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Introduction


Antony Beevor


Defending the Motherland is the fascinating story of the female pilots who fought for the Soviet Union in the Second World War, a unique phenomenon in the history of modern conflict. Inspired by the intrepid aviators of the inter-war years, young women had flocked to join flying clubs in the 1930s. For many, their dream was to emulate the great Marina Raskova, a beautiful aviatrix and famous Soviet heroine, whom we soon discover was also secretly an officer in Lavrenty Beria’s dreaded N.K.V.D. secret police.


Following the Nazi invasion of June 1941, Raskova used her prestige and contacts in Moscow to form a group of three all-women aviation regiments in the autumn and winter of 1941. There was to be a fighter regiment, a night bomber regiment, and a long-range bomber regiment. Raskova was clearly a natural leader, and when she issued her call for volunteers, hundreds of young women from different walks of life travelled from all over the Soviet Union in the hope of being accepted. They were not downhearted when they found themselves issued with uniforms and greatcoats that were far too large and made them look ridiculous, nor even when handed Red Army underwear for men. They fashioned their own, ideally from German parachute silk.


Russian machismo did not pay much attention to Soviet theories of sexual equality. The ‘girls’, as they were always known, were mercilessly mocked and teased, yet they had far fewer crashes in training than any of the male units. Raskova’s young women, most of whom were in their early twenties, had to prove themselves by being more skilled and more courageous than the men, yet male commanders remained deeply reluctant to allow them to engage in combat.


Raskova’s little air army assembled in southern Russia at the large airbase outside Engels. Almost all her volunteers with flying experience wanted to become fighter pilots. Only the most experienced and intrepid were selected. Raskova commanded the long-range bomber regiment herself. Exploiting her contacts in the Soviet hierarchy once again, she managed to obtain the new Pe-2 dive bomber for her regiment although it was not an easy aircraft to fly. But perhaps the greatest courage was needed by the pilots and navigators of the ‘night bomber regiment’, which flew flimsy U-2 biplanes. Navigation in the dark, with only the most basic instruments, required a very cool head and their crews were not allowed parachutes until late in the war. Their main combat mission was to fly over enemy lines at night, switching off their engines to glide in like ghosts and drop small bombs. The Germans, on hearing that the pilots were women, dubbed them the ‘Night Witches’.


The stories of these courageous young women also tell us so much about Soviet society under Stalin. It is Lyuba Vinogradova’s great achievement after so much research to have been able to assemble such a detailed picture of their lives, their hopes, their idealism and also their disappointments. I am not surprised since, having worked with her on and off for just on twenty years, I have seen how brilliant she is in archives, cleverly handling the dragons who guard them, and then, with her instinct for the telling description, spotting the nuggets which make all the difference to bringing the period to life. I greatly look forward to her next book, which will be on the young women snipers in the Red Army.









Preface


I first started my research into Soviet female wartime pilots in the spring of 2009. Incredibly, in spite of having collaborated for many years as a researcher with various historians and focusing closely on WWII (which involved reading thousands of pages of documents and hundreds of books), I was not even aware of their existence – or that of American and British female ferry pilots. I learned about them from the French historian Claude Quétel, director of the Mémorial de Caen in Normandy and a specialist in the history of WWII. Claude was convinced that someone had to write a biography of Lilya Litvyak, the “White Rose of Stalingrad”, as she was very often referred to in publications – a girl who achieved great renown as a fighter pilot before she was killed in her early twenties. He suggested this project to Antony Beevor, my own friend and mentor, and Antony in turn suggested it to me.


Of course I was interested. I am not a historian, but I have always been fascinated by stories about peoples’ experiences, and at no other time did people have such dramatic experiences as during the war. Lilya’s seemed such a remarkably powerful story. This slender, blonde girl with shining eyes and a courageous heart, a gifted pilot – another pilot tried to convey a sense of Lilya’s rare talent by explaining that she could “see” the air – and a rebel who was never afraid of her commanders. And she had had a love affair with a young, brave pilot who also died too soon.


But straightaway I realised that one could not really write a book about her alone. Lilya died at the age of twenty-one, when her life was just beginning, and before she had the chance to experience all those things that might make up a volume of biography. Together with this realisation there came an idea: I should tell the story of Lilya and her comrades, those who died and those who survived the war. I did not want it to be simply a collective biography; I was keen to use the experiences of these young women pilots and their mechanics to help give an account of the first two years of the war. I also ended up writing some chapters about male pilots, those whose regiments Litvyak and her squadron joined at Stalingrad in 1942.


I started reading up and, as I did so, looked for veterans of Marina Raskova’s three female regiments who might still be alive. It turned out that the pilots themselves were almost all dead. Because they needed to clock up a lot of flying hours to be allowed to join Raskova’s regiments, they were generally older than their crews.


But I was very lucky to meet Valentina Neminushchaya (née Petrochenkova) from the female fighter regiment. She was the first person to explain to me the kind of qualities a girl needed to be able to fly a fighter. Unfortunately there was no second visit, but it was through her that I met Elena Kulkova (née Malyutina), a heroic bomber pilot and a very special, generous and strong, intellectual person, who is now and will always be my dear friend. Elena introduced me to “Hero of the Soviet Union” Yevdokia Pasko, from the night bomber regiment, who told me how she and her friends flew at night in tiny plywood and canvas training aircraft.


Elena also gave me addresses in Saratov where I met navigator Olga Golubeva-Teres, who became a writer in her later years, and Elena Lukina from the heavy bomber regiment. Across the Volga from Saratov, I was able to see the town of Engels, the place where Raskova’s regiments were first stationed.


I called Stepan Mikoyan who was a young pilot during the war (and after the war became a famous Soviet test pilot). It was to Stepan’s regiment, the 434th, at Stalingrad, that four of the girl pilots were sent in September 1942. We have met several times, and I am extremely grateful to this amazing man, a fearless pilot and a great storyteller, for letting me catch a glimpse of the atmosphere in which he lived in September 1942 and for sharing some fleeting memories of the four girls who fought alongside him during several incredibly hard weeks.


*


And now it is time to write about two people who brought my main characters to life, and made my book what it is now: a story based on the recollections of some of those who were there, who saw the dramatic events with their own eyes. I still cannot believe my luck, not only because these two people fought alongside Litvyak and Katya Budanova (who also flew fighter planes with great distinction), but also because they were such special, rare people, people who make the world a better place with every step they take.


I found Nikolai Menkov’s name in the semi-fictional account of Lilya Litvyak’s life written by Valeriy Agranovsky, who quoted Menkov’s letter giving details about the missing girl (whose aircraft he serviced) and the plane. The letter (written in the seventies) mentioned that he lived in Cherepovets. What happened next was nothing short of a miracle. I found Nikolai within twenty minutes of learning of his existence: his telephone number was in the Cherepovets online database. When I called, he answered immediately and invited me to come and see him. I visited him and his daughter Tatyana several times, and each time was unforgettable: a kind, warm reception and fascinating conversations that ranged well beyond the war and aviation. On one of these visits I brought along the regiment’s documents, and Nikolai read and commented on them. All of a sudden the documents came to life.


“I am so sorry, but I don’t let strangers into my apartment,” Valentina Krasnoshchyokova explained politely when I called her first. However, I did not visit alone: Lidiya Zaitseva, the record-setting Soviet sports pilot, a lovely, kind person, brought me along to Valentina’s tiny flat in Kaluga. There were portraits of Litvyak and Budanova on her shelf and I made a beeline for them. Some are included in the book. Kaluga is only 150 kilometres away from Moscow, to the south-west, and it was my great luck that I was able to visit Valentina often. We would talk about the female fighter regiment, and about the 437th, and 9th regiments, as well as the 73rd, which she left in 1944 when she was badly wounded. The two girl pilots who died in the summer of 1943 were sometimes present in our conversations, but not always. Valentina had memories to share that were a lot more important to her than Litvyak and Budanova. I came to love her dearly and so was willing to listen. I recorded and will keep many of her stories about events that happened long after Lilya and Katya had died: for example, how, when Valentina was working at the Oblast Party Committee, she rescued the Soviet bard Bulat Okudzhava from a teaching position at a village school where he had been exiled by the authorities; or how she sat all night comforting a new arrival at the boarding school for children with hearing problems, where she was for many years director (Valentina was almost completely deaf as a result of concussion in 1944). Once I accompanied her to a supermarket and two girls greeted her in sign language. They were too young to have been her students at the boarding school so she asked them how they knew her. The girls explained using signs: people say that a long time ago there was a kind director at our school. I felt very touched, this exemplified my friend: a kind and active person who always helped those who needed her.


Valentina Krasnoshchyokova and Nikolai Menkov, who both died in 2012, will always be in my thoughts. I believe they would have been glad to know of the existence of a book that would tell the world a little about them, about their comrades and about the regiments in which they served so hard and risked their lives, in order to bring victory closer.


LYUBA VINOGRADOVA


November 2014


Maputo, Mozambique









1


“Girls – pilot a plane!”


Moscow was expecting the Wehrmacht. The huge shop windows on Gorky Street were piled high with sandbags. Above the Kremlin, barrage balloons floated like huge, motionless fish. Mother Russia looked down from propaganda posters, doleful but stern. The city seemed to have died. The only places bustling with life were food shops and warehouses being plundered by looters who had run amok in an unexpected interval of freedom; and railway stations and roads leading east. Terrified Muscovites and refugees from regions already occupied by Hitler’s troops sought desperately to flee the city.


The panic that gripped Moscow on 15 October 1941 was comparable with the chaos of September 1812 when Napoleon’s troops entered the city. Having taken Moscow without a battle, the French emperor was forced immediately to withdraw his troops as the city was engulfed by a huge fire, supposedly started by the Muscovites themselves to prevent their ancient capital falling into the hands of the enemy. Napoleon grimly observed the conflagration, which almost completely destroyed the timber-built Russian capital, from his headquarters at Petrovsky Palace on the northwestern outskirts of the city.


This squat neo-Gothic castle was still standing in 1941, but now its windows looked out, not onto the St Petersburg High Road, but at the expanse of the Leningrad Highway. The highway was deserted. There were rumours that the previous day a detachment of German motorcyclists had advanced along it as far as the Northern River Station before encountering any resistance.1 It was also said they were followed by two armoured personnel carriers. Those reconnoitring units had immediately been destroyed but others would doubtless follow, because the Germans had taken just three and a half months to reach the Soviet capital. They had effortlessly captured almost all the country’s major cities and were now at the very gates of Moscow. To many Muscovites it seemed that only a miracle could save them. There were people who insisted they had heard with their own ears Yury Levitan, the official Soviet news announcer, admitting on the radio that: “The Germans are entering Moscow.”


All the more surprising then were the noise and bustle prevailing in the old Petrovsky Palace. Vaulted ceilings that had once echoed to the music of balls held by Catherine the Great, now reverberated to women’s voices from a more motley assembly than they had ever witnessed. The proceedings were being directed by a few women in military uniform: the “very beautiful and slender” Captain Militsa Kazarinova; plump, stubby Captain Yevdokia Rachkevich; the celebrity aviatrix Vera Lomako, and one or two others. They were all young, the oldest only a little over thirty, but those they were organising were younger still. Besides these military officers, several dozen women wore the beret with a red star and the blue tunic of the flying clubs. These were instructors, their uniform familiar to the whole country from the posters of Osoaviakhim, the “Association for the Support of the Defence, Aviation and Chemical Industries”, which was responsible for the sporting and military education of Soviet youth and the training of reservists for the armed forces. The rest were in civilian clothes, wearing dresses or skirts, in shoes with or without high heels. Almost all had long hair, braided into plaits or pinned up in buns. They could hardly have looked less military, yet within a few hours these girls would be donning uniforms, foot wrappings and army boots.


*


Having ploughed her way through a vast amount of business that morning, another beautiful young woman was being chauffeured in an official black limousine to meet this mixed gathering.


She had grey eyes, dark thin eyebrows, and an elegantly smooth hairstyle. She wore a well-fitting uniform, the red-starred beret and, on her chest, the gold star of a Hero of the Soviet Union. Despite her youth and beauty, she was not being driven in a GAZ-M1 limousine because she was the wife of some factory director or military bigwig. The car had been allocated for her personal use by the Soviet Government, and although she was only twenty-nine years old, newspaper photographs had made her face familiar the length and breadth of the U.S.S.R. Everybody knew the name of Marina Raskova. For millions of Soviet citizens there was magic in it and they associated it with heroism, and the romance of long-distance flights. Every schoolchild knew that this was a woman for whom no exploit was too daunting and who could rise to any challenge. “I want to be like Marina Raskova,” hundreds of thousands of young Soviet women wrote on their application forms to join flying clubs and branches of Osoaviakhim. Raskova had flown first the breadth and then the length of the largest country in the world. She tested the latest aircraft. She had spent ten days alone in the forests of Siberia with almost no food, and none of those assembled in Petrovsky Palace had any doubt that she would cope with the new and challenging task she had set herself. She was to bring together women of her own kind, fearless and in love with their homeland and the heavens, to turn them into wartime pilots, and release them into the skies to deal death to the enemy.


*


In the Moscow courtyard where Raskova grew up, the children would stop playing and gaze up at the sky on the rare occasions a plane crossed it. They would sing a silly song:




Aeroplane, aeroplane,


Fly me faster than a train


If I fall out of the bed


I will really bang my head.





The children all wanted to be aviators, but Marina, the daughter of a deceased music teacher, wanted to be an opera singer and intended to study at the Conservatory.


Although she had many talents and was good at all her school subjects, besides music she especially loved chemistry. In those years when the Soviet Union was industrialising, this was a discipline as important as computer science is today. A time came in the life of the young Marina when she had to choose between music and chemistry and, as she needed to earn a living, she opted for chemistry.


She worked for a time as a laboratory technician at a chemical plant before marrying a chemist from the same factory. Marina Malinina became Marina Raskova and gave birth to a daughter. She later divorced. When her daughter was a little older, Raskova returned to work, this time as a draughtswoman at the Air Force Academy, and there she discovered a whole new world. The Academy was swarming with young men who wore leather raglan coats, talked about the latest aircraft, flights at high altitude and great speed, new weaponry, and the enormous distances that could now be travelled. These were people whose faces featured in the newspapers, and they included heroes the whole country knew. More importantly, as far as Marina was concerned, there were also women pilots.


The government, pushing through the industrialisation of a huge, backward country, proclaimed total equality of the sexes. There were no jobs from which women were barred: they could work in any branch of the economy on equal terms. “Girls – the building sites need you!” “Girls – drive a tractor!” “Girls – pilot a plane!” they were urged by “visual propaganda media”, the Soviet government’s posters. Girl pilots began to appear, but there were as yet no girl navigators. Nor any male navigators either, come to that. There had been no time to train people to assist with flying the first large airships or, if the need should arise, to bring an aircraft to a target and bomb it effectively. The young draughtswoman saw an opportunity and Marina Raskova became the first female navigator in the U.S.S.R.


She sat the examination as a non-resident student, and also graduated from the flying school at Moscow’s Tushino Aerodrome, but had little opportunity to actually fly. That did not prevent her from rubbing shoulders with a new Soviet elite, the aviators. With her beauty, intelligence, and an attractively strong personality, she was soon fully accepted in this exclusive circle. Indeed, it was not long before her fame eclipsed that of almost all her new friends.


In 1938 Raskova took part in two record-breaking long-distance flights with legendary Soviet women pilots. She first flew from Sebastopol in the Crimea to Arkhangelsk in the Soviet Arctic with Polina Osipenko and Vera Lomako. After this success something even more spectacular was envisaged: a flight from Moscow to the Russian Far East.


Valentina Grizodubova, in command, and her co-pilot Polina Osipenko took Raskova on as their navigator. The graceful Valentina was a long-standing aviatrix who, at twenty-eight, already had a great deal of flying experience. Polina, who at first sight could easily be mistaken for a man, had until quite recently been a penniless poultry maid but, with steely determination, got herself enrolled in the Kacha Flying School and made her own way to the heavens. She was now an experienced pilot, and in 1937 alone, flying in a range of aircraft, had set five different world records for altitude, speed and distance of flight.


The sheer ambition of the new project took away the breath of even experienced pilots. The Soviet Union extended over one-sixth of the globe, and they decided they would fly across nearly the whole of its European and Asian territory, from Moscow to Komsomolsk-on-Amur, which was almost on the Pacific Ocean. It was to be a non-stop flight of 6,000 kilometres.


The expectation was that the flight, in a huge silver Tupolev ANT-37 long-range bomber that was given the name of Motherland, would take about twenty-four hours, but it was late September and the weather was unpredictable. On the day of the flight, conditions were worse than anticipated, and sixty kilometres after take-off all sight of the ground was lost under cloud cover. They flew by their instruments to the Urals, but then faced an additional hazard as the plane began to ice up. Encountering strong turbulence in the night they had to fly above the clouds and rose to a height of 7,500 metres, where it was desperately cold. At this point, nine hours into the flight, the plane’s receiver and transmitter froze and they lost radio contact. The whole country was on tenterhooks. By dawn, as they approached the Manchurian border, an indicator light warned that their fuel would run out in at most another half hour. Grizodubova ordered Marina to bail out as her navigator’s module, separate from the cockpit and at the front of the aircraft, would almost certainly be crushed in an emergency landing. Raskova was reluctant but, having no choice, opened the trapdoor in the cabin floor. In her pockets she had a pistol, a compass, a pocket knife, matches which would light even when wet, and one and a half bars of chocolate.2


Landing in thick forest, Marina spent ten days searching for the plane. She battled her way through dense undergrowth in her heavy, fur-lined flying suit, heading slowly for where she thought she should find Motherland. On the first day, in the belief that she would soon locate the aircraft, she ate half a bar of chocolate, but in the days that followed rationed herself to a single segment. Sometimes she came upon berries, and once found mushrooms, but when she tried to cook them started such a fire in the forest she was lucky to escape with her life.


During one of her last nights in the forest Marina dreamed of Comrade Stalin, who reproached her for being a poor navigator. She was terribly shamed by the words of this “dearest person of all”, as she called him, and promised to improve her work.3 On the morning of the tenth day, Marina saw planes overhead and heard shots. By now she was barely able to move without the support of a stick, but shortly afterwards glimpsed the silver tail of a plane, “our beautiful Motherland”. When they spotted Marina, the pilots, mechanics and doctors by the plane rushed to meet her. She was wearing warm long johns and a jersey, with a woollen sweater over it and the Order of Lenin pinned to her chest. One foot was in a high fur boot but the other was bare. They wanted to carry her, but Marina proudly refused and walked to the plane on her own.


Her fellow crew members told her that Valentina had managed very skilfully to land the aircraft on its fuselage in a swamp without lowering the undercarriage. When they looked at their watches and instruments, the airwomen calculated that Motherland had been airborne for twenty-six hours and twenty-nine minutes, a world record.


Valentina and Polina had settled to wait for Marina, who they thought must have parachuted down nearby. Alas, she did not appear and neither did anyone else. The whole country was looking for Motherland, but it took time to find them. The pilots’ only visitors were creatures of the taiga, * first a lynx, which they nicknamed Kisya  (“Pussy”), and then a bear. When they heard the bear rubbing itself against the plane the young women believed they had finally been found. With the words, “Please come in!” they threw open the cabin door. Terrified to find their visitor was a bear, they fired a signal flare and it ran off back into the woods.4


It took a week of searching before the silver fuselage of Motherland was spotted by a young pilot called Mikhail Sakharov. Nobody dared land next to them on the swamp, and equipment and food were parachuted down instead. The news that Motherland and two members of the crew had been found spread across the land like wildfire, and for the next few days everybody was anxiously waiting for news of Raskova. By the time Marina staggered into view, Valentina and Polina had almost given up hope of ever seeing her again. After the doctor had fed her a few spoonfuls of chicken broth, she fell asleep next to her friends and all the newspapers prepared front pages with the news that Marina Raskova was alive!


The first women to be awarded the title of Hero of the Soviet Union arrived at Belorussky Station in a special carriage. Marina emerged with a cage in which a squirrel was jumping around, a gift for her daughter Tanya from the Young Pioneers of Komsomolsk-on-Amur. They were driven to the Kremlin in an open limousine down Gorky Street, which was strewn with flowers and leaflets.


In reporting their return to Moscow, the press made no mention of the collision of two aircraft above Motherland’s emergency landing site. A Douglas DC-3 sent to the aid of Motherland by an Air Force research institute collided head on with a Tupolev TB-3 bomber with parachute troops on board. Sixteen men died, with just four of those on board the TB-3 managing to jump clear as their plane tumbled to the ground. It seems they did not want to spoil the holiday atmosphere.5 The victims’s remains were honoured instead by a ceremony at the workers’ club at the No. 199 Shipbuilding Plant in Komsomolsk-on-Amur.6


*


In her Notes of a Navigator, which became the favourite reading of millions of Soviet women, Raskova gave a detailed account of her adventures in the forest and of how she met Grizodubova.7 Raskova writes of how she and “Valya” took to each other at first sight and soon became close friends. Together they planned their record-breaking flight in Valya’s cramped room after she had put her little son to bed. Valentina Grizodubova, however, tells a different story.


Grizodubova outlived Raskova and Osipenko by many years, surviving to the ripe age of eighty-three. By the time she died in 1993, it had become possible to say things one could never have dreamed of mentioning before. And the famous aviatrix did talk, to people she considered worthy of her revelations, about many things, including Marina Raskova.


Grizodubova was a wonderfully honest and magnanimous woman, a fearless champion of people who had been wronged, someone who saved many people in the field of aviation from the Stalinist purges, including the spacecraft designer Sergey Korolyov. She spoke of Raskova, the companion with whom she had undergone such tribulations and side-by-side with whom she had lived the best moments of her life, with manifest dislike. Grizodubova’s revelations go a long way towards explaining Marina Raskova’s meteoric career.


According to Grizodubova, Raskova, who had little experience as a navigator, was “imposed” on her and Osipenko because in the Soviet Union any team engaged on an important mission had always to include an N.K.V.D. (secret police) officer. Few people were aware that at the beginning of the war Air Force Major Marina Raskova was also a senior lieutenant of state security – a rank that corresponded to a major in the Red Army. For four years her workplace had been an office in the Lubyanka. From 1937 she was on the N.K.V.D.’s payroll as a staff consultant and by February 1939 she had become a fully fledged officer of the N.K.V.D.’s Special Department. Raskova had probably been working for the N.K.V.D. even before 1937, because most staff consultants had previously been engaged as freelance consultants or, more simply, informers. The documents that would shed light on Senior Lieutenant Raskova’s duties, if they still exist, are not publicly available, but it is likely they would have included informing on those with whom she socialised, the aviators. It is perhaps no coincidence that it was in 1940, when repressive measures against them were at their height, that Raskova’s N.K.V.D. career took off spectacularly. By the beginning of the war, hundreds of aircraft designers, managers of aircraft factories and top Soviet Air Force officers had been arrested. Many were shot.


“I have no idea how Marina gained her navigator’s licence,” Grizodubova remarked. “Neither do I know what other work she was doing in parallel, but I have no doubt that many people suffered because of her. You could say she and I worked in tandem: she put people in prison and I ran around all the offices and tried to get them back out.”8 She continued, “If Polina Osipenko was a top-rate pilot, Marina Raskova had no specialist training as a navigator and had clocked up a total of only thirty or so flying hours. She knew absolutely nothing about flying in extreme weather conditions, let alone at night. She was a member of our crew only because she had been ‘recommended’ to us.”9


*


In 1941, however, the Soviet public knew Raskova as a heroic airwoman, a legend, the idol of a generation. She showed the whole world that aircraft built by the new Soviet industries could set world records, and that they could be flown by women. She was the darling of the U.S.S.R. and received enormous numbers of letters from Soviet women. After the outbreak of war, the stream became a flood. Among these were many letters from female pilots who had unsuccessfully done the rounds of bureaucracy trying to get to fight at the front. They were not wanted: in 1941 there were plenty of male pilots, just not enough aircraft for them to fly.


Marina Raskova hit on the idea of forming and heading a regiment of female military pilots. Unlike Valentina Grizodubova, who by this time commanded a force of men, Raskova would recruit the best Soviet women pilots, who would be more than a match for anyone. Fortunately, the beautiful Marina Raskova, the heroic aviatrix who was also a secret police officer, was on such good terms with Stalin that she took her proposal straight to him in the Kremlin.


Stalin approved the idea and Raskova immediately set about implementing it. She had so many volunteers it was decided to set up three units: a fighter regiment, a heavy bomber regiment, and a night bomber regiment.


By mid-October 1941 the preparations were complete and the future pilots, together with college-educated girls who were to be trained as navigators and mechanics, were assembled in Moscow.









2


“How can you photograph such misery?”


On 19 July 1941 Masha Dolina became a military pilot in an unusual way.10 Earlier that month German troops, implementing the Barbarossa campaign plan, broke through the last line of defence in Soviet Byelorussia on the River Berezina and, heading into the Ukraine, dashed towards the line formed by the Western Dvina and Dnieper rivers. Here they encountered unexpected resistance from regrouped forces of the Soviet Western Front, but these were unable to hold them back for long. Further up the Dnieper, German armies, which in early July had taken the cities of Zhitomir and Berdichev in Western Ukraine, soon came close to the Dnieper itself, encircling and capturing two Soviet armies along with their commanders at Uman. Beyond the Dnieper lay Kiev, the capital of the Ukraine, which Stalin had only recently assured the Allies would never be surrendered.


That same July, Konstantin Simonov, a young but already well-known and fashionable poet, prose-writer and playwright, and now war correspondent, witnessed the terrible chaos of the retreat over the Dnieper. He saw refugees whom he was powerless to help and, like most of the soldiers, felt terribly ashamed. Many years later, Yakov Khalip, a photographer for the Army newspaper Red Star, who had been with Simonov, asked him, “Do you remember that old man at the crossing on the Dnieper?” Simonov suddenly did remember an old man who had harnessed himself in place of a horse and was pulling a cart with children in it. Khalip had started photographing the scene when Simonov snatched the camera and pushed him back into their car, yelling, “How can you photograph such misery?”


Thinking back now, Simonov saw they had both been right: he in saying it was unforgivable for a man in uniform to climb out of a vehicle and start photographing “this appalling refugee exodus” and the old man hauling children in a cart. It had seemed immoral. He could not imagine how to explain to the disconsolate people going past why they should be photographed. With the war in the past, however, he accepted that, if it was legitimate for him to write about these things, the only way a photojournalist could capture the misery was by photographing it.11


At the flying club* in Nikopol where Masha was working there was total confusion. As the fighting had already reached the suburbs of Kiev, Nikopol, which was 400 kilometres away, was hastily evacuated, but the flying club was completely overlooked. Masha, who found herself in charge as all the more senior instructors had been sent to the front, did not know what to do. With German tanks only eighty kilometres away, she rushed in desperation to the commander of the retreating fighter division. “Comrade Colonel! Take us together with our aircraft as volunteer pilots.” The colonel had no time for her and just waved her away angrily, saying he was far from certain he would be able to save even his own aircraft.


The next day, by which time the Germans were even closer, Masha appealed to him again. In the division everyone was “running around in disarray”. At first the colonel did not even notice her, giving her his attention only when she shouted in tears at his back that to abandon the flying club members and leave their three U-2 aircraft to fall into enemy hands would be treason. The colonel stared at her very intently, before ordering her to destroy the flying club’s hangars and fuel tanks, and fly her planes across the Dnieper at night. If her pilots managed that he would enlist them in his division. Masha and her friends destroyed their beloved flying club with their own hands, not looking at each other in order not to break down. That night, with no experience whatsoever of night flying, she and two colleagues flew their first and most terrifying combat mission.


She was to remember the Dnieper in 1941 for the rest of her life: the flash and thunder of explosions, the impenetrable smoke and blood-red glow. Down below, blown-up ferries flew into the air, tanks burned like huge black bonfires, planes fell from the sky like wood shavings. The water of the Dnieper, which they glimpsed through breaks in the smoke, seemed also to be engulfed in flames. Miraculously, they managed to get all three of their planes through this vision of hell and land them safely at the airfield, which was completely blacked out because of the bombing. The divisional commander was as good as his word and duly enrolled them in 296 Fighter Regiment.


Many of the regiment’s pilots had fought in the Russo-Finnish war and were already highly decorated. And a good number, like the commander, Nikolai Baranov, had been fighting since the day the war began in June. At first, finding herself alongside these battle-hardened fighter pilots, Masha’s throat was dry with excitement. She began to develop a crazy determination, which grew stronger by the day, to become a fighter pilot herself. From her earliest days she had told herself that, “to live without a goal is completely pointless.”12


Masha Dolina was the eldest in the family of a whole horde of children. Her mother could neither read nor write and earned a living for them by taking in washing; her father was paralysed from the waist down and confined to an invalid’s cart. It was a hard, hungry life. There was no food for Masha to take from home to eat at school, but sometimes kind classmates shared theirs with her. Her clothes had been endlessly patched, and her first real felt boots were bought for her by a whip-round among her teachers after her feet were frostbitten. For years her family huddled in a corner of the village pottery, until they made a dugout for themselves that had walls of bricks which her mother and all the children, from the oldest to the youngest, made together from clay mixed with horse dung. They were thrilled with their new house, which rose seventy centimetres above ground level and had a tiny window – but in darker moments Masha feared she would never escape such dire poverty. When she completed seventh grade at school she had to go in search of work to feed the family. Masha sensed that only the currently fashionable profession of aviation, with its seemingly limitless prospects, offered a way out. Now, at twenty years of age already a seasoned pilot and flying instructor determined to devote her life to aviation, Masha wanted to scale the heights of her profession and become a fighter pilot.


This, however, was not a good moment to fulfil that dream. The regiment was in constant retreat, abandoning one airfield after another. They abandoned the Ukraine, Masha’s homeland, to the Germans. “God forbid you should ever witness a retreat and have to see that dismay, that child-like helplessness and forlorn hope in the eyes of your fellow countrymen.”13 When they were very close to Masha’s village of Mikhailovka, where her family were still living, she plucked up the courage to ask Baranov to give her leave to say goodbye to them before the Germans came. She promised she would just fly there, give them food, hug them, and come straight back. Baranov, a broad-shouldered man of thirty or so, with curly, slightly ginger hair and a big round head, fixed his grey eyes on Masha “as if checking my trustworthiness”. He would be risking not only a pilot but also a plane, and yet he could hardly refuse.


“Just mind that when you land in your village you unload your gifts, hug your parents, but under no circumstances turn off the engine,” he said. He knew from that morning’s intelligence report that the Germans had already reached the station at Prishib, just seven kilometres from Mikhailovka. Masha was given the coordinates that would enable her to catch up with the regiment.


Baranov was an intrepid pilot and an extremely able commander who was loved as well as respected. After his talk with Masha, he gathered the other pilots and had a word with them. Straight away, one after the other, they came over to Masha’s plane bearing an extraordinary array of gifts. They brought out the emergency rations of chocolate, biscuits and tinned food stored in their aircraft against the eventuality of a forced landing. They brought all the food they had, as well as greatcoats and tunics, soap and first aid kits and piled these offerings into the plane. It was after midday before Masha took off for Mikhailovka in her overloaded U-2.


As she flew over her home she could see no people in the village streets, but spotted the airfield where she had flown a glider, then the school, then her family’s humble dugout. Masha circled and saw people beginning to come out of their homes. She landed the plane in the street by the village soviet and people came running from all directions. Her father was brought in his little cart, with Masha’s mother running beside him, heavily pregnant again. Masha tearfully hugged all her relatives, unloaded the presents, and ran back to the plane saying, “I have to go!” but people swarmed round and it was evening before she was able to take off.


By the next day Mikhailovka was in German hands, and from then on Masha lived in constant fear for her family. Now, however, she had another family of loyal front-line friends among whom she already felt thoroughly at home. This meant she was stunned when Baranov summoned her one day to relay an order: “Comrade Junior Lieutenant, you are required to report for duty to Hero of the Soviet Union Raskova!”


Masha burst into tears. The name of her icon was no consolation; she could not forgive even Raskova for taking her away from the front to waste time on a lot of square-bashing when she was within striking distance of becoming a fighter pilot. Baranov knew her for a fine, courageous U-2 pilot and needed her for liaison – a complex and challenging role that involved everything from communicating with division headquarters to transporting the wounded and ferrying supplies. He had no wish to lose her, but told her he could not disobey orders.
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“When you get to the front you can wrap your feet in newspaper”


There had always been more girls than boys in teacher training colleges. “You’re never going to find yourself a husband there!” Valya Krasnoshchyokova was warned, half-jokingly, half in earnest, by a girlfriend when she decided to be a history teacher. And by the summer of 1941 the only boys left on the course were those unfit for military service. Some had been conscripted, others had volunteered for the front. The girls themselves were sent in September to build defence works, and brought back to college in Moscow in early October. Before classes even started, however, the Komsomol (Young Communist League) administrator asked, not altogether unexpectedly, “Well, girls, who wants to go to the front line?”


Valya was not entirely sure she did. Certainly she wanted to do her bit for the country. She wanted to fight the Germans who had occupied her home town, but was reluctant to abandon her college course, and what was to become of her two younger sisters and little brother? Their mother had died and their father had been drafted into the Army. To refuse was, however, impossible, Valya decided. When she and several other girls put themselves forward, the administrator told them to come the next day to the Komsomol Central Committee building on Maroseyka Street in central Moscow. He warned them to be sure to say they were there as volunteers.


Facing such an abrupt change in the direction of their lives, the girls were barely able to sleep that night. In the morning they walked to the Komsomol building, where they were asked what they wanted to be at the front. Valya replied for herself and her friend, “machine gunners”. She received a nod of acknowledgement, which she took to signify agreement.


There were a lot of girls in the conference hall. “What are they going to be doing?” Valya wondered. “Are they all going to be machine-gunners?” At this point Nikolai Mikhailov, the First Secretary of the Central Committee of the Komsomol, and Raskova came out onto the stage.


Mikhailov announced simply that Marina Raskova would now address them. There was no need to introduce her: everybody knew her from photographs and Notes of a Navigator, which most of them had read in Newspaper Novels.* Raskova said she had spoken to Comrade Stalin, and he had given her permission to form women’s air regiments. “But Comrade Stalin warned that they must consist only of volunteers,” she added, which made clear to Valya why their Komsomol administrator had been so emphatic about that point.


Raskova told the girls to obtain their parents’ consent, but Valya had no one to ask. Her college headmaster, however, gave her and her friends a great send-off, as if they were members of his own family. He assembled the college students and, in front of them all, bade a solemn farewell to those leaving for the front. Friends who were staying behind boiled porridge for them, albeit without salt or sugar because there were already major difficulties with food supplies, and they ate a final meal together. The volunteers collected their “rucksacks”, ordinary bags to which shoulder straps and a drawstring had been added. Valya’s only “smart” item of clothing was a white batiste blouse. She left it with a friend who was not going to the front, telling her she would be back for it when the war was over.


The weather was already cold when, the next day, the students were led through the centre of Moscow, from Maroseyka Street to Petrovsky Palace. On the way there were several air-raid alerts, during which they went down into the recently built Metro stations. These were very crowded. Trains were still running, but at Mayakovskaya Station what caught their eye was not the ornate mosaics on the ceiling glorifying the achievements of Soviet aviation, but the fold-up beds on the marble floors. The stations were being hastily converted into air-raid shelters.14 Within a few days the trains had stopped running and people were sleeping on the tracks.15


The Red Army soldier escorting the girls made fun of them. “What are you thinking of, girlies? When you’re in a greatcoat and boots no boy will dream of taking you to the pictures!” At Petrovsky Palace they were met by uniformed women who seemed to be sterner and more authoritative than anyone they had met before. The girls were in gladiatorial mood, expecting to be issued with uniforms and guns on the spot so they could go out and fight the enemy straight away. When they saw their uniforms, however, their spirits fell.


The uniforms were new, and the girls were also issued with a creaking leather belt and boots, but everything was designed for men. The trousers reached to their breasts, the huge tunic collars flopped down almost to their navels, and there were no boots smaller than Size 7. The boys who were being assembled at the palace to form a men’s unit sniggered, “Never mind, girls, when you get to the front you can wrap your feet in newspaper.” They were dismayed. Their overcoats were too long and came down almost to the heels of the more petite girls. Each was issued with an empty pistol holster, a flask and various useless items that the bureaucracy evidently considered essential equipment. They looked at each other in disbelief. “It would have been difficult to design a uniform to make young women look less feminine.”16


Before being taken to the canteen for dinner, they were ordered to put on all their equipment. There was nothing for it: in their stiff new uniforms and steel-studded boots (which clattered terribly on the palace’s stone floors), with their empty holsters, they passed the line-up of boys, who viewed them with a mixture of curiosity and amusement. It was an uncomfortable intimation of the disparagement they were yet to face.17


The next day the organisers started making soldiers of them. They were put through their paces on the drill square and began learning the army’s endless regulations. Already, however, Moscow was so threatened that neither the instructors nor the students could concentrate. On 15 October, just a couple of days after arriving at the unit, they also learned that Air Group 122, as Raskova’s regiments were being called, was being evacuated to the city of Engels. Engels, across the Volga from Saratov, is 800 kilometres south-east of Moscow and 300 kilometres upriver of Stalingrad.


The following morning they marched through the city singing. It was very cold and the trams, no longer running, were half covered in snow. The few passers-by stopped to watch, and old ladies “came to the edge of the pavement and stood there silently, making the sign of the cross over us”, and looking sadly after them.18 If most young Muscovites believed Moscow would not fall and that the enemy would be defeated, an older generation, which had already suffered much during the Great War and the brutal Russian Civil War that followed, was pessimistic. The German advance had been too swift and unchallenged for them to remain confident that Moscow was impregnable.


*


The general German offensive against Moscow had begun on 30 September 1941 and developed rapidly. Soviet troops surrendered the cities of Kaluga and Vyazma, leaving the Germans with another 600,000 soldiers and officers as prisoners of war. On 13 October German troops crossed the Volga in the vicinity of Kalinin where it was relatively narrow, and on 15 October Kalinin itself was taken. They were only 150 kilometres from Moscow. The Germans immediately brought up reinforcements and, breaking through weak Soviet defences, headed straight down the Leningrad Highway towards the capital. They gave the Russians no time to establish the Kalinin Front to protect their capital.


The same day, Stalin signed a decree of the State Defence Committee, “Evacuation of Moscow, Capital City of the U.S.S.R.” The decree indicated that Stalin would leave Moscow the next day or later, depending on the situation. The Government was to be evacuated on the day the decree was published. Muscovites themselves were certain the entire Government had already decamped. The rumour in the food queues was that the Germans were dropping leaflets declaring, “You will go to bed Soviet and wake up German.” This was exactly what had recently happened in Oryol, and many feared it would be repeated in Moscow. One young Muscovite wrote in her diary, “Everyone is totally confused. Even those in authority have no idea what to do, to say nothing of those under them.”19 Citizens who were not planning to flee “watched everyone else leaving from morning to night” and “saw people losing all their human dignity”.20


From the beginning of October, Lazar Brontman, a Pravda war correspondent, and other members of the paper’s staff had been watching the Germans close in. Even so, they “had not appreciated the extent of the threat”.21 On 15 October the Germans made a sudden breakthrough and reached Naro-Fominsk, seventy kilometres south-west of Moscow. Brontman was advised that the newspaper was being evacuated, but that he and a few others were to remain in Moscow to “continue publishing until the last possible moment”. Bringing out each issue proved inordinately difficult, and it had to be followed immediately, without any time for sleep, by the next. On the evening of 16 October Brontman drove from door to door, collecting people who were to be evacuated by train that evening. Everybody was “terribly jittery, getting their belongings and all sorts of junk together, weeping”. On the streets there was “terrible confusion. Everybody was in a rush to get somewhere, carting rucksacks around,” and many were leaving Moscow on foot. Brontman noted tersely in his diary, “At the station everything was a diabolical shambles, with stray people swarming everywhere!”


He added that the Pravda journalist Semyon Gershberg took down the photos of his wife and son from the wall, saying, “The Germans will only deface them.” Brontman did not share his pessimism, and Gershberg’s confidence returned too in the days that followed, as the authorities overcame their paralysis.


The Moscow through which Air Group 122 marched was anticipating surrender and planning urban guerrilla resistance. During the night of 16 October the Bolshoy Theatre was hurriedly packed with explosives. Numerous factories, warehouses, institutions, bridges and major shops had been previously readied for blowing up. To ensure that the city’s food reserves did not fall into enemy hands, Alexander Shcherbakov, secretary of the Moscow Party Committee, gave orders for flour, cereals, canned food, warm clothing and footwear to be distributed free to Muscovites (although he was subsequently reprimanded for this “defeatism”).22 The entrance to the Kremlin was barricaded with logs, and the complex itself was camouflaged to ensure it was unrecognisable both from the air and on the ground.23 Its walls were covered over to make the buildings look like ordinary city apartment blocks. Next to it a fake bridge was built over the Moscow River. Roofs and façades of the Kremlin buildings and walls that had not been covered were made to look more ordinary. Red stars no longer shone atop the towers but were hidden behind wooden shuttering, and the crosses were taken down from church domes. Although it had long been empty, the Lenin Mausoleum was enclosed in a fake villa made of fabric, wood and cardboard.


As early as 3 July, that holiest of Soviet relics, the body of Lenin, had been evacuated to Tyumen in Siberia in a special train.24 The body was accompanied by Lenin’s heart; the bullet that had been extracted from his body in 1922, four years after the Socialist Revolutionary, Fanny Kaplan, had attempted to assassinate him; his preserved brain; the body’s principal guardian, Professor Boris Zbarsky, and a whole team of support staff. Ensconced with his relic far from prying eyes in a mansion guarded by the militia and N.K.V.D., Zbarsky reported to the Government that his “project” was “in a very good state”.25


Greatly alarmed by the Germans’ rapid advance, the Soviet leaders hastened after the corpse of their former leader. The upper echelons of the Party and government loaded their large black cars to the gunwales with possessions and headed east along Enthusiasts’ Highway. Alongside them, hundreds of thousands of people festooned with bundles and knapsacks were on the move in cars, on carts and bicycles, or on foot.


It became more and more difficult to make progress and the mood became desperate. Nobody was directing this traffic and mob violence broke out. Enraged crowds brought official cars to a standstill, robbed the occupants and dumped them in the ditch. In Moscow too during the night of 15 October people smashed windows, broke down doors, and carted everything out of the shops and food stores. Gangs of looters materialised, occupying evacuees’ apartments and helping themselves to anything of value in warehouses and enterprises. The mob was galvanised by the wholly unexpected freedom and a sense of complete impunity.


On 16 October Radio Moscow was back on air again after a long silence. The announcer advised that Moscow was in grave danger and recommended that all residents should leave the city. Order was restored a couple of days later and the blind panic subsided. Contrary to rumour, Stalin was still in the city, which earned him considerable respect, but Moscow remained in imminent danger for a further month.


*


The mess tins tied to their backpacks clinked in time to the girls’ less than military marching. At their sides dangled the empty holsters, flasks, and bags for gas masks. They tried to keep in step but were not very good at it yet. It was bitterly cold and a light snow stung their faces as they marched past the immobile trams, past the air-raid shelter Metro stations, past parks hosting anti-aircraft guns, past closed shops. They made their way through crowds of people to their platform at the Kazansky Station and spent hours loading mattresses, bags, and food supplies into their heated goods wagon. It was evening before the train pulled out, and they found a song to fit the occasion:




Farewell, beloved Moscow,


To fight the foe I leave you now . . .
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“So, they are taking even young girls”


“Beyond the mountains and the forests, far across the mighty main, but not in heaven, here on earth . . .” Zhenya Rudneva recited in a thin, singsong voice. Yershov’s “Little Humpbacked Horse” was one of those tales everyone loved but which was just too long to learn by heart. Except that Zhenya had. They whiled away their long train journey singing songs and telling stories. Many joined in. Valya Krasnoshchyokova recited Pushkin’s “Tale of Tsar Saltan”:




A playful wind gusts on the sea


chasing their little ship along . . .





But it was Zhenya who knew the most, treating them to an inexhaustible repertoire of tales, myths and poems. Whether the train’s wheels drummed on the tracks, or were silent as they stood in sidings, day after day Zhenya told them stories of knights and damsels fair; legends about the constellations; recited poetry; and recounted what she had read in many books. They could not believe one head could contain so many things. Her new friends gathered round, listening intently, gazing at her in admiration. Zhenya was not like other people, as everyone could see.


“Not quite of this world,” was Valya’s first impression.26 Zhenya had large, pale blue eyes and a long, tightly braided plait encircling her head. She was not tall, had a slender neck, and a slow, awkward way of moving. Grey-blue eyes shone with intelligence and kindness.


Zhenya had been eager to get to the front from the first days of the war. Her simple, sensitive heart was full of the ideals inculcated in her generation by Soviet ideologists. While still at school, after watching the film “Lenin in October”, she noted in her diary:




I know very well that, if the hour should come, I shall lay down my life in the cause of my people, as those unknown heroes did in this wonderful film!


I want to dedicate my life to science, and I shall. Soviet Power has provided all the conditions necessary to enable everyone to realise their dreams, no matter how ambitious, but I am a member of the Komsomol and the common cause is dearer to me than my own career. That is how I look on my profession, and if the Party and the working class require it, I shall set astronomy aside for as long as necessary and become a soldier, or an orderly, or nurse the casualties of gas warfare.27





That hour did come and Zhenya, one of the brightest students in her year at Moscow University, gave up her intended career in astronomy to become a soldier. She was the only daughter of well-educated parents. Her father had been ill and, as she left for Engels, she felt unable to tell them the truth. She said she was going to train militia volunteers to fire machine guns. Her parents were astonished, and wondered if there was really no one else who could have done the job.


By Soviet standards Zhenya’s parents were not poor, so this was the first time she had travelled in a goods truck. For many of the other girls, those from impoverished working-class families or the countryside, this mode of transport was nothing new.


Nowadays few people have any idea what such a truck was like, but in the first half of the twentieth century no explanation was needed. Ordinary goods wagons like these were constructed from wooden planks but with a double layer of insulation, an iron stove and bunks. Millions of Russians travelled the length and breadth of their vast country in them, and even lived in them. Before the revolution peasants were transported in goods wagons to cultivate new lands. After the revolution they were used to take young people to Komsomol construction projects; exiles to their place of deportation; and, of course, millions of prisoners destined to build new cities and fell lumber in the forests of Siberia were transported in them, often deprived for days of food or even water. Strong young soldiers were taken to the front in these wagons, and the wagons brought back the sick and wounded. The common people invented a word for them, the kindly-sounding “teplushka”. Derived from the word for “warm”, it also suggests gratitude for that warmth, for the insulated walls and the stove blazing in the middle, without which life would have been that much harder for the travellers.


Warm as they may have been, they did nevertheless lack a toilet. To relieve yourself, you had to ask your friends to hold your hands while you shoved the appropriate part of your body out through the open door. Valya Krasnoshchyokova never forgot the time Tanya Sumarokova’s foot slipped and they almost lost their grip on her. When they got over their fright, Tanya hooted with laughter with the rest of them. Their journey went on and on but none of them would have dreamed of complaining. They were soldiers now, and soldiers do not expect to travel first class.


Most, like Valya Petrochenkova, a future fighter pilot, had grown up in penury. Valya was a pretty girl with dark, bright eyes, curly black hair and dimples on her cheeks. In the summer of 1941 she applied to fight in the war but was turned down on the grounds that she would be better employed using what she had learned at her flying club to train pilots for the front. As she left for her new job, she had had a few hours to look in at the room in Moscow into which her parents were crowded with their younger children. The only gift Valya’s mother could give her eighteen-year-old daughter, as she embarked on adult life and a dangerous career, was kind words. She could give no blouse, no pillow or towel, only a few dry crusts. Valya had a uniform from her flying club, so left her only dress to her younger sister. She was the eldest of the children and hoped soon to be in a position to help support her family.


When she arrived at her new workplace, she found everything in a state of chaos. Valya was instructing thirty young men whom she was to train as paratroopers. Some were her age, others older. Nearly all the male instructors had left for the front and the flying club’s future was uncertain as it had been allocated no funding by the government. For a month and a half, while things were being sorted out, she had to fend for herself, with little to eat, sleeping at night on a straw mattress in a lean-to attached to a barn. She had no blankets, pillows, sheets, or towels, and no clothes other than those she was wearing. Valya scrubbed them with a wet cloth, and tried to dry her underwear overnight by sleeping on top of it. She put it on still damp in the morning. Valya couldn’t even wash herself properly: she was first issued soap two weeks after arriving.28 She stayed at this flying club for two years training male cadets, and little by little life became better, although it remained hard and hungry. In 1943 she was called up and joined the women’s fighter regiment as one of the many reinforcements they needed after suffering so many losses.


*


For the girls of Raskova’s unit, the main thing was to get their training over quickly and start fighting. Like Raskova herself, they had only the vaguest idea of what the front would actually be like, and although the Germans were at the gates of Moscow, they were worried that the war might be over before they could get started. Whenever their train stopped at a station, Raskova would immediately set off to find the military commandant and demand that they should be allowed to proceed as soon as possible. Her face was highly recognisable (and prettier than it looked in the photographs), and her confident demeanour had an instant effect. Invariably the commandant would promise to send them forward just as quickly as he could.


It was not always a simple matter to reach the station building in the first place if their train was on some faraway track. What were you to do if, as was common at Soviet railway junctions at the time, there were no recognised crossings over a dozen tracks, all of which were occupied by seemingly endless trains? Militsa Kazarinova, Raskova’s chief of staff, recalled the night the two of them climbed down and asked the track inspector how to reach the station. “Count a dozen or so tracks under the wagons and that’ll be the station,” he replied.


Raskova immediately set off under the wagons. Kazarinova, scurrying after her, counted: one train, two, three . . . before losing count. Some of the trains were being moved and they had to wait. When the commandant saw Raskova he asked in surprise how they had managed to reach him. “We crawled under the trains,” Raskova said, laughing. The commandant shook his head. Raskova knew very well that the trains might at any moment have started moving and crushed her, but she had long grown used to risking her own and other people’s lives. “We are in a hurry to reach the front.” No further explanation was needed.29


For all that, they often had to wait, their train standing interminably in sidings, allowing other, even more urgent, trains to take priority. The whole country was on the move, in different directions but in the same teplushka wagons. Ceaselessly the troop trains moved westwards, while trains carrying the wounded and evacuees went east. Entire factories were being evacuated with all their machinery.


The food issued on the train journey was exactly what they would receive throughout the war up until the opening of the Second Front by the Western Allies: grey bread, herring, and millet porridge. Instead of tea there was boiling water, but they took that in their stride. Many were familiar enough, if not with starvation, then with living hand to mouth.


There was, of course, no opportunity to wash on the journey or to launder what few items of clothing they had brought with them. Although it was not forbidden to bring civilian clothing, few had brought anything other than a change of underwear (which quickly became dirty). What would be the point? It would hardly be needed at the front, so it made better sense to leave it for a younger sister, or for their mother to sell if times got really hard. In any case, Communist ideology condemned excessive attachment to material goods, seeing it as a symptom of bourgeois mentality. Good Communists had no business treasuring pretty clothes.


Valya Abankina was accepted into Marina Raskova’s group for training as an aircraft mechanic, and she too left behind a large family and a minimal wardrobe of clothes. When she was asked to write a résumé of her life she replied that she had not yet had a life: what was there to list? She had been born, attended school, and then gone to work in a motorcycle factory. Now, however, in her as yet short biography, as in those of all Raskova’s young warriors, there was about to be inscribed the most testing, but also the most vivid and memorable, chapter of their entire lives.


That first day, before they had got to know each other, the future mechanics and armourers kept to themselves: the girls from the motorcycle factory, from the aircraft factory, from teacher training college, from Moscow University. Besides Zhenya Rudneva, sixteen other girls from Moscow University had presented themselves at Raskova’s rallying point. They were undergraduate and postgraduate students from the faculties of mathematics, physics, chemistry, geography and history.


Of them all, Sasha Makunina was the eldest – she was five or six years older than the seventeen- and eighteen-year-olds who formed the majority of the unit. The outbreak of war had found her on a geological expedition in the Urals, in a place so remote that it was three days before she heard of the German invasion. Sasha was a short girl with big eyes.30 She could fly a glider and jump with a parachute, and she had chosen to study geography at university because that profession held out the promise of travel, discovery, and adventure. The war, however, looked to be more of an adventure than any expedition and, as Sasha was returning from the Urals, her only thought was to get back to Moscow as quickly as possible. Like most young people brought up on Soviet propaganda, she was sure any war would last no more than two weeks. It would be fought wholly on German territory, and the enemy would not hold out for long. For her too, the main thing was to get to fight in the war before it was over.


By October it was becoming clear that victory was still some way off, but that did not change Sasha’s sense of urgency: she wanted to be part of the war effort as soon as possible and in any capacity. On 10 October her friend Irina Rakobolskaya called her away from teaching her students to say, “They are enlisting volunteers. Be as quick as you can. Enrolment is at six.”31 Sasha’s mother had already been evacuated. Her father was, of course, distraught but could hardly oppose his daughter’s decision and only said quietly, “So, they are taking even young girls?” The neighbours in their shared apartment gave Sasha a send-off as if she were their own daughter. They wept, and put together an artless kitbag, the usual parting gift for those heading for the front. They dried bread for her to take and ironed her underwear.


On their long journey the girls talked endlessly about the families they had left behind, the factories where they worked, the universities where they studied. They talked also about what they would do when the war was over, but with most animation they talked about the fact that they would surely fly with Raskova. They had heard there were real, professional female pilots on the train with them who only needed now to be taught how to fly military aircraft. These were evidently in a different wagon, and everyone was intrigued as to what they must be like. The young girls who only yesterday had still been students imagined them to be very special beings, much older, immeasurably more experienced and braver, cleverer and more educated than they were. If Raskova was a goddess, these women must be demi-goddesses at least.
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