stone there. And I can tell you the oil pipeline runs on the left side of the railway embankment. All right?”

“Yes, absolutely!” the two men agreed.

“I know every rock, every gully in the Salsk steppe,” Zygin repeated quietly. 

Everyone looked at him. They fell silent, sensing his unspoken pain and alarm.

Someone said it was a pity the general wouldn’t have time to come to the meeting himself.

“What do you mean?” Zygin replied. “Of course I’m coming. When things aren’t easy, it’s all the more important to talk to the men. Especially if it’s a division I used to command myself.” He smiled, seeing the doubtful look on his comrades’ faces. “I’ll be there, all right,” he went on. “I’ll be there even if one of my legs gets blown off. Though I might not manage it if I lose both of them.”

Everybody laughed. “Don’t say such things, comrade General!”

We spent the next two hours in the forest, in the regimental HQ. Regimental Commissar Nakhabin told us about his soldiers. Moscow had sent good, honest men to the division. Many were workers—metal and textile workers, tram drivers, truck drivers. There were also members of the intelligentsia: teachers, scientists, and artists. There were even two philosophers. Nakhabin said he had more than once offered to transfer some of the more highly qualified men to military-political work, but they had refused—they had joined up the previous autumn as volunteers and they wanted to honor that commitment by serving throughout the war as rank-and-file soldiers, however hard that might prove.

The cook—a large man of about fifty—brought in lunch. He had a broad, red face, and he suffered from shortness of breath. We praised his excellent dish of marinated mushrooms. He smiled and said with the bashfulness of a great artist, “Oh, please, comrade Commanders, it’s nothing special. Years ago I used to work as a pastry chef at the Kremlin—when Otto Schmidt5 flew back from his Polar expedition, I made a cake for him. But I’m no expert with mushrooms.”6

After he’d gone out, Nakhabin told us his story. Pastry chef Sokolov first signed up as a volunteer. His superiors try not to give him heavy work, since he has a heart condition. But he adamantly refuses to be invalided out of the army, taking offense if anyone so much as hints at such a thing. Not long ago he was notified that his two sons had been killed in action. He wept bitterly. People did what they could to console him. And then, only a few days later, he received a letter to say that his mother had returned from a district recently liberated by our forces. She had seen with her own eyes how the Germans had burned down homes and murdered villagers and it had been too much for her. By the time she was brought to Moscow, she had lost her mind. And that is just one little story—the tale of a quiet, gray-haired cook with a heart condition, a volunteer who does not want to be discharged from the army.

And so we were not surprised to see Sokolov at the rally. His heart was aching and, after a long day’s work, he had come to listen to his comrades-in-arms; his shortness of breath and the twelve-kilometer walk simply didn’t matter to him. Nor were we surprised when Major General Zygin appeared at the rally. His heart was aching too—for his native south, for the Soviet lands as a whole—and in these dark times he wanted to say a few truthful words to his comrades, to the other commanders, and the Red Army soldiers.

Gathered together in a large forest clearing were men from every part of our great military brotherhood: infantrymen in worn-out tunics and greatcoats; submachine gunners—young lads who may have looked simple and open but who nevertheless scared the wits out of the enemy; the heavy artillery’s loaders, gun-layers, cart drivers and tractor drivers; mortarmen; members of anti-tank units and machine-gun crews; chemists, doctors, and medical orderlies; political instructors; and junior and senior commanders. They came in little groups, in twos and threes, since the enemy was only five or six kilometers away. Some had come from sentry duty at forward outposts, some from firing positions, others from trenches and dugouts. They said little or nothing; every one of them was full of love for this beautiful land, for the Volga, for these forests and meadows, for these fields of flax and rye. Every one of them had seen towns that had been destroyed and villages that had been burned down. Every one of them was racked with unspeakable pain; their land had been desecrated and they had proved unable to defend those now on the other side of the front line.

The enemy’s reached the Volga! The enemy’s reached the Kuban! The enemy’s in Maikop! The Donbas is in enemy hands! Ukraine has been enslaved by the Germans! The enemy’s on the Don! The enemy’s at the gates of Leningrad! Meanwhile the sorrowing spruces kept silent and the birches and aspens rustled their leaves—as if they too had gathered around the clearing so they could listen to good fighting talk in this bitter hour.

Pale-blue makhorka smoke floated up into the air. The clearing was astonishingly quiet. It seemed hardly possible that many hundreds of Soviet soldiers were present there.

This great mass of soldiers was silent. Everyone was lost in thought, in memories. They had been through a great deal. They had seen many things during the long months of fighting. They had thought about the Soviet land, the Soviet people, and the fate of their nearest and dearest. There had been time enough for thought: on guard at night during blizzards, while moving through towns destroyed by the Germans, during long marches along the dusty roads of the war, while saying their last farewells to fallen comrades, and during hours of rest in the flowering meadows beside the Volga.

When the speakers climbed up onto the back of a truck, the entire crowd surged forward to get closer to them. It was as if a single giant warrior were standing there, with a single great heart, breathing calmly and evenly.

The sense of an important battle to come was inescapable. Whoever was speaking—a sergeant, a rank-and-file soldier, or a commander—he spoke only about the war. Those who stood on the truck, beneath its camouflage of leafy branches, were united by a single thought and a single feeling. Every one of these speakers—Junior Lieutenant Buksin in his steel helmet, who had taken part in the legendary battle between ninety Soviet soldiers and one and a half thousand Germans and who had once struck down an advancing German with the barrel of a mortar; Major General Zygin, who had proved able both to glimpse future victories during days of defeat and to remain calm and methodical during the more recent days of success; Sergeant Tokarev, who had inherited the submachine gun of his heroic fallen commander;7 Junior Lieutenant Baranov, who recounted the dreadful story of how the Germans had first defiled and then murdered his wife8—every one of these speakers said one and the same thing: there could be no further retreat.

The enemy’s reached the Volga! The enemy’s in Maikop! The enemy’s on the Don! Ukraine has been enslaved by the Germans! Sound the alarm, comrades! The speakers condemned cowards and traitors. They spoke of their savage, indefatigable hatred for the enemy and the overwhelming pain of the recent defeats and retreats. They affirmed their faith in victory and said how proud they felt of their comrades’ bravery.

And when one of the speakers stretched out his hands to his comrades below and said, “Here in these hands, in our own hands, lies the fate of our people,” every last soldier glanced down at his own hands, and this inadvertent movement was like a breeze rippling through the crowd.

The weight of responsibility now lying on these soldiers is great. Fate has ordained that they must fight off an onslaught—from Germany, Italy, Hungary, Finland, and Romania—for which there is no precedent in all history. These men in their faded tunics must employ our Soviet weapons against weapons produced by all the arsenals of Europe. And so, standing shoulder to shoulder in this forest clearing, amid aspens and spruce, birches and rowan trees, these men—as if breathing the same breath as their comrades, as if at one with them in thought, word and feeling—repeated, “In our hands lies the fate of our people. We will endure and victory will be ours.”

And there is no doubt that the calm words we hear here, where the lithe young Volga flows among hills clothed in pine forests, can be heard no less clearly at Stalingrad, where the mighty river of Russian freedom spills wide into the steppe: “The people’s fate is in our hands. We will endure and victory will be ours.”

May these words become deeds.

Kalinin Front, 10–20 August 1942

Published in a shorter version in Red Star, 21 August 1942



[image: A black and white photograph of Grossman getting into the cockpit of a 1940s plane. He is looking back at the camera, and wearing a trench coat and military hat. There is another pilot next to him facing away, wearing pilot goggles and a jumpsuit.]
Gomel, August 1941. Grossman’s first flight.
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IN LATE August 1942, Grossman was posted to Stalingrad. Unlike many other journalists, who stayed in relative safety on the east bank of the Volga, he made the dangerous crossing to the west bank several times. It is difficult to ascertain just how much time he spent in the besieged city, since his letters do not include such details—probably because of the military censors. Ortenberg does, however, record that he said to a group of colleagues, “To write about the Stalingrad battle one needs to have been on the west bank of the Volga, among those who are fighting in the ruins and on the bank of the river. Until I have been there, I do not have the moral right to write about the defenders of Stalingrad.”1 Once on the west bank, he won the trust of both the soldiers and their commanders. In the words of his colleague Ilya Ehrenburg, “The soldiers at Stalingrad did not look on Grossman as a journalist, but rather as one of their comrades in arms.”2

According to Ortenberg, Grossman’s thirteen long articles about Stalingrad not only won him personal acclaim but also helped to make Red Star itself more popular. Few writers in any language have ever been able to do justice to world-shaking events until several decades have passed. Grossman’s ability to write well about such events as they were happening may be unique. Not only are the articles alive with detail but Grossman also has the ability to step back and provide an unexpected, broader perspective.

We have been able to locate only a few of the original typescripts. Most of our translations are based on texts published in Red Star or in the Russian edition of The Years of War (1945). We include only excerpts from “The Stalingrad Army,” since much of this is repeated in the novel Stalingrad. We have also, for the same reason, omitted “A Company of Young Submachine-Gunners.”

This article’s publishing history, however, is of interest. The most complete extant version begins with some lively dialogue; the men are roundly cursing their sergeant major for his arrogance and lack of understanding. The editors of Red Star omitted these complaints when they published the article, under the title “In a Steppe Gully,” on 26 September 1942; they also inserted many such clichés as “the great power of military comradeship.” In the collection of articles titled Stalingrad, published a year later by “Soviet Writer” (Sovetsky pisatel'), the submachine gunners’ complaints are reinstated and the clichés omitted. This better, more complete version was then included in The Years of War (brought out by a nonmilitary publisher in 1945)—yet in 1946, with censorship already tightening once again, the article was omitted from The Stalingrad Battle, brought out by the military publisher Voenizdat.

All this bears witness to the uncertainty and anxiety with which editors viewed even the slightest mention of the rank-and-file criticizing their superiors. It also allows us a glimpse of one of the more serious clashes between Grossman and Ortenberg. In a letter to his wife Olga Mikhailovna (8 October 1942), Grossman wrote, “The other day, a small part of my second article was published in an entirely unfamiliar guise. I did not recognize it.” And in another letter to Olga (26 October), he wrote, “I’ve got into a conflict with my editor. I wrote him an angry letter, stating that I deserve to be treated with more respect. But really, all this is nonsense. I’ve now written a very long piece. I do want it to be printed. Writing doesn’t come easy now, my nerves are playing up.”

This was a critical time for Grossman. He was arguing with his editor; he was repeatedly putting his life in extreme danger; and he fully understood the significance of the events he was witnessing. In another letter to Olga (15 November), he wrote, “What I see here deserves to be wondered at by the entire world. Never has the world seen such courage and steadfastness. I bow to the ground before these men who give up their lives so straightforwardly, in ferocious fighting that continues day and night, without letup. As long as I live, I will never forget these stern and magnificent days. Never, I believe, have I experienced anything so intensely as I do now.”

One of the most striking articles—already mentioned in the introduction—is “Vlasov,” a portrait of the director of the Stalingrad River Crossing. Many of the best passages, however, were omitted from the version published in Red Star. Among those entirely deleted were the account of the construction of the assault bridge, the story of Volkov and Lukianov escaping from the hospital, the description of the cemetery, the episode leading to Kovalchuk’s execution and the account of the fire on the barge; other passages were shortened. Most of these omissions are unsurprising; some of these passages remain shocking even today and the editors would certainly have considered that Grossman was devoting too much attention to Soviet failures and difficulties.

The mention of Archpriest Avvakum (1620/21–1682), the most famous of the Old Believers, was also omitted. Revered for his spiritual integrity, Avvakum is the archetypal Russian dissident; his protests against Patriarch Nikon’s reforms to the Orthodox ritual led to his being imprisoned, exiled, and eventually burned at the stake. Avvakum’s autobiography, written in a vivid and colloquial style, marks the beginning of Russian prose. In common with such very different contemporaries as Varlam Shalamov and Osip Mandelstam, Grossman deeply admired Avvakum. In September 1936, at the peak of an official campaign against everything religious, Grossman wrote to his friend Semion Gekht, “I’m reading the Life of Archpriest Avvakum. I can report that the book is extremely interesting. But what an indomitable soul! One such soul would be enough for a million people.”3

The article’s concluding sentence—Grossman’s assertion that Vlasov should be considered “a great man”—was also omitted from Red Star; there was, it seems, only one man in the country whom it was acceptable to refer to as great.

“In the Path of the Main Thrust” is an account of the defense of one of the three giant Stalingrad factories against six weeks of unremitting German attack. Characteristically, Grossman focuses not only on senior commanders but also on those who usually go unnoticed: “There was great heroism in the work of the medical assistants, schoolgirls from Tobolsk–Tonya Yegorova, Zoya Kalganova, Vera Kaliada, Nadya Kasterina, Liolya Novikova, and many others.” Such lists of names gesture towards the Homeric epic. They also testify to Grossman’s determination to remember individuals, not to allow tragedy to dissipate into mind-numbing statistics. Many of these names, however, were omitted—almost certainly against Grossman’s wishes—from Red Star. Another editorial change was to the last paragraph. In Red Star, the emphasis is on the soldiers’ heroism; in Grossman’s manuscript, and in the book publication, the emphasis is on the importance of remembering the dead.

“In the Path of the Main Thrust” was republished many times. Two sentences from it even play a central role in the vast Stalingrad war mausoleum opened in 1967. Here, though, we encounter a telling example of the Soviet authorities’ ambivalent attitude toward literature. The state needed good writers to propagate its ideology; on the other hand, good writers tend to be independent-minded and therefore a source of trouble.

In huge granite letters on the wall leading up to the mausoleum a German soldier asks, “They are marching toward us again; are they mortal?” Inside the building the Russians’ reply is tooled in gold: “Yes, we were mortal indeed, and few of us survived, but we all carried out our patriotic duty before holy Mother Russia.” Grossman’s own words are less grandiose, but these two sentences are clearly adapted from his article. Nevertheless, Grossman is not named. He is, admittedly, now mentioned on the Stalingrad memorial website, but for many years visitors—including John and Carol Garrard, Grossman’s first biographers—reported asking official guides who wrote these words and receiving the answer “We don’t know.”

It has recently come to light that Yevgeny Vuchetich, the chief architect, always wanted to use Grossman’s words but was denied permission; this was, after all, only a few years after the “arrest” of the typescripts of Life and Fate, one of the most fiercely anti-Soviet of all Grossman’s works. In the end, the authorities compromised; Vuchetich was allowed to use the words as long as their author went unmentioned.4 Such compromises were not uncommon in the Soviet Union’s last decades. Andrey Platonov’s moving and witty versions of Russian folktales, for example, were often included in school textbooks—with no mention of Platonov’s name.

Grossman died in 1964, while the memorial was still under construction. One could say that the authorities chose to deal with this great but troublesome writer by splitting him into two distinct figures: a dissident Jew whose work must be silenced, and a “voice of the Soviet people” who could be celebrated.

Another article, “Tsaritsyn-Stalingrad,” stands out for very different reasons. In 1925, the port city on the Volga formerly known as Tsaritsyn was renamed Stalingrad in recognition of Stalin’s role, perhaps somewhat exaggerated, in defending the city during the Civil War. In one of his memoirs Ortenberg writes, “We sent Grossman a telegram asking him to compose an article titled ‘Stalingrad-Tsaritsyn.’ What I intended was clear enough: that he should show how the heroic traditions of the Civil War were being revived in the Battle of Stalingrad. We all know that Stalin claimed the credit for the Civil War victory and he certainly played a part in getting the city to be renamed. Our historians and men of letters had written a great deal about ‘the chief hero’ of the Tsaritsyn epic. Grossman was well aware of all this. And yet, in his article, he did not say one word about Stalin’s ‘exploits’ in that battle. In those days, that demanded considerable courage.”5

This is clearly not an article that Grossman would have chosen to write and his account of the defense of Tsaritsyn is wooden. The article is important not for what Grossman wrote, but for what he did not write. It is not included in the edition of Gody voiny published in Moscow in 1989—and we have not included it here.

“The Stalingrad Front” was never published in Red Star. Grossman wrote it in December 1942, after Paulus’s 6th Army had been encircled. At this time of triumph, the authorities may have been reluctant to publish an article so focused on earlier defeats. The article was first published in 1943, in a collection of thirteen articles written between September and December 1942. This small book, titled Stalingrad, was brought out not by the military publishing house Voengiz, but by Sovetsky Pisatel', the publishing house of the Writers’ Union. The print run was only 20,000—insignificant by Soviet standards.

A paragraph about the defeatist attitudes of Stalingrad’s civilian inhabitants was omitted even from this small book—as were four lines emphasizing Colonel General Yeromenko’s role in combatting such attitudes. Stalin had criticized Yeromenko during the preceding months,6 and Grossman would have known this; it is evident from his notebooks that he spoke to Yeromenko at length.7 Unfortunately, it seems that only the first third of the typescript has survived. It is likely that the article originally included other instances of Grossman voicing unwelcome truths.

Grossman left Stalingrad on 3 January 1943, after Paulus’s 6th Army had been encircled, but before Paulus surrendered. Grossman had, however, in his own style, already celebrated the Soviet victory. In “Today in Stalingrad,” published on New Year’s Day 1943, by which time the Germans had almost exhausted their supplies of both food and ammunition, he had written, “The Russian soldier has come out from the earth. [...] Yes, the soldiers have won back the sun, they have won back the daylight, they have won back the right to walk tall, beneath a pale blue sky, across the earth of Stalingrad. They have won back the day.” For the main part, Grossman writes simply and factually, but this does not exclude a deeper perspective. These soldiers have done more than win a military victory; they have been reborn.

The story of Grossman’s months in Stalingrad has been well told by Beevor and Vinogradova in A Writer at War and in the biographies by Alexandra Popoff and the Garrards. All these authors, however, mistakenly suggest that Grossman would have liked to cover the German surrender on 1 February 1943 and that it was against his wishes that Ortenberg had him transferred from Stalingrad to Kalmykia in early January.

Under the Soviet regime, few official sources of information could be trusted. This gave rise to a great deal of what is sometimes called “intelligentsia folklore.” One of the many myths about Grossman is that he was unable to publish at all after the “arrest” of Life and Fate and that he spent his last years in dire poverty. In reality, Soviet writers were well paid and Grossman’s last years saw two important republications of his earlier work. Grossman also published several new stories in journals. A still more persistent myth is that Stalin had a particular hatred of Grossman, and that he three times personally vetoed the award of a Stalin Prize to him. This is clearly absurd. Had it been common knowledge that Stalin hated Grossman, Soviet literary functionaries—usually only too subservient—would not have repeatedly nominated him for prizes and continued to publish his work in large print runs.

As with most instances of intelligentsia folklore, it is impossible to say who first engendered this myth of Stalin’s personal hatred of Grossman, but it was Ehrenburg who first put it into print and gave it wide circulation. In 1966 Ehrenburg wrote, “The star under which Grossman was born was a star of misfortune. [...] I was told it was Stalin himself who deleted The People Immortal from the list of books nominated for the prize.”8 In 1980, Natalya Roskina, a younger friend of Grossman’s, came up with a variant of this story; like Ehrenburg, she does not name her source.9 And in 1986, Grossman’s close friend Semion Lipkin added another layer to the myth, making out that Stalin had also vetoed the award of a Stalin Prize to Grossman for Stepan Kolchugin (1937–40). All three memoirists, without doubt, meant well. Ehrenburg suggests that Stalin hated Grossman for “his love of Lenin, for his genuine internationalism”;10 he was probably trying to pave the way for a Soviet publication of at least some chapters of Life and Fate. As for Lipkin, he was trying to promote Grossman’s international reputation; he consistently did all he could to burnish Grossman’s credentials as a proto-dissident. Following the example of Ehrenburg, Roskina, and Lipkin, Western scholars and journalists then further propagated this myth of Stalin’s hatred for Grossman. Cold War politics, together with the seductive image of the fearless artist “speaking truth to power” overwhelmed their capacity for critical thought.11

According to Ehrenburg, Ortenberg removed Grossman from Stalingrad in January 1943 because he wanted the German surrender to be covered by the poet and novelist Konstantin Simonov, a known favorite of Stalin’s. It is clear from Grossman’s letters, however, that this is yet another embellishment to the “star of misfortune” myth. Physically and emotionally exhausted after three months in Stalingrad, Grossman had, for some time, been begging to be granted an extended period of leave. In late November, Grossman informed Ortenberg that he was about to spend at least a week on the west bank in order to talk to Chuikov, other commanders, and frontline soldiers. He went on to say that he needed very much to be in Moscow in January: “If you can summon me, I will be very grateful. The thing is that I am somewhat overwhelmed by the many impressions and deep exhaustion of three months of the tensions of Stalingrad. Should my visit to the west bank be accompanied by any unexpected misfortunes, I ask you to provide help to my family.”12

Grossman wanted to see his father, who had recently returned to Moscow, and he wanted to arrange for his wife to return to Moscow too. On 31 December, he wrote to her from Stalingrad, “I’m thinking all the time about your return to Moscow. I dream of arriving there myself—and you open the door to me. If your return doesn’t work out, then I’ll ask for leave in order to join you [i.e., in Chistopol, the town to which she had been evacuated—R.C.]. I hope they’ll agree to this. I deserve it. I hope to be in Moscow by mid or late January.” And on 29 January 1943, he wrote to Olga from Moscow, saying that his request for extended leave might well be granted only in part. Probably, he would have to return to the front for a month and only then be given leave. He continues,

I feel pretty awful. My nerves are shattered from my months in Stalingrad and it will take more than a week or two to repair them.... Soon we will be together, my darling. How I want you to leave Chistopol soon. So, my joy, that’s how things stand. I kiss your eyes, your hands, your fingers, your lips. Summon up the last of your strength and wait. Remember—now I can say this to you—that the chances of my returning from Stalingrad were very slight. All that is behind us now. I’ve survived intact. Keep in mind where I’ve been and where I’ve come back alive from. So, my darling, our meeting is not far away. May you have the courage to wait another month or six weeks if my request is not granted. It will all be decided within a day or two.

Many kisses,

Your Vasya.

There is certainly a sense in which Grossman loved Stalingrad. His article “Military Soviet” begins with intense feeling:

When I enter the bunkers and underground dwellings of our commanders and soldiers, I am once again gripped by a passionate wish to preserve forever every feature of their extraordinary way of life: the oil lamps and stove pipes fashioned from artillery shell cases; the crystal goblets standing beside drinking vessels made from shell heads; a porcelain ashtray with the inscription, “Wife, Do Not Anger Your Husband” beside an anti-tank grenade; the huge, frosted electric globe in Chuikov’s office bunker and the smile on his face as he said, “Ah, yes, the chandelier. After all, we are living in a city”; the volume of Shakespeare in General Gurov’s bunker, his steel-rimmed spectacles resting on an open page; the photographs in an envelope bearing the words “To Daddy” lying on top of a map scored with red and blue arrows and circles; the bunker of the chief of staff, General Krylov, with the fine writing desk at which he did such remarkable work; the many samovars, portable gramophones, pale blue sugar bowls and round mirrors in wooden frames hanging on the clay walls of dugouts—all these familiar peacetime objects rescued from blazing buildings; the command post of a machine-gun battalion, with a piano that the men played to the accompaniment of the thunder of the German offensive; and, above all, the nobility of the relationships, the openness and straightforwardness of men bound by ties of spilled blood, by memories of the fallen, by the anguish and never-ending labor of the Stalingrad battles.

Both in a letter to his wife and in “The Stalingrad Army,” Grossman describes how moved he felt by a recording of a Beethoven song he heard some soldiers play in a cellar; he seems to have been equally moved by the soldiers’ love for this song, which they played ten times in succession. And in a notebook entry, he wrote, “Nowhere is there so much music as here. This plowed-up, clayey earth, with all its blood and shit, is singing with radio music, recordings played on portable gramophones and with the voices of singers from squads and companies.”13

And on 2 January 1943, Grossman wrote to his father that he was sorry to be leaving because “the city has become a living person for me. I will never forget the experiences I had in Stalingrad.”14 Nevertheless, Grossman does not say he wants to return to Stalingrad. It was, in any case, out of the question for him to cover the German surrender on 2 February. After his return to Moscow, he was engaged with another major project—writing the text for a documentary film about Stalingrad. On 14 February, in a letter to Olga, he wrote, “I am still in Moscow. My departure was delayed by a week—first because of my work on the film ‘Stalingrad,’ and then because of the lack of flying weather. Probably I’ll leave tomorrow or the next day. I worked on the film day and night, as if possessed.” Grossman finally left Moscow towards the end of the month; he was sent to the Southwestern Front, in eastern Ukraine.

In early January, after leaving Stalingrad and before returning to Moscow, Grossman spent two weeks in Kalmykia, to the southwest of Stalingrad. His notebook entries for these weeks are especially interesting for their treatment of the highly sensitive theme of local collaboration with the German authorities.15 Grossman did not try to write about Kalmykia for Red Star, but he incorporated many of his observations of people’s behavior under occupation in “The Old Teacher” (published July–August 1943). Our translation of this story is included in The Road.




VOLGA–STALINGRAD

THE JOURNEY from Moscow to Stalingrad is a long one. We drove close to the front line, past lovely rivers and towns full of greenery. We drove along well-leveled dirt roads. We drove through hot dust in the blue of midday, and when the first rays of morning sun light up the blushing rowan berries. We drove at night, when the moon and stars glitter in the calm waters of the Krasivaya Mecha and golden ripples play across the swift waters of the young River Don.

We passed through Yasnaya Polyana.1 Flowers were blooming profusely all around the house. The sun shone through the open windows, and the newly whitewashed walls were gleaming. There was little to remind us that Yasnaya Polyana had been occupied by the Germans—only black traces left on the house’s wooden floor by a fire and bald spots where the Germans had buried eighty of their dead close to Tolstoy’s grave.2 The house has been rebuilt. Flowers are blossoming again. Once more the austere simplicity of the great writer’s grave touches the heart. The bodies of the German dead have been removed and buried in deep craters made by German high-explosive bombs; swamp grass now covers these craters.

We drive on through beautiful countryside gripped by the fever of war. Women are working everywhere—reaping, threshing, guiding horse-drawn plows, driving tractors and combine harvesters, sitting at the wheels of trucks and managing difficult, dangerous work at small railway stations. It was they who were first to tackle the fire started by the Germans in Tolstoy’s house. It was they who labored away with their spades to level the endless road now needed by tanks, and by carts and trucks carrying supplies and ammunition.3

It is our Russian women who have shouldered the burden of a huge harvest—cutting the ears of corn, binding the sheaves, threshing the grain, and delivering it to the collection points. Their sunburned hands know no rest from dawn to dusk. It is they, assisted by youngsters and old men, who now rule the land behind the front line. This is not easy for them. Wiping sweat from their brows, they urge on horses harnessed to heavily loaded carts of grain stuck in deep sand. They chop down tall pines in the forest; they drive trains, run ferries, deliver letters, and work until dawn in the offices of collective farms and tractor stations. They guard our grain, making the rounds of barns and granaries at night. They do not shrink from hard work, nor are they scared by the sinister night skies of the front. They just gaze calmly at the distant flares, call out now and again, and sound their clappers.

One night, sixty-year-old Marusia Biriukova was on sentry duty, armed with an iron-tipped poker. She laughed as she told me her story: “It’s dark. The moon hasn’t risen yet. No light at all, just one searchlight scanning the sky. Then there’s a noise—someone creeping up to the granary. He tries the lock. I’m scared witless. What can an old biddy like me do? I say to myself. But then I think of my daughters—how they’ve struggled to bring in the grain to feed my sons. I pluck up my courage and steal forward, quiet as a mouse. Holding my poker like a gun, I shout, ‘Don’t move—or I’ll shoot!’ Well, you should have seen him run! And so we guarded the grain—me and my poker.”

The Russian woman has taken on an immense burden of work in field and factory. The weight she bears in her heart, however, is heavier than that of labor. Grieving the loss of a husband, son, or brother, she is unable to sleep at night. She waits patiently for a letter from a loved one reported missing in action. Yet her clear mind and her tender, generous heart help her to live through the pain of the war.

The army should remember wives, mothers, and sisters; what our soldiers should fear more than anything, more than death itself, is the loss of the Russian woman’s respect and love. For there is nothing more exalted and honorable than this love.4

There was much to think about on the road to Stalingrad. It is a long journey; even time changes along the way—the clocks are an hour ahead. There are different birds—big-headed kites clinging motionlessly to telegraph poles
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