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First Edition

 


 

For the hands that built what the history books forgot.

And for Yuriy, who knew that stone remembers everything.

 


 

"The stonemason does not build for the man who commissions the work.

He builds for the stone itself, and for the time that comes after."

 

— Yuriy Bondarenko, Kiev, 1942 (reconstructed from testimony)
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Author's Note



There is a wall in the basement of a building on Velyka Zhytomyrska Street in Kyiv that no one was supposed to find. The building itself was constructed in 1942, during the German occupation of the city, as part of the administrative complex that the Nazi occupiers built over the ruins of what Soviet saboteurs had destroyed in September 1941. The construction was done by Ukrainian forced laborers, many of them stonemasons from the Podil district and the surrounding villages who had been conscripted by the Organization Todt, the civil and military engineering apparatus of the Third Reich that built roads, fortifications, and administrative buildings across occupied Europe using the labor of people who had no choice about the building.

The wall on Velyka Zhytomyrska was not supposed to be interesting. Walls built under duress by exhausted men with inadequate tools and inadequate food rarely are. But when a team from the Ukrainian Institute of National Memory conducted a structural survey of the building in 2004, preparing documentation for a heritage designation that was never ultimately granted, one of the surveyors noticed something. At approximately 1.4 meters from the floor, running along a stretch of dressed limestone roughly three meters in length, there was a series of marks that were too regular to be accidental tool damage and too small to have been intended as decoration for a surface that would immediately be plastered over.

The surveyor's name was Darya Savchenko. She photographed the marks and brought the photographs to Dr. Oleksiy Marchenko at the Institute, and Dr. Marchenko brought them to a paleographer at the National Academy of Sciences who had spent his career studying the carved inscriptions of medieval Kyiv. The paleographer looked at the photographs for a long time. Then he said that the marks appeared to be a combination of letters in the Ukrainian Cyrillic script, numbers, and symbols that were consistent with cartographic notation. He said that whoever had made them had been working with a tool the size of a small chisel or a large nail, working quickly, and working in a space with limited light. He said that the inscription had been deliberately placed at a height and in a position that would be covered by plaster as soon as the wall was finished, and that whoever had placed it had therefore been making a record that they knew would not be read in their lifetime.

He said he would need time to read it.

It took fourteen months.

The inscription on the wall on Velyka Zhytomyrska was the first of eleven sets of hidden marks discovered in buildings constructed under German administration in Kyiv between 1941 and 1943. The discovery of the first inscription led, through a process of renewed attention that spread from the Institute of National Memory to several universities and to a small group of independent historians and archaeologists, to the discovery of the rest. Not all of the inscriptions have been fully decoded. Some were damaged by subsequent construction or by the deliberate destruction of the buildings. Two are in a condition that makes complete interpretation impossible.

But enough has been recovered to tell a story. It is the story I have been working to tell for eleven years, and it is the story of this book.

My family name is Kovalenko-Grey. The hyphen connects the Ukrainian surname that my grandfather carried when he left Kyiv in 1944 and the English surname that his wife brought to the marriage in London in 1951. The Kovalenko line in my family traces back to the Podil district of Kyiv, to a family of stonemasons who worked the limestone quarries above the Dnieper for at least three generations before the war. My grandfather never spoke about what had happened in Kyiv during the occupation. He brought nothing with him except a small notebook in which he had written, in a hand that became progressively smaller as the pages filled, a record of certain events and certain names, and he locked the notebook in a tin box that my father found in a storage room after my grandfather died in 1979.

The notebook is the second source of this book. The first is the inscriptions. The third is the body of documentation assembled by the Ukrainian Institute of National Memory, the Babi Yar Holocaust Memorial Center, and the archives of the Security Service of Ukraine, which were made accessible to researchers in stages beginning in 2015. The fourth is the testimony of surviving witnesses and their descendants, gathered through interviews conducted between 2007 and 2018 in Kyiv, London, Toronto, and Tel Aviv.

What those sources together contain is the story of a group of Ukrainian stonemasons who were forced to build the physical apparatus of a brutal occupation and who responded to that compulsion in the only way that was available to them: by leaving inside the structures they built a record of what was being done in the city around them, a hidden text encoded in the language of their craft, addressed to whoever would someday look closely enough at the stone to read it.

They were not heroes in the conventional sense. They did not blow up bridges or hide partisans or fire weapons at the men who commanded them. They cut stone and laid it and mixed mortar and climbed scaffolding and went home to their families at night, and some of them did not go home, and the city they returned to was not the city it had been. What they did was smaller than heroism and perhaps more durable: they made a record. They put the truth inside the walls.

This book is the attempt to read it.

 


A Note on Sources and Language



A NOTE ON SOURCES AND LANGUAGE

The events described in this book span a period of approximately four years, from the summer of 1941 to the late autumn of 1943, and are documented across three primary categories of source material: the physical inscription corpus, the personal notebook, and the archival record.

The inscription corpus is the most unusual primary source the author has worked with, and it deserves a brief explanation of how it was used. The inscriptions were decoded by the working group at the Ukrainian Institute of National Memory over a period of years beginning in 2004, and the decoded texts are published in the six volumes of The Stone Record edited by Dr. Oleksiy Marchenko. These volumes are the primary source for all specific factual claims derived from the inscriptions, including dates, numbers, locations, and names. Where the author has made use of decoded inscription material, this is indicated in the relevant chapter of the Historical Notes. The author did not independently decode any of the inscriptions; the decoding work was done by specialists and the author worked from the published decoded texts and from discussions with the working group members.

The personal notebook of Mykola Kovalenko, translated and annotated by the author with assistance from colleagues at University College London, is the source for all direct quotations attributed to Mykola and for all characterizations of his interior state that go beyond what can be inferred from the external record. The notebook is written in a compressed style that requires interpretation, and the author has tried throughout to distinguish between what the notebook explicitly says and what it implies. Where the text of this book attributes thoughts or feelings to Mykola that are not directly stated in the notebook, this is a reconstruction based on the notebook's contextual material and on the general knowledge of the period that the archival research provides.

On language: the transliteration of Ukrainian proper names in this book follows the system recommended by the Ukrainian Institute of National Memory for international scholarly use, which renders the Ukrainian capital as Kyiv rather than Kiev and uses other modern transliterations in preference to the Russified forms that were standard in English-language scholarship during the Soviet period. The author has used the modern form throughout, except in direct quotations from sources that used the older transliterations, where the original form is preserved.

The names of the people in this book are rendered in Ukrainian form throughout: Mykola rather than Nikolai, Taras rather than Taras, Oksana rather than Oksana, and so on. Where people had names that differ significantly between Ukrainian and Russian forms, the Ukrainian form is used. This is not a political statement; it is a recognition that the people in this story were Ukrainians, living in a Ukrainian city, and that their names belong in the language of that city.

On the use of the terms Kiev and Kyiv: the text uses Kyiv consistently, with the recognition that the city was called Kiev in most Western-language sources during the period the book covers. The German administration used the German transliteration Kiew. The Soviet administration used Kyev in Russian and Kyiv in Ukrainian. The author has chosen the current internationally recognized form in the belief that the city's name belongs to the people who live in it.

On Romani and Jewish communities: this book describes events that affected the Jewish population of Kyiv in very specific and documented ways, and it also touches on the experience of the Roma population, which is mentioned briefly in the Historical Notes in the context of the Babi Yar killings. The author is aware that a book about the Ukrainian stonemason experience in occupied Kyiv necessarily engages with the history of the genocide of the Jewish population of the city, and has tried to treat this history with the accuracy and the gravity it requires while maintaining the focus of the narrative on the stonemason network that is its specific subject. Readers seeking a fuller account of the Jewish experience in occupied Kyiv are referred to the works listed in the Bibliography, particularly Berkhoff, Lower, and the collection edited by Zabarko.

 


Prologue


The limestone of Kiev is not hard stone.

This is the first thing any stonemason will tell you about the city's building material, and it is the first thing that matters in this story. The stone beneath Kiev and the stone that has always been quarried from the bluffs above the Dnieper is a soft, cream-colored calcium carbonate that the local craftsmen call bilyi kamin, white stone, and that behaves under the chisel with a responsiveness that harder granites and basalts do not allow. You can cut it cleanly. You can shape it with precision. You can inscribe it with marks fine enough to read at arm's length and small enough to overlook at ten paces.

The men who built the churches and the fortifications and the great cathedrals of medieval Kyiv understood this about the local stone, and they used it. The St. Sophia Cathedral, consecrated in 1037 under Yaroslav the Wise, is built of this limestone, and inside its walls, set into the plaster and the mosaic surfaces that the Greek craftsmen produced over decades of work, there are graffiti left by medieval visitors: prayers, names, records of pilgrimages, observations about the weather and the quality of the wine available in the market below the walls. These graffiti have been studied by scholars for more than a century. They constitute a kind of parallel history of the city, running alongside the official chronicles in the voices of ordinary people who had no access to parchment and ink but












