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T

his true short story follows the lives of a young couple, Alexander and Tatyana, whose remarkable journey begins in the Russian Empire during the turbulent period at the end of World War I. Born into a time of uncertainty and dramatic change, their lives would be shaped by the sweeping forces of history, war, and revolution.

As the political landscape rapidly transforms and the Russian Empire gives way to the newly formed Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR), Alexander and Tatyana find themselves swept up in the profound social, economic, and political upheavals of the era. Through perseverance, courage, and deep commitment to one another, they navigate the challenges of a world in transition—building a life, a family, and a legacy that would span generations.

Their story spans decades, continuing through the Soviet era and into the harrowing years of World War II, culminating in the USSR's hard-fought victory over Nazi Germany. Amid the chaos and uncertainty of war, Alexander and Tatyana embark on a journey across the vast Soviet territories. From their home in Ukraine, they travel to Kazakhstan and eventually to Uzbekistan, enduring immense hardships and confronting countless challenges along the way. 

Their path is marked by the trials and tribulations of war—scarcity, displacement, and the constant threat of violence—but through it all, they remain determined to survive. Guided by hope and the dream of a more stable and peaceful life, their story is one of resilience, love, and perseverance in the face of overwhelming adversity
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PART 1

Marriage and War
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M

erzlyakov Alexander Parfenovich, known as Alexander, was born on May 22, 1915, in a small village nestled within the expansive Samara Region of the Russian Empire. At the time of his birth, the Samara Region held considerable economic and cultural significance. 

In 1915, Samara was widely recognized as the "Russian bread wharf," a title that reflected its crucial role as a hub for the collection, storage, and shipment of grain. 

Located along the Volga River, the city’s strategic position made it a central point in the empire’s agricultural trade network. Although it was not officially known as the "city of sugar," Samara’s reputation as a major trading center extended beyond grain to include other agricultural products, underscoring its importance in the empire's food supply chain. 

It was in this vibrant and economically vital region that Alexander began his life, born into a time of great transformation and historical upheaval within Russia.

The Samara Region, like much of the Russian Empire, was deeply affected by the turmoil of World War I. In 1915, the Russian army was forced to retreat from Poland and Lithuania, triggering a devastating scorched earth policy. This military strategy, aimed at denying resources to advancing enemy forces, involved the deliberate destruction of farmland, livestock, and infrastructure. 

As a result, vast swaths of agricultural land were left barren, worsening food shortages and destabilizing rural communities across the empire—including those in the Samara Region. Just a year earlier, in 1914, the war had taken a deep personal toll on Alexander’s family.

His father, Parfyon Merzlyakov, was killed while serving in the Russian military, sacrificing his life in defense of the empire during the early stages of the global conflict. Despite the profound loss and the increasingly harsh conditions brought on by war and economic instability, Alexander’s mother, Ekaterina Makarovna Merzlyakova (née Burusova), demonstrated remarkable resilience. She managed to remain employed as a servant in the household of a wealthy family—a difficult but vital position that allowed her to support herself and her young son in a time of widespread hardship and uncertainty.

In 1917, the Bolsheviks seized power in Russia, ushering in a radical transformation of the country’s political, social, and economic systems. One of their central goals was to dismantle the traditional class structure and create a more egalitarian society based on Marxist principles. This ideological shift brought significant changes to many aspects of daily life, including the role and treatment of domestic workers. Under the new regime, domestic servants were no longer seen as subordinates tied to the bourgeoisie but were instead reclassified as “workers,” placing them within the broader framework of the proletariat. Labor protections, which had previously excluded household servants, were extended to them, offering limited but symbolically important improvements in rights and recognition.

For Ekaterina Makarovna Merzlyakova (née Burusova), these sweeping political changes unfolded alongside deep personal challenges. Widowed during the First World War, she faced the daunting task of raising her family alone in a time of national upheaval, scarcity, and civil unrest. 

Despite the uncertainties of her position as a servant in a society undergoing revolutionary change, she remained steadfast. Through her hard work and resilience, Ekaterina successfully raised her two sons, Alexander and Yakov, instilling in them the values of perseverance, strength, and adaptability—qualities they would carry with them throughout their lives in a rapidly changing world.

The traditional role of domestic servants in Russia—once centered on personal service and household upkeep for the wealthy elite—began to undergo a profound transformation following the Russian Revolution and the subsequent formation of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) in 1922. With the establishment of the Soviet government came sweeping reforms aimed at restructuring society along socialist lines. 

One of the central goals of the new regime was to modernize the nation’s economy, particularly by industrializing production and collectivizing agriculture. These efforts not only reshaped the country’s economic foundations but also redefined labor roles, including that of domestic workers, whose positions became less common as the state sought to eliminate class distinctions and promote labor in factories, fields, and public institutions.

Despite these turbulent times and the social upheavals of early Soviet life, Ekaterina Makarovna Merzlyakova managed to remain employed, providing stability and support for her family. Her devotion to her sons, Alexander and his older brother Yakov, never wavered. She raised them with discipline and determination, even as the surrounding society continued to change dramatically. 

Her younger son, Alexander, proved to be a dedicated student. By 1939, he had completed his studies and graduated from Kharkov Engineering University in Ukraine—an impressive accomplishment, especially given the challenging economic and political climate of the pre-war Soviet Union.

However, the Second World War soon altered the course of his life. On October 15, 1942, at the height of the Soviet Union’s involvement in World War II, Alexander was summoned by the government to report to the city of Lenger, located in the South Kazakhstan region. 
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Merzlyakov Alexander Parfenovich

Like many other educated young men of his generation, his skills and training were now needed in service to the state, contributing to the war effort and the continued development of the Soviet infrastructure during a time of national crisis.

Although the city of Lenger, located in the South Kazakhstan region, did not witness direct combat during World War II, it was by no means untouched by the far-reaching consequences of the conflict. As part of the Soviet Union, Lenger played a supporting role in the broader war effort. 

The city, like many others in the interior of the USSR, experienced the mobilization of its male population for military service, and its economy was redirected to meet wartime needs. Resources were scarce, food and supplies were rationed, and the local population carried the weight of labor demands meant to support both the front lines and the Soviet state. Life in Lenger, while removed from the horrors of battle, was shaped by the unrelenting pressures of war.

It was during this period of uncertainty and mobilization that Alexander’s life took a personal and profound turn. While stationed in Lenger, he met Tatyana Mikhailovna Savelieva, a woman whose path would become intertwined with his own. Their relationship quickly deepened amid the urgency and unpredictability of wartime life, and the two were married, finding solace and commitment in each other even as the world around them was marked by instability. 

That same year, on November 1, 1942, Alexander was formally drafted into the ranks of the Workers and Peasants Red Army. His service in the Soviet military would mark a new chapter in his life, as he joined millions of others in defense of his country during one of the most devastating conflicts in human history.

The Workers' and Peasants' Red Army (RKKA), later simply known as the Red Army, was the official military force of the Russian Soviet Republic and, after its formation in 1922, of the Soviet Union. Established in the aftermath of the Bolshevik Revolution, the Red Army was a central instrument of the Soviet state, both in defending its sovereignty and in advancing its ideological aims. 

By the time World War II erupted, the Red Army had grown into one of the largest and most formidable military forces in the world. During the war, it played a pivotal role on the Eastern Front, engaging in some of the largest and most brutal battles in modern history. From the defense of Moscow and the siege of Leningrad to the decisive victory at the Battle of Stalingrad, the Red Army endured most of the fighting against Nazi Germany. Its relentless push westward eventually culminated in the capture of Berlin in 1945.

The sacrifices and resilience of its soldiers—including those like Alexander Merzlyakov, who answered the call to serve—were instrumental in turning the tide of the war and securing the Allied victory over the Axis powers.
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A

s Alexander made his way toward the front lines during World War II, a change in orders redirected his path—one that would leverage his specialized education and technical training. Rather than being deployed directly into combat, Alexander was assigned to SU-1, the Red Army’s construction department.

This vital division was responsible for building and maintaining the infrastructure necessary to sustain the Soviet war effort. Given his engineering degree from Kharkov Engineering University and the acute shortage of skilled technical professionals, Alexander’s talents were considered too valuable to risk on the battlefield. 

He was tasked with helping to construct a power plant in the city of Irkutsk, located deep in the heart of Siberia. The facility was of strategic importance, providing essential energy to support industrial and military operations in a region that had become critical to Soviet wartime planning and manufacturing.

Irkutsk itself played a crucial role during the war, largely due to its geographic location and robust industrial capacity. Situated far from the front lines, the city was a safe haven for many of the Soviet Union’s
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