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9
            INTRODUCTION:

            For smokers and non-smokers

         

         People’s attitudes to tobacco cover a whole gamut of emotions, from “I can’t live without a cigarette” to “I regard tobacco as one of the vilest enemies…”

         If you ask me about tobacco, you will risk getting the answer, “Read my book!” – because in my case, tobacco has been my life’s career. There is probably no point now in dwelling on whether or not I chose the right path. In any case, back when, as a freshly baked Moscow college graduate, I was sent to work at the tobacco factory, I had little choice in the matter. “I’ll do a stint at the Yava factory”, I told my parents, not imagining that this “stint” would go on for half a century.

         I never thought that I would witness such changes in attitudes to smoking as we are seeing now the world over. Even in Russia, where people are fairly conservative in their habits, cigarette consumption is in decline. In the USSR, cigarettes were considered a vitally important product without which consumers simply could not live – a view borne out by the serious unrest that broke out whenever there were tobacco shortages. This is why the country’s leadership paid great attention to ensuring that the country was properly supplied with tobacco products, putting tobacco on a par with bread and vodka. In the rest of the world too, of course, smoking was a major influence in society and something that governments kept a watch over, but the problems there were of a different nature from those in Russia.

         Now, smokers are giving up or cutting down on cigarettes of their own accord. They are switching to electronic cigarettes or other products that mimic traditional smoking but without the burning of tobacco. I will touch upon this topic in the concluding part of the book. However, my main subject is much broader than the traditional production of cigarettes. In this book, dear reader, tobacco is also a pretext to describe the people I have known and the events that I have been involved in and witnessed, to talk about the difficult times our country has faced and about the fates of people who made their contribution to Russia’s development. 10

         Was the tobacco industry in the USSR just an anomalous weak point in a viable system, or were we all, by constantly plugging the holes in a shortage-based economy, propping up an illusion of the sustainability of the command system? To use an English expression, was it all just “smoke and mirrors”? That is for you to judge. The purpose of my account is to help the next generation draw the right conclusions from the lessons of history.

         I began pondering over the fundamental problems of the system when it became clear that our country had hit a dead end. The sequence of deaths of one elderly General Secretary after another provided us with a fecund source of bleak jokes, but precious little in terms of hopes for the future. And when a new leader, Gorbachev, appeared atop the political Olympus, no one expected his appointment to turn the life of this vast country upside down. That era, which became popularly known throughout the world as “perestroika”, may without any exaggeration be called the brightest period in the history of the USSR. Events that brought long-established stereotypes crashing down and had life-changing consequences for the whole country occurred in rapid succession. The man who instigated and inspired these momentous changes was the General Secretary himself, Mikhail Gorbachev, who very astutely identified the primary targets of long-overdue reforms.

         Almost immediately after he came to power, concepts that were fundamentally new to Soviet power were suddenly proclaimed as policy. Perestroika and glasnost were designed to overcome the worst vices of the Brezhnev era: stagnation and the concealment of the real state of affairs in the country from the people. There was particular awe over the way Mikhail Sergeyevich interacted with members of the public. People sat in astonishment at television reports covering Gorbachev’s visits to various places around the country. It was in the course of Mikhail Sergeyevich’s frank and open engagement with the public that the catchphrase “we cannot live like this” was born.

         I think that those of my compatriots who these days like to criticise Gorbachev, accusing him of all the mortal sins, would do well to remember how we lived before he bravely took on the challenge and responsibility of breaking a monstrously vicious circle.

      

   


   
      
         
11
            CHAPTER 1.

            A CONDENSED HISTORY OF MY COUNTRY: FROM STALIN TO BREZHNEV

         

         I shall begin with what I remember well, with an account of my earliest impressions of the country in which I was born and raised. I was thirteen when Stalin died. Did I understand then, as a studious secondary school pupil, that the death of the tyrant would offer a way out of the brutal totalitarianism under which we had been living? Of course not. It had never entered my head that the poverty in which we lived resulted from the way we were governed. Indeed, it was only later that I realised how badly we had been living. But at the time? Poverty was the norm, and thoughts about material well-being did not even arise. We had been taught that we had to work in the interests of the state, to help rebuild the country after the devastation of the war. As for material comforts – that was all bourgeois prejudice.

         My family lived in a two-storey building next to Rizhsky (then Rzhevsky) railway station. The rooms led off a communal corridor. There were eight families living along our corridor. Heating came from coal-fired stoves. No one had a kitchen. The women of each household would cook on a kerosene stove on a little table positioned next to the door of her apartment. The toilet and washbasin were located at the end of the corridor next to the cold stairwell. There was no question of a shower. Each morning, when everyone was in a rush to get to work, a queue would form to the so-called communal facilities.

         It amazes me to this day to think how my parents managed to get through those unthinkable times. They would go to work early in the morning and come home at around eight in the evening. While mama began to cook, my father would put on a bodywarmer, fetch firewood and coal from the shed and set about heating the stove. The air was damp, and the warmth did not linger long. By the time I got home from school, it was cold in our room. My most fervent wish was that it could be warm and cosy.

         The working week lasted six days. On the only day off – Sunday – my father 12and I would go to the market to buy food, and then the whole family would go to the bathhouse. Getting into the bathhouse meant standing in a queue for several hours. And so life would go on, week after week. This was how the majority of Muscovites lived. It was no better for those who lived in packed communal flats (kommunalki)1. Strangely enough, the presence of a shared kitchen in dwellings of that kind was actually a cause of conflict, with daily fights and quarrels among women competing for use of the gas cooker or sink. The so-called “Stalin high-rises”2 were reserved for important officials. But even then, there was a price to pay, since people in that category were at an especially high risk of falling victim to repressive measures. These living arrangements were in keeping with the Stalinist ideology of extending the principles of collectivism even to citizens’ personal lives, so that people spent as little time as possible on their own or in the family circle and had minimal opportunity for heart-to-heart conversation.

         Wages were only just enough to make ends meet. Next to our building was the Rizhsky gastronom, or food store. Inside, the counters groaned under the weight of myriad delicacies. Most people, however, unable to avail themselves of this splendour, stood in long queues for cheap products. I myself, I recall, would try to help my parents by standing in queues for hours to buy cheap curd. So that people didn’t lose their place in the queue, numbers were written on palms with a purple copying pencil. Living conditions were so crude that some of our neighbours would carry canisters to the station to have them filled with free boiled water. And yet, state propaganda was forever singing Stalin’s praises on account of the latest reductions in food prices. People trusted Stalin. They deified him for the care he took of them. For of course, he sat in the Kremlin day and night thinking of nothing else but the welfare of the Soviet nation and its citizens. Discipline in the country was maintained through fear: fear of losing work, of being repressed for incautious utterances, of facing conviction for petty theft.

         My mother worked at the USSR Ministry of Agriculture. According to her accounts of that time, people hesitated to leave their desks when the working day ended. They were afraid that their boss or a Party secretary would say, “If you’re leaving on the dot, there’s clearly not enough for you to do, so we can let you go”. People were afraid of losing their jobs. Moving from one job to another was not something that the authorities encouraged. People who did so were 13judged erratic and unreliable and immediately fell under the scrutiny of the authorities. If a person lost his job, he could be convicted for parasitism. 

         When people joined an enterprise or organisation, they were mentally prepared to work there for their entire lives. This meant that, from the moment they took their first independent steps until the moment they retired, people were effectively tied to one place of work. This made it a lot easier to keep tabs on people. At home, their behaviour was monitored by the local police officer, who would question neighbours in detail about the conduct of anyone who had fallen under suspicion. At work, this role was fulfilled by the personnel department, which acted as a sort of filter for recruitment and played an important role in any later promotions. Personnel officers were disliked and feared, because it was known that they liaised with the security services and had to keep them constantly informed of the situation at an enterprise or organisation. The personnel department worked closely with the so-called “special departments”, which effectively consisted of NKVD3 officials. At secret and classified enterprises these would be large divisions. At food enterprises it would be a single person – the head of the “special unit”. As a rule, the people appointed to such posts were former security service officers, very closed people whose thoughts were difficult to read.

         People accepted these conditions without a murmur. The important thing was that the war had ended – and life was bound to get better! Regular price reductions instilled hope in the popular masses and strengthened their faith in Stalin.4 Soviet propaganda was rather effective. From morning to evening, national radio would pump out songs glorifying the great leader. I remember that, as a primary school pupil, I sincerely considered Stalin to be a great leader and teacher, imagining him as a superhuman figure endowed with unearthly qualities. Stalin rarely appeared in public, and his every word was worth its weight in gold. The only time you could actually see him, from a distance at least, was during workers’ parades on public holidays. The columns of marchers consisted of representatives of various institutions, organised by district. Participation in the parade was an essential way of asserting your loyalty to the government. Mama often took me along with her, and we marched in the Agriculture 14Ministry’s column. The parade lasted eight to ten hours. It was exhausting, but people proceeded with great enthusiasm, singing patriotic songs and dancing. From the ministry’s location, where the column assembled, to Red Square was not far at all, but the route was contrived to make it a long march. People had to experience hardships even on a public holiday. When the weary marchers reached Red Square, all minds were preoccupied with the same question: “Was Comrade Stalin on the Mausoleum?” In truth, it was difficult to see anything or make out what was going on, as the columns filed across Red Square, encircled by security officers, almost at a run. Nonetheless, everyone felt inspired and happy if they thought that Stalin was standing on the tribune! All of which goes to show that even parades were organised in such a way as to demean and belittle people. 

         The manic adulation of the leader reached its zenith, of course, on the days over which his funeral took place. It was early in the morning when the death of Stalin was announced to the Soviet people to the accompaniment of funereal music. The outpouring of grief among simple people was entirely genuine. According to the established custom, our leader lay in state in the Hall of Columns in the House of Unions.5 Driven by some insuperable force, and for all that I was, generally speaking, an obedient son and a diligent pupil, I abandoned my school lessons and resolved to pay my respects to Stalin come what may. It was a very frosty day. The city centre and Gorky Street from Pushkin Square onwards had been closed off by soldiers. The queue to the Hall of Columns began from the Pushkin monument and stretched in the direction of Pushkin Street, at the end of which was the House of Unions building. It was not a huge distance. The people in the queue were mostly calm, advancing patiently and very slowly. But after five o’clock in the afternoon, when the working day ended, the situation abruptly changed. Demented crowds broke through the soldiers’ barriers, pouring onto Pushkin Street through the arches of apartment buildings and toppling people who had been standing in the queue. Some even descended from rooftops. Within a few minutes, the peaceful queue had been transformed into a frenzied, stampeding mass of bodies. It was very frightening. A grown-up tried to help me avoid getting pinned to the walls – or, even worse, to the display windows – of buildings that stood along Pushkin Street. I vaguely remember somehow managing to leap free of that deadly stream.

         15I walked home along the boulevards via Trubnaya, Samotechnaya and Kolkhoznaya Squares, heading for Rzhevsky Station. What I witnessed was terrible. A gigantic, solid stream of crazed people was heading in the opposite direction towards the House of Unions. Still etched on my mind are the heaps of galoshes I encountered on the way as evidence of the chaotic, possibly tragic, events. It was past one o’clock at night by the time I arrived home. My parents had guessed where I was, knew what was happening in the city, and had prepared themselves for all eventualities. They did not scold me or ask me questions. They got me warm, fed me and put me to bed. It was said that a lot of people had been killed or injured that night in Moscow. As always in such cases, rumours went around that there had been deliberate sabotage in the arrangements for the lying-in-state, which was why things had got out of hand. The official channels of information, as always, maintained a complete silence about it all.

         A little less than three years later, in February 1956, the Twentieth Party Congress took place. The man now in power, Nikita Khrushchev, gave a speech denouncing Stalin’s cult of personality. The country was apprised of mass repressions and other transgressions of the rule of law. Despite this, the authority of the country’s ruling Communist Party remained wholly intact. Khrushchev’s speech paved the way for new processes in Soviet society. The victims of Stalin’s repressions began to be rehabilitated, and profound changes occurred in the mentality of Soviet people.

         Those changes were driven by the intelligentsia. “Thick” magazines6 began publishing all sorts of materials that gave a truthful view of everything that had happened in the country. People learned the truth about how Stalin had come to power, about the repressions of 1937, the lack of preparation for the war, the genuine heroism of the Soviet people and the innocent victims of Stalin’s actions after the war. Literary works appeared that painted an accurate picture of life as it really was and what was happening to the country and its people. After the suffocating censorship that had gone before, these publications were like a breath of fresh air. People’s whole way of thinking was literally turned upside down. They started to believe in the possibility of change. The young, in particular, were profoundly affected by these processes. A new generation was growing, less inhibited by the constraints of Party doctrine. This immensely important time in the country’s history later became known as the “Khrushchev 16thaw”,7 while the representatives of the new generation of intelligentsia were dubbed the “Sixtiers”. 

         Cracks had begun to show in the iron curtain built under Stalin. After all, it was only possible to hold the people of a vast country in submission by keeping them fully insulated from real life. Compared with his predecessor, Khrushchev was an outward-facing politician. He made numerous state visits to various countries. These trips received wide coverage in the press. Because of this, the country began to feel itself a part of the wider world, and this changed people’s psychology.

         Nothing brings people together more than culture. After a long period of isolation, the Soviet Union began to play host to cultural figures from abroad, who displayed a keen interest in visiting our country. One recalls, for example, the wonderful American pianist Van Cliburn winning the first International Tchaikovsky Competition in 1958. He captivated the Moscow public with his performances and became a hugely popular figure in the country. In 1957 the World Festival of Youth and Students took place in Moscow. This was a landmark event for the USSR. Young people from all over the world flocked to the capital city. And although the Soviet youth remained ideologically blinkered, the possibility of having this kind of open contact with their foreign peers had been unthinkable up to that point.

         Party policies began to change. People no longer wanted to be cogs in a machine, and a certain amount of democratisation began to take place in the Party. Calls to heed the people and focus on their needs began to ring out ever more often in Party documents. For the first time in its history, the USSR embarked on a large-scale programme of housing construction. Residential construction under Stalin had centred around luxury high-rises for the elite, designed as visual symbols of the might of the Communist regime. Meanwhile, ordinary people lived in dreadful conditions – in cellars, barracks and overcrowded communal flats. The Khrushchev era saw a mass relocation of people into new apartments. The quality of the accommodation was poor: five-storey panel buildings without lifts; small, low-ceilinged apartments with a simplistic layout and combined bathroom and lavatory… But they were separate apartments! Although Khrushchev was later slated for organising the construction of such low-quality structures, and the buildings themselves were disparagingly referred to as khrushchovki, the progress in people’s lives was plain 17to see. Given the standard of residential construction as it was then, there was no other way of resolving a truly catastrophic situation. The inhabitants of our building, which fell short of elementary housing standards, likewise gradually began to move out to new apartments. 

         Another important factor that altered people’s mindset was the reform of the pension system. In Stalin’s time, pensions had been extremely meagre, to the point of beggarly. Under Khrushchev, pensions were raised significantly, to as high as 120 roubles, which was good money in those times. People stopped fearing retirement, instead seeing it as a new phase in their lives. It was even joked that an unmarried pensioner on a pension of that size could “be of interest” to a younger woman. A great deal changed for the better in people’s everyday lives. Dry-cleaners and amenity centres opened. Shops began to sell higher-quality food at affordable prices. The bakery in our building began selling lots of new kinds of baked goods. I was amazed to see fresh bread and rolls being delivered in baskets to people’s apartments. Attention to people’s needs was manifested in all sorts of ways and was especially noticeable after the complete absence of civil rights and disdainful neglect of people’s problems that had prevailed in the Stalin era. Cafés began to open, as did beer bars and dumpling (pelmeni) cafeterias. Those who liked a stronger tipple could go to a ryumochnaya (liquor bar). The leaders began to pay attention to the ordinary issues of everyday life, rather than concentrating solely on larger, strategic problems. For example, Khrushchev began to devote much attention to agriculture. The crop that particularly interested him was corn, which is good cattle fodder and could therefore help improve food supplies to the public. Of course, Nikita Sergeyevich took this idea a little too far, as he did with many things, by giving orders for corn to be grown in places where the conditions did not allow it. People joked about Khrushchev’s obsession, calling him kukuruznik (the corn man). But this was an indication of the fundamental changes in government policy. The groundwork was laid for the development of the food industry.

         As he persevered with these serious reforms, Khrushchev found himself unable to win support among top Party figures. The devolution of economic decision-making from Party-managed ministries to regional economic councils (sovnarkhozy) weakened the Communist Party’s role in administering the country. This was bound to provoke concern among top Party officials. In addition, Khrushchev himself was a contradictory figure, having emerged as 18a strongman during the Stalin cult of personality period. While he pursued a policy of decentralising the administration of the economy, he was in no hurry to reform the country’s political system or to share the unlimited power that was concentrated in his hands. As a result, there were ominous signs of a cult of personality being formed around Khrushchev himself. This was seized upon by Party apparatchiks led by Leonid Brezhnev. Khrushchev was accused of “voluntarism”, of making important state decisions without having due regard for the laws of the system. At a specially convened plenary session of the CPSU8 Central Committee, Khrushchev was removed as leader. The goal of Brezhnev and the people who brought him to power was to restore the centrally administered economy and the dominant role of the CPSU Central Committee in governing the country and bring about the gradual rehabilitation of Stalinism. The sovnarkhozy were dissolved, their powers handed back to revived state committees, ministries and Gosplan9 as the central economic planning authority. But Khrushchev’s reforms had already changed the face of the country and the trajectory of its development.

         My personal entrance into adult life effectively coincided with this period: in 1962, two years before Brezhnev came to power, I graduated with a degree from the Moscow Technological Institute of the Food Industry (MTIPP) as a “food production mechanical engineer”. For my graduate placement10 I was offered two options: design engineer at the leading design institute, VNIIEKIPRODMASH, or machine shop supervisor at the well-known Yava tobacco factory. After giving it some thought, I chose the factory.

         
            1 A dwelling similar to the one already described, but with a separate kitchen room.

            2 A small number of relatively high-quality apartment buildings built in the 1930s–1950s.

            3 NKVD – the People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs, which acted as the country’s political police force.

            4 “Stalin’s price reductions” – after the war, in the late 1940s and early 1950s, a series of price reductions were implemented with much fanfare.

            5 A hall in what used to be the building of the Moscow Assembly of the Nobility, built by M.F. Kazakov c. 1775, now the Hall of Columns, a venue for major official functions.

            6 Meaning literary and socio-political magazines such as Novy mir, Zvezda and Znamya.

            7 The “thaw” epithet for the ten years from 1954 to 1964 was coined by the writer Ilya Ehrenburg.

            8 CPSU – the Communist Party of the Soviet Union.

            9 Gosplan – the State Planning Commission.

            10 Graduate placement – the compulsory job placement requirement that existed in the Soviet period for graduates of educational establishments.
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            CHAPTER 2.

            THE YAVA FACTORY – A GROUP B INDUSTRIAL ENTERPRISE

         

         My choice was guided not only by the placement requirement. At that time, I firmly believed that industry experience was an important first step towards becoming a good specialist in one’s field. I was also attracted by the idea of working at such a unique enterprise.

         The institute I had graduated from was not a particularly prestigious establishment. Nonetheless, we received a decent education. Lectures were given by major authorities who, for one reason or another, had found themselves exiled from the big-name colleges to the food institute. People tended to think of the food industry as something primitive. A neighbour of ours, a retired colonel, reacted with astonishment on learning that I was studying at the food institute: “What on earth can they teach you there? How to open a bottle of champagne?” Views of this sort were in large measure shaped by the way in which the food industry was regarded by the state itself, i.e. as a second-class industry.

         In the Soviet economy, all enterprises were divided into two groups: A and B. Group A included industrial enterprises geared to making “means of production”, i.e. materials and equipment. Group B was for the “production of articles of consumption”, meaning food and consumer goods. Ever since the days of the “industrialisation of the entire country”, state policy had been weighted towards developing the manufacture of means of production. Group B enterprises were financed with whatever was left. Since they were last in line to receive funds for development, it was hardly surprising that the quality of consumer goods remained poor.

         When I arrived to sign up for work, I did not even notice a nondescript fence fronting 3 Yamskovo Polya Street. Harbouring quite different expectations at the time, I at first plunged into a smart-looking building, only to find myself at the checkpoint of a “closed”1 defence enterprise called Nauka. The Yava factory was over the fence on the opposite side of the road.

         20I must say that my first impression was somewhat grim. The factory entrance was on the first floor of a dilapidated two-storey building that bore little resemblance to the lobby of a prominent enterprise. The personnel department and security office were also housed here. Once on the premises, the first thing I saw was the single-storey wooden warehouses used to store paper. The factory’s first production building had been erected at the time of its opening at the end of the nineteenth century. The others had been built at different times during the Soviet period. They were disparate structures that did not meet the requirements that existed even at that time for contemporary enterprises. The equipment and technology were outdated too. I later found out that all tobacco factories were in this condition, as indeed was the Soviet food industry as a whole.

         Yava was founded in 1856 by the Karaite merchant Samuil Gabay.2 The name of the factory is easy enough to explain. Starting in 1912, the factory produced papirosy3 using tobacco supplied from the Indonesian island of Java. In 1922, now under Soviet rule, it was decided to name the factory after the place from which its tobacco had originally been sourced.

         Tobacco factories generally made papirosy using equipment dating from the early twentieth century. The main unit was the papirosy production (or “papirosy stuffing”) shop, which worked three shifts. The working conditions there were hard, the rhythm exceedingly intense. The workers often developed hypertonia and hearing problems.

         I was appointed shift supervisor in the machine shop, working on a shift basis: days one week, evenings the next. Sometimes I had to work nights, too. There was a system whereby engineering staff occasionally had to work as duty attendant in charge of the night shift. The factory attendant was stationed in the control room, which was in the production shop. I remember what a terrifying first impression it made on me. All the dividing walls shook from the vibration. The noise level was ninety-four to ninety-five decibels, compared to a regulatory limit of eighty-five. It was impossible even just to sit in that room. The dust concentration, which was subject to a limit of 4 mg/m3, reached 8–9 mg just in the aisles. It is frightening to think what it must have been 21in the work areas! Seventeen papirosy production lines were working virtually non-stop, day and night. The machines kept on running, while the workers sometimes cleaned up a little between shifts. 

         Work in the primary processing section was also hard. The processes used had not changed since pre-revolutionary times. There were bins known as harmans4 in which the tobacco was blended and moistened. The tobacco arrived in compressed form (in bales). Its moisture content was 10–12 per cent. At this level, the tobacco was dry and brittle, making it difficult to process. It had to be manually divided into leaves, after which five or six grades would be put together for blending and moistened. The tobacco leaves were placed in layers in the harmans, then moistened with water from hoses, measured by eye. All this was done manually, without any mechanisation. Then the tobacco blend from the bins was transferred into crates and fed, again by hand, into the loading unit of the cutting mill. The workers’ hands were constantly covered in wounds.

         I was there to see the start of the factory’s renovation. Assembly lines were installed to process the tobacco, and the moistening and blending began to be done mechanically. The baled tobacco was delivered to preparation tables. Each table was assigned a particular grade of tobacco for processing. Women workers broke the bales into leaves and fed them onto a common conveyor. The leaves then entered a rotating drum. In the drum, the different grades were mixed together and moistened with a vapour spray. The equipment was of the simplest kind, manufactured in the engineering workshops of the Yaroslavl Tobacco Factory. But even this was regarded as a major technical achievement for our country’s tobacco industry. It was the first time that elements of modern technology had been incorporated into the primary processing stage. Moreover, at around the same time, vacuum pumps for the humidification of baled tobacco were purchased from Czechoslovakia. Yava was the first to have them installed. It proved to be a very effective process that enabled the entire mass of tobacco to be properly moistened. The tobacco acquired an elasticity, and the bale would fall apart itself without having to be broken up. This was a big step forward in terms of improving product quality and making working conditions more bearable. The advent of the new technology was a major event for the director, Mikhail Demyanovich Voitsekhovich. They even laid a marble floor in the primary section, which made our director movingly proud.

         22The cigarette-making shop operated a single shift using DK and DKO machines brought over from Germany as part of reparations in 1946. But the public was used to papirosy, and demand for cigarettes was limited. There were only a few factories that made them, including Yava and Ducat in Moscow. The cigarettes were unfiltered.

         The machine shop made spare parts for the production machinery. Although the shop was classed as an auxiliary unit, it was actually a very important part of the factory. The equipment in the main workshops was outdated: parts quickly wore out and broke. From early in the morning the technical managers of the production shops would form a queue to our workshop to order replacements for parts that had broken, causing machines to stand idle. These orders had to be dealt with straight away so as to get everything back up and running as quickly as possible. The workshop answered to the chief mechanic’s office. The machine tools were old, too, but they were in working condition. There were around sixty-five to seventy people employed in the workshop. There was a separate unit for the quenching and forging of workpieces, which people referred to as the “hot shop”. I must say that the technical staff were quite highly skilled at what they did.

         At the institute I had trained in engineering disciplines. I had taken an optional course on “Programmed control of metal-cutting machines”. I wanted to do something modern and advanced, to make changes for the better. I began to see where the problems lay. The orders from the production shops for the manufacture of spare parts were poorly organised, meaning that we were constantly having to “put out fires”. The technical managers were practical workers with no specialised technical education. They had a good understanding of the equipment but their organisational skills were poor. In this respect they had not advanced beyond the level they had achieved when they first started working at the factory. I realised that it was essential to organise statistical records of the consumption of spare parts, and I set about doing just that.

         The formation of the factory’s workforce dated from the end of the nineteenth century when the Gabay partnership had moved its operations to 3 Yamskovo Polya Street next to Belorussky (then Brest) Station. At that time, large-scale industry was only just beginning to appear in Moscow. The population lived compactly in historically known districts and was divided into Arbatians, Tverians, Zamoskvorechians, and so on. When an enterprise started up, it was 23sometimes the one and only source of work, and people treated it as a second home. At the Gabay factory, too, the workforce was mostly made up of residents of the area around it. It was also at that time that the traditions of family bonds within the labour collective began to take shape, along with feelings of factory patriotism and pride in one’s enterprise.

         When I came to the Yava, those traditions were still in place. The kernel of the workforce comprised people who had begun their working life before or just after the war. Tobacco production was a stable job that came with good wages and a variety of benefits. A service record of eighteen to twenty years was at the low end. People had worked for thirty, forty, even fifty years. It was a somewhat monolithic group. Everyone was in some way connected with everyone else; they were like family to each other. They would have relatives and neighbours working alongside them. They would bring their children to work there. If a vacancy came up, there was already a queue of people waiting to take it. People considered it a great blessing to be able to work at a factory like that. As at other Soviet enterprises, the managerial staff were mostly trained and promoted from among existing employees. They would come to the factory at a young age, usually as adolescents, learn the skills of their trade, then the most capable of them would gradually climb the ranks. This meant that the managers came from among the workforce’s “own”, from yesterday’s factory hands. They were mainly practical workers or specialists with an intermediate technical education. While still working they would do courses at the food industry evening college, which had a branch in the training centre located directly on the factory’s premises. This maintained the family, patriarchal traditions of relationships within the workforce. It was all for one. This was something that those at the top would take into account. When a new director had to be appointed at the enterprise, they did what they could to nominate someone from the factory’s staff.

         Our director, Mikhail Demyanovich Voitsekhovich, came to the factory after leaving factory-and-works college at the end of the 1920s. He became chief mechanic, shop foreman, chief engineer and, finally, director. As people used to say, he had “gone through all the stages of production”. It was written on his CV that he had an “unfinished higher education”. With all his practical experience, it did not seem essential for him to have a higher education as well. Mikhail Demyanovich was a demanding person, a man of “strong character” as they used to say at the factory. He did not hold back from giving a tongue-lashing, 24and people were afraid to disobey him. He had worked with these people virtually all his life, and this was bound to manifest itself in the relationship he had with his subordinates. The director was determined to keep order, anxious to ensure that the factory remained the leading enterprise in the industry. He demanded a lot from his workers, but he also supported them. I should add that his own brother was a simple worker in the primary processing section, and his wife was an engineer in the economic planning department. The same went for other managerial staff, and particularly the shop foremen, who were in charge of large groups of employees. Relationships between management and workers were informal. I remember times when, after hearing complaints from some of the women workers, the director personally intervened to talk sense into their errant husbands and reconcile the spouses. And it all worked very well. Sackings were extremely rare. Everyone on the workforce knew each other’s weaknesses and did what they could to keep them in check.

         There were numerous occasions on which I saw people show a great sense of responsibility towards their work and act as true patriots of the factory. I remember a time when a fire broke out at the factory at night. Many workers lived nearby and came along themselves, collecting water after the fire had been extinguished. The older workwomen wept, wailing “What will become of the factory now?” And this was despite the fact that they lived and worked in dreadful conditions. Many women had serious family problems: their husbands drank, and money was usually tight.

         Work was paid on a piece-rate basis, and people tried to earn as much as they could. The main conflicts arose when workers were down on earnings because the machinery had stopped working or for other reasons. The administration was at pains to fulfil the plan, otherwise bonuses might not be paid, or the director might even lose his position. This would mean the “family” losing its “papa”. I will describe later how Voitsekhovich faced dismissal. People fought for him. One of our more determined workwomen managed to deliver a collective letter to the Kremlin. The loss of “our director” was a threat to the whole family.

         This was in the Khrushchev reform period, when the so-called sovnarkhozy (regional economic councils) were set up. Khrushchev had set a goal of decentralising the economy and promoting more energetic development of the regions. Each region had its own administrative authority – the sovnarkhoz – which had the power to resolve many local issues without consulting Moscow. 25There were even little ditties, or chastushki, about this: “Now we find that all our woes are settled by the sovnarkhoz”. The regions gained greater access to resources, and the centre’s power to redistribute them was severely limited. I will give an example. The metal-cutting equipment was hopelessly outdated. When I became head of the machine shop, I put in a request to the management for new machine tools to be allocated. There were a lot of machine tool-building enterprises in the Moscow region. Previously, however, machine tools had only been supplied to Group A enterprises based on distribution orders from the centre. The factory was visited by the head of the Moscow sovnarkhoz, Comrade Doyenin. We showed him the outdated machines in the machine shop, on which it was difficult to make parts to repair equipment. After the chairman’s visit, the Moscow sovnarkhoz allocated five new metal-cutting machines for Yava. It was an astonishing victory. The workers could hardly believe their eyes when the new machines arrived at the factory. This was only possible thanks to Khrushchev’s reforms. But these were small, local-level achievements. The reforms did not bring serious improvements to the efficiency of the Soviet economy. Where did Khrushchev go wrong? After decentralising administration, he should have let go of the economy. It was a mistake to try to combine decentralisation with a command economy based on the Party system.

         After starting work in the machine shop, I soon realised that our machine operators were a unique breed. Yes, they all liked to drink, but they were consummate professionals, very proud and very intelligent. They had interesting opinions. They had pride in their work. They were incapable of doing work badly. Having come to the factory as mere boys, they had learned through hard experience what real work meant, what quality meant. Another thing that typified these people was their lack of faith in positive change. They were used to living in hardship and regarded it as just the way things were. This is why even the appearance of new machine tools was something akin to a miracle as far as they were concerned. Somehow or other we managed to procure a modern boring machine, a unique piece of equipment. And the workers looked after it.

         I remember an episode that helped boost my standing among the workers. From my very first days at the workshop I had noticed that the workers were dressed in any old clothes. It transpired that the regulations did not provide for overalls to be allocated to machine shop employees – which was why they went about in rags. I was young and full of hope. Having grown up in a reasonably 26well-to-do family, I had naturally seen little of reality and was somewhat naïve. Accordingly, I thought that everything ought to be resolved in accordance with common sense. After learning that the decision depended on the deputy director for commercial matters, I went to see him. His name was Garnik Kegamovich Azizyan. He was quite an elderly man by then, very learned, with an interesting background. He had previously worked at the USSR Ministry of Food, where he had been deputy head of the Chief Supply Office (Glavsnab). He had even been close to Mikoyan5 when the latter was the Food Minister of the USSR. Khrushchev had instigated a campaign to “purify” the Party ranks. It was declared that it was not becoming for a true Communist to enjoy material excesses in his personal life. There was a point at which any officials who possessed large dachas came in for censure. And Azizyan had a mammoth dacha in Bolshevo in the Moscow suburbs: almost a hectare of land. He was summoned to the Party organisation and asked to turn over his dacha to the state, but he refused. He was expelled from the Party, sacked from the ministry and “exiled” to the post of deputy director at Yava.

         And so it was he whom I went to see. He welcomed me in, bade me sit on a leather sofa, and began to ask me questions. I told him that workers in the machine shop were not issued overalls despite the fact that they were constantly in contact with metal shavings, coolant, and so on. He responded very good-naturedly and promised to see what he could do. And he actually succeeded. At his own risk and peril (contrary to the regulations), he ordered overalls to be issued to the entire machine shop. This was my first victory. The workers could scarcely believe it when I said to them, “Here are your overalls”. They saw that I really was working in their interests. As I said before, people had little faith that things could be changed for the better.

         A good wage was considered to be in the region of 150–1606 roubles. If it came out at 120–130 roubles, there would be conflicts between workers and department managers, with daggers drawn over those extra 20–30 roubles. That was how things were wherever the piece-rate system was used. People fought for every last kopeck. They had no expectations beyond this. Incorrect output 27quotas, equipment downtimes for reasons beyond the workers’ control, lack of spare parts, poor-quality paper, damp tobacco: these issues were raised at every meeting. The whole of life revolved around these problems. 

         Soon after I arrived at the factory, I was invited to attend a function in celebration of the forty-fifth anniversary of the October Revolution. It took place in the building of the Pushkin Theatre, where a show was put on that evening especially for our staff. All the invited employees came with their wives and husbands. It was very grand, and people looked very dignified. This was decent society in the old mould, in contrast to work gatherings in the 1970s–80s, when many people inevitably drank themselves into a stupor by the end of proceedings.

         As a young engineer, I was introduced to the former director of the factory, Maria Andreyevna Ivanova, a pleasant, now elderly woman who had retired in 1961 (a year before I had joined the factory). She had been made director in the 1930s, entering the ranks of “Stalin’s recruits” rather than repressed “enemies of the people”. During the war years, when equipment and remaining staff had to be evacuated to the Kuybyshev (now Samara) Tobacco Factory, she became one of the so-called “golden pool”, or crème de la crème, of managers of major enterprises of the food industry, and enjoyed great authority in the eyes of government and industry leaders.

         The war period must have been a very hard time to work. Even now, I am at a loss to understand (thinking of my parents and neighbours) how people survived that terrible time. Yava had to evacuate the factory out of Moscow and at the same time keep the army supplied with smokes. Tobacco meant even more to the soldiers at the front than their hundred grams ration of vodka. Stalin himself was never without a pipe in his hands as he worked through the night. He would fill his pipe with tobacco taken from Herzegovina Flor papirosy made at Yava. The top generals, meanwhile, usually opted for Yava’s Kazbek brand. It was a huge responsibility: everyone is aware of the consequences that could ensue in Stalin’s time even for minor errors and omissions. I am sure that a fair number of difficult work situations must have arisen during that period, but all issues were resolved internally, ensuring that the managers did not fall victim to repressions. I imagine that it was the family atmosphere at Yava that helped the workers to survive and keep going in those difficult years. Old-timers gave detailed accounts of how Herzegovina Flor papirosy were made for the Great 28Leader. The whole process took place under the total control of the NKVD, with members of the work crew rigorously vetted beforehand for reliability. On the appointed day, in the presence of representatives of the authorities, the manufacturing process would begin. Before anything else was done, the workers would thoroughly clean the machines with alcohol. The materials and tobacco would be inspected in advance in a laboratory outside the factory, presumably to check for any poisonous substances. The quality of the finished papirosy was checked by the factory’s quality control department. They were then taken away by NKVD officials to a special depot. I feel certain that further inspections would have been carried out there: Stalin became increasingly paranoid towards the end of his life.

         Maria Andreyevna was a remarkable woman who had managed to guide a large enterprise through those difficult years and become its matriarch. Naturally, she had her confidants – people who acted as her eyes and ears among the workers. This enabled her to feel relatively at ease. The head of the factory’s economic planning department, who had worked at Yava during the war while still a girl, recounted to me how she had once taken some papers into the director’s office, only to find Maria Andreyevna sitting on the sofa playing cards with her favourite grandson. All the same, she lived very modestly towards the end of her life.

         At the end of the 1960s, memories of the Great Patriotic War were still fresh in people’s minds. In 1965 the country marked the twentieth anniversary of the victory. A celebratory evening was organised at the factory. Government awards were issued to war veterans. I was amazed to discover that around 250 of the factory’s employees had served in the Great Patriotic War. Everyone came wearing suits and displaying their orders and medals. Seated at tables, they enjoyed drinks and snacks in the time-honoured way. It felt very festive and very moving.

         Mikhail Demyanovich Voitsekhovich held the position of chief engineer until he took over as director of the factory after Maria Andreyevna’s retirement. I think that he adopted many of his predecessor’s ways of doing things. Essentially, it was the same “family” but with a new “head of household”. He too had a circle of confidants on whom he relied: the chief accountant, the head of the personnel department, the shop foremen. The engineering divisions became the “stepchildren”, in that they were the first to be blamed for any failures or 29problems. This meant that the inner circle always had a supply of scapegoats – which was important, as one of the primary tasks of management was to shape public opinion within the workforce and manage people’s moods.

         Yava had what was considered a large Party organisation.7 Being a Party member carried prestige, and admission was subject to strict rules. The factors considered were not only the candidate’s productivity and discipline, but also his or her social activism and understanding of the Party’s goals and objectives. Applications had to be accompanied by recommendations from two Party members with a certain number of years’ service behind them. The final decision was made by a vote at a general meeting of the factory.

         Party membership gave the most active workers the opportunity to express their views at Party meetings and thereby influence what went on at the enterprise. Party meetings could be boisterous affairs. A lot of criticism was aired. The managerial staff were obliged to reckon with the opinion of the Party organisation – “to pay attention and respond in a timely manner to criticism from Communists”. The last thing they would have wanted was for disagreements within the workforce to reach the ears of the raikom, or district Party committee.8 Criticism at Party meetings was regarded as a sign of healthy and constructive relationships within the workforce. The important thing was that it did not cross certain boundaries. For example, if the director was criticised, this was an indication of systemic disagreements between management and the Party organisation. Maintaining a good balance in matters of administration was a delicate matter. This made it especially important to nominate a suitable person as Party secretary. The candidate had to satisfy the raikom and be accepted by Party members – but most importantly, the management had to be sure that the power placed in his hands would not induce him to pull any unexpected tricks.

         Managing a workforce of this kind was no easy matter. Tobacco factories were considered the most technologically advanced enterprises in the food industry. They had a more skilled workforce. People who had worked at the factory for thirty to forty years understandably felt that they had a stake in the enterprise. It was important to take this into account, listen to what the workers had to say and show them respect. Relations with the workforce were mostly handled through public organisations, namely the Party bureau and the trade union 30committee. The director kept full control over these matters. There were many worthy people among the workers. There were obvious leaders who commanded respect within the labour collective. First and foremost among them were the machine adjusters in the papirosy production shop. These were highly regarded people of advanced years with a long record of service at the factory. Some of them had emerged as personalities even before the Revolution. They were people of the old school, known for their maturity and sense of responsibility. They set great store by their reputation and valued the respect accorded to them by the bosses. To a large extent, the way they conducted themselves set the tone of relationships within the workforce. Whenever I talked to them, even I found myself trying to pull my socks up on some instinctive level. The best-known representative of this group of workers was Vasily Markovich Morozov, who had worked at Yava for over fifty years. Vasily Markovich was well-known within the tobacco industry, and by order of the ministry he had been awarded the highest government honour – the Order of Lenin. He was a fine professional, a mentor who had trained many young workers, and an active member of the Party. As people used to say then, he was “ideologically well-trained”. When talking about the factory’s affairs he often used expressions such as “interests of the state”, “Party discipline and responsibility”, “ideological guidance”, etc. These were not just words, but reflected his way of thinking and the strength of his convictions. At that time, the most devoted Party members still believed in the triumph of Communist ideas. 

         People were not in a hurry to leave the factory after their shift ended. The environment at the enterprise tended to draw people together socially. There were always various kinds of social gatherings, whether it be Party and trade union meetings or get-togethers with workmates. People hung around to seek advice on some personal matter or request help from the trade union committee. On the factory’s grounds was a small garden with a few large trees, a survival from the olden days, where people could sit and chat in a relaxed atmosphere. There was a large library, and the workers did actually read the books in it. The pursuit of learning was viewed as something honourable, and the authorities actively encouraged it. No one could have imagined then that cardinal changes were afoot which would lead to the dismantling of the patriarchal family structure at the factory.

         The year 1964 saw the start of another radical overhaul of the economic 31system. As I mentioned before, the sovnarkhozy (economic councils) were set up as regional bodies, but the economy remained centrally managed. Enterprises within one industry came under different sovnarkhozy. This hampered the development of industries, which is why the sovnarkhoz system ultimately proved unviable. The basic idea was good, but the necessary economic framework was never put in place. When Khrushchev was removed, one of the charges levelled against him was that, because of the sovnarkhozy, control over industries had been lost. The decision was made to go back to sectoral administration and revive the old ministries and chief directorates (glavki).9 This created a need for administrative personnel. Yava’s chief engineer was moved to the post of chief engineer at Rosglavtabak – the chief directorate for the tobacco industry within the Food Ministry of the RSFSR.10 The chief engineer post at the factory thus became vacant. The “family” pondered over what to do. They did not want to take on someone from the outside, a stranger. But they had no candidates among themselves. They were all practical workers with only secondary education. They would not be approved by the ministry. For around six months, the factory carried on without a chief engineer. By that time, I was foreman of the machine shop. I had managed to do quite a lot in terms of organising the supply of parts and had raised the need for greater thoroughness in the preparation of shop orders. This required me to show character and argue with my colleagues. At that time, life had not yet taught me how to be flexible, and there were quite a few occasions on which I was rather too forceful in making my point.

         Then, out of the blue, I was summoned to the director, who said, “Leonid, I have been thinking and thinking. You are a young man with plenty of energy. I want to offer you the post of chief engineer”. This came as a complete surprise. I was twenty-six years old. I did not know all that much about the factory’s core business. Of course, I had done my best to get to grips with some of the issues involved, but I still had a lot to learn. Anyway, I answered that I would have to think about it and seek advice, since it was a very serious decision. I was not yet sure that working at an industrial plant was the path I wanted to take. Literally a week before this happened, I had received an invitation to do a postgraduate traineeship in the institute’s metalworking faculty. On the other hand, I understood that this 32tempting offer of the position of chief engineer at a well-known enterprise was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. I had been given a chance to prove myself. In the end, therefore, I decided to give it a go and gave my agreement. And I turned out to be right – it really was the opportunity of a lifetime. 

         The country was undergoing intensive restructuring of its administrative system. My appointment had to be approved by the ministry’s collegium. When submitting my nomination, the minister said, “The Yava factory is going to be renovated, so it is good that we are appointing a young man”. Not long afterwards, however, our director found himself in trouble. I was still a mere Komsomolets11 at that time. It was unthinkable for someone who was not a Party member to be appointed to a position of such responsibility. Evidently, amid all the administrative changes going on in the country, the Party bodies had taken their eye off the ball. The director was summoned to the raikom and asked to explain how he could have appointed a Komsomolets to such a position. The secretary of the Party organisation invited me to come and see her and asked me to submit an application. I answered that I was not yet morally prepared, that people might think that I was joining the Party just to further my career. Having only just been appointed, I needed to prove my worth and demonstrate that I was up to the job. In the end, I remained a Komsomolets for another year or more. When I think back to that time, I must assume that my appointment was only made possible by the Khrushchev thaw, when the country suddenly breathed more freely after the Stalinist tyranny. How did it come about that such a young man, of Jewish ethnicity, was appointed chief engineer of such a large enterprise, the leader of its industry? It could only have happened as a consequence of the weakening of the influence of the Communist Party. I think that it was precisely that fear of losing Party control over the economy that led to Khrushchev being ousted as a result of an internal plot hatched by party leaders.

         I have some interesting memories of my first director. Mikhail Demyanovich Voitsekhovich was certainly a striking character. A very good-looking man, he was extremely fond of women. He had a number of favourites among the most attractive women at the factory. His wife knew all about it, of course. She worked as an engineer in the factory’s economic planning department, used her maiden name, Vedeneyeva, and pretended not to notice anything. They made a 33curious couple. At work they always used the polite plural to address each other. At that point in time, Voitsekhovich had become something of a heavyweight. He was at the peak of his influence. When Kosygin embarked on his reform programme,12 Voitsekhovich was one of the few directors to be included in the working group to discuss the drafts of the relevant government resolutions. He had been abroad and had extensive contacts. This would later help him create the well-known packaging for Yava cigarettes, which was designed in Finland at his personal request. Once, the directors of the tobacco factories were summoned by Dymshits,13 the first deputy chairman of the government and the head of the Supreme Economic Council14 under Khrushchev. It was explained that the budget was underfunded, and one of the quickest and most reliable ways of raising revenue might be to exceed the targets for sales of tobacco products. Dymshits asked the directors to increase output. He promised each director a brand-new Volga. This was in 1964. The tobacco bosses kept their side of the bargain and increased output as requested. Our director received a swanky new Volga. Then something curious happened. We received a visit from the director of the Kursk Tobacco Factory (it was common for directors to come to Yava for various reasons). The car he drew up in was a Moskvich. He explained that when his Volga had arrived, he had immediately been summoned to the provincial Party committee to be told: “Who do you think you are? We don’t have Volgas, and you expect to drive around in a Volga?!” They gave him a Moskvich and confiscated the Volga. This was the sort of thing that went on. He was lucky to get the Moskvich.15 

         Our director had a distinctive style of management. He lived close to the factory and usually came to work very early. Every morning he would do the rounds and rattle off a ton of observations, generally couched in somewhat coarse language. He would berate the engineers and shop foremen. The workers saw 34this. They knew that the director was a good man, that he was on the side of the workers. His behaviour acted as an incentive. In fact, he was not the only one who employed this approach. Many directors acted in a similar way. It was a question of maintaining a balance in the relationship between managers and workers. Voitsekhovich might have been quick to give people a telling-off, but when it came to serious disputes, he would stand up for his own people and have their backs. I grew to understand this way of running things. I had to learn to take account of all these nuances. Sometimes I had to learn the hard way, too. The chief engineer was also the first deputy director. It was a highly responsible role. 

         The factory produced a total of fifteen billion units of tobacco products each year, 85 per cent of which were papirosy. The main brand of papirosy was Belomorkanal. There was keen demand for Yava’s “Belomor” alongside papirosy produced by the Uritsky factory in Leningrad. Papirosy are a purely Russian product. In the nineteenth century they were even smoked by businessmen in Europe: I noticed this recently while reading Thomas Mann’s novel, Buddenbrooks. They were probably of a decent quality. The equipment and methods for manufacturing them were developed in Russia.16 First, a tube-making machine was invented (for the manufacture of papirosy tubes). The inventors were Russian engineers, the Kurkevich brothers. Another version was proposed by an engineer called Semyonov. The development of the machines earned the Kurkeviches the Grand Prix at the World Exhibition in Brussels in 1904. It was a unique design. The basis of the papirosa consisted of a cylindrical “shirt” made from papirosa paper (thin cigarette paper). A mouthpiece was inserted into the lower part of the shirt with the aid of a special device, while the upper part formed the “papirosa tube” into which the tobacco was stuffed. The cylindrical shirt (i.e. the tube) was made without any glue, the seam being formed by a special lock with the aid of an original component known as a maletka. This was know-how. This was what was being achieved in Russian engineering at the beginning of the twentieth century! I have been fortunate enough to see an original Semyonov-designed tube-making machine in operation. They were actually called “Semonyov machines”. Yava had three such machines, which were used to make high-grade papirosy. It was a pleasure to see them in operation. There was no noise or vibration, and the quality of the papirosy was irreproachable.

         35A feature of Soviet times was the practice of “intensifying” the use of equipment to make it more productive. Tube-making machines were initially designed to produce forty to fifty tubes per minute. The tubes were arranged in special containers (“carriages”) and sent to be stuffed with tobacco, a process that was done manually. Later, papirosy-stuffing machines were developed (designed by the engineer Katsnelson). Until the mid-1950s there were two papirosy production shops at the factory: the “tube-making shop” and the “packing shop”. It was in the packing shop that the tubes were filled with tobacco and the finished papirosy were put into packs. After the war, the production of papirosy had to be substantially stepped up. The rural population smoked roll-ups made using makhorka tobacco. People in rural areas grew makhorka themselves and produced home-made makhorka tobacco by drying and cutting the leaves. There was also a makhorka industry. Makhorka was grown in the Tambov, Lipetsk and Kursk regions, and was industrially processed by factories in Yelets, Usman, Kursk and Morshansk (in the Tambov region) to make makhorka tobacco, which went on sale and was used for roll-ups. Makhorka is much stronger than normal tobacco and has a very coarse flavour. The paper used was ordinary newsprint, which is very harmful when burned. People in the army had smoked roll-ups during the war. But times were moving on. The rural population was decreasing, and city folk smoked papirosy. The rural youth followed their example and switched to factory-made products. There was a pressing need to increase production of papirosy, and it was to meet this need that assembly lines were created in the post-war period. One assembly line comprised ten units. Each unit consisted of interconnected tube-making and stuffing machines and produced finished papirosy. The papirosy from each unit were fed onto a common conveyor, and from there to the PUCh packing machine, which assembled the papirosy into packs of twenty-five. This, of course, was a revolution. It meant the complete reconfiguration of the entire production process and entirely different arrangements for organising labour and equipment maintenance. A single unit could produce up to 300 papirosy per minute, and the total line output was 1,200,000–1,300,000 papirosy over eight hours. Of course, operating the equipment at this intensity degraded the quality of the papirosy, caused parts to wear out more quickly and made working conditions harder to bear for the factory’s workers (owing to the increased vibration and dust concentration). But there were not enough resources to 36implement real modernisation or develop new manufacturing processes. These practices may have been referred to as “modernisation” in all the documents, but really it was just plain and simple “intensification”: in other words, they pushed the equipment to attain higher rates of productivity but without making any serious changes to its design. In effect, it was the way in which the papirosy lines were operated that caused the problems that subsequently had to be wrestled with. Every day was spent labouring to overcome difficulties resulting from the adoption of the assembly lines. But the main objective – increasing production at whatever cost – was achieved.

         When the chief directorates took over from the sovnarkhozy (regional economic councils), things got more complicated. Under the sovnarkhozy we had felt relatively unsupervised. But after the ministries were reinstated, the factory came under the control of Rosglavtabak, the chief directorate for the tobacco industry under the Food Ministry of the RSFSR. The director of the Uritsky factory in Leningrad, Nikita Ivanovich Karakozov, was appointed head of the chief directorate. A very experienced manager, he assembled a competent team. The chief directorate began setting tougher targets for enterprises, imposing higher demands. The first meeting of the core members of Rosglavtabak was held at Yava to review the factory’s performance. Officials from the directorate arrived and found a host of deficiencies. It was interesting to observe the factory’s “family” attempting to defend itself. The shop foremen made speeches and tried to make their voices heard, but their arguments were rather feeble. They blamed everything on external difficulties. This was the way dealings between enterprises and the ministry usually went.

         The factory was a relatively smooth-running establishment. The workers knew their equipment inside out, and all spare parts were made in the machine shop. I remember how the overhauling of papirosy-stuffing and tube-making machines was carried out. The machine would be completely dismantled to its bare frame, and after a good scraping down, all the parts would be put back together again. A complete overhaul would take between three and five days. All the process materials (tube, mouthpiece and pack paper) were supplied by Soviet enterprises. Tobacco was supplied in the quantities required from Union republics (Moldavia, Azerbaijan, Uzbekistan and Georgia) or imported from other countries (India, Bulgaria, Greece and Turkey). It was hard to get a job in Moscow in those days, and so labour discipline was high, and people took 37a responsible attitude to their work. The flip side of this apparent stability was that hardly anything changed over a long period of time. Stagnation had set in at the enterprise. The factory’s staff found themselves dealing with the same old problems year after year. People got used to this state of affairs.

         Perhaps the most pressing issue was getting hold of corrugated packaging (containers) in which to place papirosy and cigarette packs before they were shipped for retail. New corrugated packaging was in short supply, and the plan required the enterprise to use “return” (used) containers for 40 per cent of its needs. These were supposed to be brought to the factory by Avtomattorg stores, which sold tobacco products. But they were slow about doing this and did not always bring as much as they were meant to (because of difficulties in collecting and transporting the containers), as a result of which the factory had to make its own arrangements to get the used packaging delivered. Because of the shortage of containers, the work crews often had to store products on the floor next to the production line until there were containers to put them in. This situation arose virtually every week and was a source of great stress for workers and management alike, because apart from the additional labour involved, all this extra moving around had a detrimental effect on the products themselves.

         Meeting the target for shipments to the far north was a major problem. At that time, the government paid special attention to this matter, and everything had to be done in time to fit in with the short navigation period in which ships could deliver cargoes to those remote areas. Tough targets were set for volumes to be supplied. The packing methods used had to ensure that the goods were hermetically sealed for the sea journey. When I joined, boxes were still waxed (coated in paraffin wax) before being placed in special wooden crates, which were also made at the factory. All these laborious operations were done by hand. Making the wooden crates was especially problematic. The idea of mechanising this process was raised from time to time, but there was not enough space for even the simplest machinery. Fulfilling the plan for supplies to the far north was extremely difficult: it meant getting all hands on deck and borrowing extra workers from other departments. But not fulfilling it was not an option.

         “Special orders” were another important responsibility. It was the Yava factory that traditionally supplied tobacco products to the special depots (501 and 208) responsible for provisioning the canteens of the CPSU Central Committee and other top Party and government agencies. It need hardly be said that there were 38special delivery conditions for these products, and quality requirements were more stringent than normal. Everything was closely monitored. The whole staff bent over backwards to ensure that no deficiencies would be found.

         In the Russian Federation, tobacco products were distributed via local branches of Rosbakaleya, the distribution division of the Trade Ministry, which was responsible for sales of confectionery, sugar and salt as well as tobacco products. Yava’s products were sold through Rosbakaleya’s Moscow office. What was the process by which products reached sales outlets? Rosbakaleya rented a space at the factory as a shipping room for finished products. As soon as boxes of tobacco products made it to the shipping room, the factory regarded them as sold. The products were then taken either to Rosbakaleya’s warehouses or directly to Avtomattorg sales outlets. The next day, money would enter the factory’s account. Because tobacco products were in short supply, everything was bought up on virtually the same day as it reached the sales outlets. It seemed simple enough. But glitches arose at individual points in the supply chain. The shipping room was too small for anything much to be stored in it. Boxes were put straight into trucks, which meant that the rate at which goods were taken out was wholly dependent on the efficiency of transport operations. And this was where problems arose: generally speaking, the quantity of goods taken off the premises each day was less than the quantity being manufactured. As a result, a large number of boxes amassed in the workshops over the course of the week. They were piled up in the aisle spaces between the production lines. This made working conditions very difficult and disrupted the rhythm of production. People grew very stressed over this issue, and it was something that the management had to keep a constant watch over.

         The enterprise was judged chiefly on whether it met production and economic targets: physical volume of production, gross output, sales and profits, supplies to far north areas, and special orders. There were also a lot of additional parameters, such as fulfilment of quality requirements, meeting of targets for savings on materials, avoidance of payroll overspending, and fulfilment of the plan for bringing in new equipment and new types of products. All this was communicated in the form of an itemised assignment. Fulfilling the government plan was an absolute must. The payment of the bonus for engineering and technical staff, popularly referred to as the progressivka, was dependent on it. Although this payment was called a bonus, it was actually a part of planned 39salary. In Soviet times the monthly pay of engineers and technicians was very low. An engineer received 100–120 roubles per month, the chief engineer 180 roubles, the director 200 roubles. This meant that engineers were highly incentivised to ensure that they got their progressivka (which amounted to 40 per cent of basic pay), since it was difficult to support a family on basic pay alone. Fulfilling the plan was critically important for the enterprise’s engineering and management staff. Machine operators were generally paid on a piece-rate basis. Output quotas were set for every crew working on a production line. Members of the crew would only receive a bonus if the quotas were fulfilled. If they were overfulfilled, the bonus would be increased. If all lines (crews) fulfilled their output quotas, this meant that the production plan for the enterprise as a whole would be fulfilled. That was how the system worked: the machine operators strove to overfulfil the output quota, while engineers and technicians concerned themselves with the fulfilment of all the obligations of the enterprise as a whole. Production efficiency was measured by the indicator of “achieved average productivity of equipment”, or “equipment output” as it was sometimes called. High equipment outputs ensured that the enterprise was on course to fulfil the production plan, which was why the bonus system at the factory was aimed at encouraging the achievement of higher equipment outputs, and why “socialist” competition between different crews, shifts and workshops in this regard was actively used as a form of incentive.

         Quality assurance was an important factor. The Yava factory’s reputation as a producer of high-quality products had been duly earned: the enterprise placed great emphasis on this matter. The Quality Control Department (QCD) had considerable authority, and there was a very effective quality evaluation system in place. The QCD was staffed by the most skilled employees, who had worked at all the production stages at Yava. The head of the department was the veteran worker Tamara Ilyinichna Mozdgrishvili, who had worked at the factory back when the Gabays were in charge. She was highly respected and commanded great authority. In her office stood “Gabay’s chair”, made by the famous Russian craftsman Shutov.17 The back of the chair was in the form of a shaft bow from a horse’s harness, while the elbow rests were in the form of hatchets. On the 40seat there were two mittens, and the back was inscribed with the words “Slow and steady wins the race”. We interpreted this to mean that success is achieved by working hard and taking the time to get things right. This acted as a sort of motto for Yava. Work crews were only paid a bonus if they produced products of good or excellent quality. Samples of papirosy and cigarettes were taken several times per shift for inspection by the process laboratory and the QCD. Particular attention was paid to the quality of products made for “special” orders and for the far north. It was the strict quality control system, combined with the long-standing traditions of the Yava labour collective, that earned the factory’s products such a high rating. Besides the popular mainstream brands of papirosy, such as Belomorkanal and Kazbek, Yava was famed for the premium brands Tri bogatyrya (Three bogatyrs), Sputnik and Herzegovina Flor. These were of a higher quality than the mass varieties. They were manufactured by the old methods on Semyonov’s machines, wrapped in foil and packed in attractive cartons. The carton itself was then wrapped in a thin transparent paper. They were intended as gift products. The production volumes were small, as all the manufacturing operations were done by hand. Yava was the only factory in the country to make Zolotoye Runo (Golden Fleece) flavoured cigarettes. The distinctive taste was achieved by treating the uncut tobacco with a special sauce that included unusual ingredients: prunes, honey and walnuts. Zolotoye Runo were well-known throughout the country, and even non-smokers noticed their unusually pleasant aroma. 

         I think that the popularity of Yava’s products was largely down to the highly professional and conscientious work ethic of its staff. One might say that the workers acted as custodians of the quality of the Yava brand. If anything fell short of the standards set, there would be all sorts of unpleasant scenes. People would admonish each other, insisting that things be done the right way. It was all achieved through intense, stressful work.

         Such was the factory at which I found myself appointed chief engineer. The factory administration was housed in an old two-storey building erected by the factory’s founder, the first-guild merchant Samuil Gabay. The ground floor had once accommodated the factory’s office, while the first floor served as apartments for the owner’s family. At the time of my arrival at the factory, the ground floor was occupied by the management, while upstairs were the Party bureau’s room, the trade union chairman’s office, a small meeting room and a very good library. 41The chief engineer’s office was just opposite the director’s; between them was a shared reception area. Every Monday, a supervisors’ meeting would take place in the director’s office. The director would preside over the meeting, seated at the head of a vast carved table, with the chief engineer and the commercial managers sitting to his right and left on large, high-backed armchairs. The shop foremen, department heads and chief specialists sat on ordinary chairs. Usually, the chief supervisor would report on operating results and problems, and then there would be discussions about specific issues. I remember how psychologically difficult it was at first to bridge the short distance from my usual place as shop foreman to the chief engineer’s chair at the director’s right-hand side.

         What sorts of things were usually discussed at the supervisors’ meeting? The fulfilment of targets, the quality of output, the execution of special shipments, supplies of packaging, materials and parts. I regret to say that there was a propensity for each manager to try to explain any malfunctions in terms of failings on the part of related departments. This made it difficult to reach the right decisions. The managers of the workshops responsible for putting out finished products (the papirosy and cigarette production shops) usually attributed any lags in fulfilling the plan to the poor performance of the departments on which they relied, i.e. excessively damp or dry tobacco, the shortage or poor quality of spare parts, mistakes made by the supply department, and so on. These problems did exist. The tobacco treatment process was far from perfect. The quality of humidification was dependent on the attention and diligence of the staff. The people who worked in the primary processing section were quite highly skilled and did their best, but it was genuinely impossible to keep the quality at a constant level. The supply department worked at full strain. Suppliers were constantly hampered by difficulties in procuring raw materials and operated erratically. Corrugated containers were supplied to us by the Moscow Cardboard and Printing Plant (known among us as the kartonazhka). It frequently happened that the plant’s box-making line stopped working for lack of cardboard, causing supplies to the factory to be interrupted. The workshops had to place products on the floor. The supply department rang around all the trade outlets and mobilised vehicles to go and collect any containers that had become available. Used containers were usually damaged and had to be repaired. It was impossible to get by on used boxes alone. Then, the kartonazhka would get a delivery of raw materials and organise work on a three-shift basis. Talks 42would begin with the manager of the plant as to who would be first in line for the new containers: the confectioners, the tobacconists or someone else (the plant even made boxes for the packaging of television sets). If necessary, they would get the ministry involved. It was very stressful. Meanwhile, production was thrown into disarray, the workers were on edge, and a lot of extra work was needed to sort things out. Complications of this kind occurred quite regularly. If it wasn’t the corrugated packaging, it would be some other emergency, and these pressures demanded a lot of time and effort, or non-productive expenditure, as it was called. The factory had a catchphrase coined by the chief supervisor, the veteran worker Ivan Fedotovich Kuleshov, which he used when addressing his subordinates (who were mostly women): “Cheer up, Maria, things are bound to get worse!”

         I had to look into all manner of problems, including production issues, performance targets and finances. As regards technical equipment, which was the main concern of the chief engineer, there were serious problems. When I moved to the chief engineer’s office, the first person to come and see me was the head of the electrical department, a competent worker but an incurable pessimist. “Leonid Yakovlevich,” he said. “How could you agree to take this post? Do you realise that we are sitting on a powder keg that could blow up at any moment?” He was referring to the parlous state of the factory’s power substation. Sure enough, when I went to make a closer inspection, I was horrified. It was a dismal facility with outdated equipment (including, crucially, the transformers themselves). The factory’s power needs were constantly rising, but nothing was being done about updating the substation. Power cuts were becoming more and more frequent, and the overload on the system made the temperature of the oil in the transformers go through the roof, especially in the summer, which was extremely dangerous. All the distribution boards had been crudely rigged up and fitted with outdated and worn-out equipment. The same went for the power cables. It was symptomatic of the closed-environment nature of the factory: they tried to do everything internally. Urgent measures had to be taken. For the first time, Yava brought in an electrical installation contractor, which set about putting the electrical fixtures in order, step by step. After that, the factory began using contractors on a regular basis in other areas too.

         It was the electrical division that worried me the most. The staff were very low-skilled. They were simple electricians, who knew how to change a motor or 43a fuse, but what we needed were electronic engineers. It was around this time that pneumatic loading systems were introduced for the papirosy lines. Until then, the papirosy machines had been loaded by hand. Not only did this cause a lot of tobacco to be lost, but it also reduced the quality of the papirosy, as it was difficult to ensure that the tobacco was evenly loaded at such a high production speed. The pneumatic loading system (which basically consisted of receiver chambers in which the tobacco was placed, piping and tobacco “feeders”) had been developed in the factory’s design bureau. The chambers were mounted on the papirosy-making machines. At a signal received from the machine’s photosensor, the loading of tobacco would begin. This was a fairly rudimentary control system with simple electronic components, but the factory had only one specialist who was capable of maintaining it. Something had to be done as soon as possible.

         Enterprises had to fend for themselves where many problems were concerned, since the state made no effort to support the technical development of industries. It was a sign of the devaluation of engineering work that nothing was done to encourage the development of engineering creativity. The situation in mechanical engineering for the food industry was one of complete stagnation. The only factory in the USSR that made equipment for the tobacco industry was Lenmashzavod.18 The quality of design and manufacturing was low. In the main, attempts were made to copy the designs of foreign manufacturers. For example, KTS cutting mills were copied from similar equipment made by the well-known West German firm Hauni.19 But even the copying was not done well: the mill was constantly malfunctioning because of serious structural defects. At Yava we preferred to use outdated German TB machines until they were later replaced with imported models. The Leningrad plant also made cigarette packing machines, the design for which was copied from another German firm, Schmermund.20 There were running jokes among the operators of these machines about their technical defects. But what could the factories do? Cigarettes had to be manufactured and packed. There was no option but to buy these semi-finished articles, as one might call them. Once they got to the factories, the mechanics tried to iron out the kinks in the process of using them.

         44Production equipment at tobacco factories had not been updated. It was worn out and obsolete. The country needed to increase its output of tobacco products, but plainly did not have the production facilities needed to achieve this. Moreover, in 1964, after protracted debates, papirosy production went over to a two-shift system. Working conditions were indeed very hard, and the intensity of the three-shift operation made recruiting workers, especially women machinists, very problematic. The transition to the two-shift regime was greeted with huge relief. However, it made the shortage of papirosy even worse. The situation was particularly serious in the Russian Federation. In order to balance trade, papirosy were imported into the Russian Republic from Ukraine. When the ministries were formed, the pressure on enterprises intensified. Gosplan set very high target plans for Russia’s tobacco industry, based on 100 per cent capacity utilisation. I remember my first involvement in the discussion of the 1968 plan for the manufacture of tobacco products, which took place at a meeting of Rosglavtabak. The assigned target of 217 billion units of tobacco products really was beyond all possibility. The factory directors protested and presented arguments and calculations to show that fulfilling a “state assignment” of that magnitude was impossible. The new head of the chief directorate (the former Yava chief engineer, V.A. Grigoryev) was forced to acknowledge the directors’ arguments. The next stage was the meeting with the minister, A.P. Klemenchuk. At first, the directors behaved quite confidently and openly expressed their opinions – an after-effect, evidently, of the more liberal relationship with the authorities that had developed during the sovnarkhoz period. The ministries, with their inclination towards administrative pressure, were still settling into their role. But Klemenchuk, an experienced apparatchik, was quick to take charge of the situation. After hearing the directors’ arguments, he evidently decided to start by “breaking down” the head of the chief directorate. He asked him what his opinion was. I did not envy Vadim Alexandrovich at that moment. I suppose he must have been a little lacking in experience, because he proceeded somewhat hesitantly to express support for the directors’ arguments. This was honest of him, but completely flew in the face of the bureaucratic style of management. The minister accused him of opportunism, declaring that he would not be able to work with him if that was the attitude he took, and as a result the state assignment was approved. In a command economy, where there are no real stimuli for increasing output, forceful decision-making was the only thing that worked. 45

         The main objective of enterprise directors was to keep targets as low as possible so as to make the plan more realistically achievable for the workforce, i.e. to ensure that incentives and bonuses would be received and the director would keep his job. This reminds me of the joke about the Soviet and American directors who temporarily swapped places. When they later met to swap back again, both were horrified. The American had taken on large orders, which prompted the Soviet director to clutch his head, exclaiming “How am I going to fulfil them?” For his part, the Soviet director boasted that he had managed to cut production substantially. “You’ve ruined me!” exclaimed the American. This joke reflected the diametrically opposite approaches to the functioning of the Soviet and Western economies.

         The deficiencies of Soviet planning were evidently well known to the country’s top Party and economic officials. Even after Khrushchev had been ousted, the thaw period continued. The introduction of a new system of economic administration was a logical development. The USSR’s new prime minister was Alexei Nikolayevich Kosygin, a highly experienced economic administrator who had previously been in charge of various sectors of the Soviet economy. In October 1965, the CPSU Central Committee and the USSR Council of Ministers issued a joint decree “On the Improvement of the Administration of Industry, the Enhancement of Planning and the Raising of Economic Incentives for Industrial Production”. The main purpose of the reforms was to encourage enterprises to commit to higher targets and provide them with incentives to develop production. This was to be achieved by making enterprises more independent. The quantity of assigned targets was significantly reduced. Volume of output sold was established as the key indicator. To encourage enterprises to take on higher targets, they were allowed to set up production development funds and material incentive funds. The size of these funds was determined by the strength of production figures. Enterprises were free to decide for themselves how to use the funds to develop production and award material incentives to their staff. It was also permitted to pay employees annual bonuses as long as targets for a given year were met (the so-called “thirteenth salary”). This was a very important decision, because the lack of incentives was the main obstacle to enhancing employees’ motivation.

         It was all very well, but the notion of giving enterprises independence was at odds with the course set by the Party leadership to restore the command 46economy. The specific rates of allocations to the funds were set by the ministries, whose guiding principle was “don’t give them an inch”. If an enterprise started to pull ahead, it had to be stopped. For managers of an enterprise to be earning more than ministry officials was completely unacceptable.

         It was just as this reshaping of the administrative system was going on that I began in my role as chief engineer. This was a watershed moment in the country’s development, and with the right political will, things could have gone very differently. For Yava, too, it proved to be a pivotal time – one that had fateful repercussions for the factory and its workforce and to a large extent determined what lay ahead. When I was summoned to the director and offered the post of chief engineer, I could not have imagined that I would be caught up in such a whirl of events.

         
            1 “Closed” here means that it had a special, strict admission system.

            2 The Karaites are an ethnic group professing a special, non-Talmudic, form of Judaism.

            3 Papirosa, plural papirosy – a Russian-invented cigarette-like smoking article consisting of a tissue paper-wrapped “cartridge” of tobacco into which a cardboard mouthpiece was inserted.

            4 Probably derived from the Turkish word harman, signifying the process of threshing grain.

            5 Anastas Ivanovich Mikoyan (1895–1978). Influential Soviet statesman and politician. Held a number of ministerial posts and was a member of the Politburo of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of the USSR – the country’s highest administrative authority.

            6 In 1963 the official exchange rate was 1 rouble to US$0.29 However, that was an artificially inflated rate which bore no relation to reality.

            7 Shop floor Communist Party organisations were set up at all major enterprises.

            8 The district Party committee (raikom) was senior to the shop floor organisation.

            9 Glavk was the common name for a sectoral directorate under the direct jurisdiction of a ministry.

            10 RSFSR – the Russian Soviet Federal Soviet Republic (also referred to as the Russian Federation and the Russian Republic).

            11 Komsomolets, i.e. a member of the Komsomol, the Communist Union of Youth – the CPSU’s youth organisation.

            12 Alexei Nikolayevich Kosygin (1904–1980) – chairman of the Council of Ministers of the USSR from 1964. Attempted to reform the Soviet economy by giving enterprises and their employees a greater stake in their performance.

            13 Veniamin Emmanuilovich Dymshits (1910–1993) – a major figure in politics and industry in the period 1959–1986. A member of the CPSU Central Committee.

            14 The Supreme Council of the National Economy of the Council of Ministers of the USSR – the highest state institution for the administration of industry and construction in the country.

            15 Volga here refers to the GAZ-21 model, and Moskvich to the Moskvich-408. There were very few privately owned Volgas about, contrary to the impression created in the 1962 film, Watch Out for the Car.

            16 The first known mention of papirosy in official documents dates from 1844.

            17 Vasily Petrovich Shutov (1826–1887) – Petersburg joiner and woodcarver. In 1870 he received the bronze medal at the All-Russian Industrial Exhibition for his “Shaft bows, hatchets and mittens” armchair, which sealed his reputation as a master craftsman.

            18 Founded in 1882 as the N.Ya. Pal Machine and Ironworks.

            19 Founded in 1946. Hauni Maschinenbau GmbH headquartered in Hamburg.

            20 Maschinenfabrik Alfred Schmermund GmbH, headquartered in Gevelsberg.
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