





[image: image]















The People Immortal



Vasily Grossman


Translated by Robert and Elizabeth Chandler


Original Russian text edited by Julia Volohova


With an Introduction and Afterword by
Robert Chandler and Julia Volohova


[image: image]












First published in serial form in 1942 as Народ бессмертен


First published in this edition in Great Britain in 2022 by


MacLehose Press


An imprint of Quercus Editions Limited


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK company


Copyright © for Russian text of The People Immortal and all excerpts from Grossman’s notebooks and articles: estate of Vasily Grossman


English translation copyright © 2022, Robert Chandler


Introduction, Afterword, Appendices and all notes © 2022 by Robert Chandler and Julia Volohova


Illustration on page 1 by James Nunn


The moral right of Vasily Grossman to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.


Robert and Elizabeth Chandler assert their moral right to be identified as the translators of the work.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


EBOOK ISBN 978 1 52941 476 9


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, organizations, places and events are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or particular places is entirely coincidental.


www.maclehosepress.com









[image: image]










Also by Vasily Grossman in English translation



Life and Fate


Everything Flows


The Road and Other Stories


An Armenian Sketchbook


Stalingrad


By Vasily Grossman, and edited and translated by
Antony Beevor and Lyuba Vinogradova


A Writer at War: Vasily Grossman and the Red Army 1941–1945










Names of Ukrainian and Belarusian Towns and Cities



The transliteration of Ukrainian and Belarusian names is a sensitive issue. If I were writing in my own name, or translating a contemporary writer, I would call the Ukrainian capital “Kyiv” and its second city “Kharkiv”. Grossman, however, used the conventional Russian spellings of his time – “Kiev” and “Kharkov”. These were the standard spellings during the war years and – in most cases – for the next fifty years. Retaining these spellings is to stay true both to history and to Grossman himself – a Ukrainian Soviet Jew who wrote in Russian, and to whom war between Russia and Ukraine would have been inconceivable.
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Voroshilovgrad (1935–58 and 1970–89) – Luhansk (before 1935; 1970–89; 1989 to present day)













List of Characters



(not including characters mentioned only a single time)


MILITARY SOVIET
















	Yeromin, Viktor Andreyevich


	Lieutenant General, Front C-in-C







	Cherednichenko


	Divisional Commissar, Member of the Front Military Soviet







	Ilya Ivanovich


	Major General, the chief of staff







	Piotr Yefimovich


	Colonel, Head of Operations Section, deputy to chief of staff







	Murzikhin


	Orderly







	Orlovsky


	Battalion Commissar, Secretary to the Soviet







	Samarin


	Major General, commander of an army group










VILLAGE OF MARCHIKHINA BUDA


Cherednichenko, Maria Timofeyevna (her name evokes that of Matriona Timofeyevna, one of the peasant heroines of Nekrasov’s long narrative poem Who is Happy in Russia)
















	Lionya


	Maria Timofeyevna’s grandson







	Grishchenko


	kolkhoz chairman







	Kotenko, Sergey Ivanov


	an anti-Soviet peasant







	Vasily Karpovich


	a cowherd










REGIMENTAL HQ
















	Petrov


	Colonel, divisional commander







	Mertsalov


	Major, regimental commander







	Kudakov, Semion Germogenovich


	Mertsalov’s chief of staff







	Kochetkov


	Major, commander of first battalion







	Babadjanian


	Captain, commander of second battalion







	Myshansky


	Lieutenant, deputy chief of staff







	Kozlov


	Senior Lieutenant, commander of a reconnaissance platoon







	Bogariov, Sergey Alexandrovich


	Battalion Commissar







	Kosiuk


	Lieutenant, commander of a machine-gun company










HOWITZER UNIT
















	Rumiantsev, Vasily (Vasya)


	Captain, commanding officer of the unit







	Nevtulov, Sergey (Seriozha)


	commissar of the unit







	Klenovkin


	Lieutenant










BABADJANIAN’S BATTALION
















	Ignatiev, Semion


	soldier in First Rifle Company







	Granny Bogachikha


	an old woman from Ignatiev’s village, a mentor to him







	Pesochina, Marusya


	Ignatiev’s betrothed







	Vera


	a beautiful young refugee in Gomel







	Sedov


	formerly a Moscow fitter, a friend of Ignatiev







	Rodimtsev, Ivan


	a collective farmer from Riazan; friend of Ignatiev







	Zhaveliov


	soldier in First Rifle Company

















Introduction


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


Before the German invasion, Grossman appears to have been depressed. He was overweight and, though only in his mid-thirties, he walked with a stick. In spite of this – and his poor eyesight – he volunteered to serve in the ranks. Had he been accepted – like several of his colleagues who volunteered for writers’ militia companies – he would probably have been killed within the next two or three months. Assigned instead to Red Star, the Red Army’s daily newspaper, he soon became one of the best-known Soviet war correspondents, admired not only for his powerful stories and articles but also for his personal courage. Red Star was as important during the war years as Pravda and Izvestia, the official newspapers of the Communist Party and the Supreme Soviet; many of the best writers of the time wrote for it and it enjoyed a wide readership among both soldiers and civilians. Its circulation at the beginning of the war was approximately three hundred thousand – and most copies, especially at the front, were read by a large number of people.


David Ortenberg, Red Star’s chief editor, was clearly aware of Grossman’s gifts. In April 1942 he gave him permission to go on leave for two months in order to work on a short novel about a Soviet military unit that breaks out of German encirclement. Grossman then joined his family in Chistopol, a town in Tatarstan to which a number of Soviet writers, including Boris Pasternak, had been evacuated.


Grossman was appalled by the falsity of the many stories and articles being published at this time about the heroism of the Red Army. On 17 June he wrote to his father: “I’m close to the end – just two chapters left. I’ll finish by the 20th and it seems I’ll leave [for Moscow – R.C.] on 21–22nd. I read my work aloud to people and receive much excited praise. People are very, very enthusiastic. But this, of course, is not because my story is so very good, but because what my poor fellow writers are now writing is so bad. Have you read Panfiorov’s story in Pravda? Naturally, after something like that, anything half-decent seems excellent.” Grossman makes similar criticisms in his wartime notebooks. In a September 1941 entry he quotes a sentence from the editorial of another military newspaper, “The severely battered enemy continued his cowardly advance.”1 In the following entry he dismisses the work of another bad journalist by repeating a joke he had heard from his colleagues: “Ivan Pupkin killed five Germans with a spoon.”2


The People Immortal – the first Soviet novel about the war – was serialized in Red Star in July and August, to general acclaim. Grossman went on to cover all the main battles of the war, from the defence of Moscow to the fall of Berlin, and his articles were valued by ordinary soldiers and generals alike. Groups of front-line soldiers would gather to listen while one of them read aloud from a single copy of Red Star; the writer Viktor Nekrasov, who fought at Stalingrad as a young man, remembers how “the papers with [Grossman’s] and Ehrenburg’s articles were read and reread by us until they were in tatters.”3


Grossman’s articles were republished countless times – in a variety of military newspapers, in booklets published all over the Soviet Union, and sometimes in Pravda. The Years of War – a large volume, first published in 1945, that includes a revised version of The People Immortal, Grossman’s long article about Treblinka, two short stories and twenty-one of his Red Star articles – was translated into a number of languages including English, French, Dutch and German. As a separate volume, The People Immortal was published in Danish, Welsh and most of the languages of Soviet-occupied Eastern Europe.


*


Vasily Grossman’s three war novels are recognizably the work of the same writer; all display his sharp psychological insights and his gift for descriptive passages that appeal to all our different senses. Nevertheless, the goals he set himself in these novels are very different.


His best-known work, Life and Fate, is not only a novel but also an exercise in moral and political philosophy, asking whether or not it is possible for someone to behave ethically even when subjected to overwhelming violence. The earlier Stalingrad, mostly written between 1945 and 1947, is primarily a work of commemoration, a tribute to all who died during the war. The People Immortal, set during the catastrophic defeats of the war’s first months, is Grossman’s contribution to the Soviet war effort. Grossman successfully meets two conflicting demands. On the one hand, the novel is optimistic and morale-boosting. On the other hand, it includes much that was controversial – Grossman makes several cogent criticisms of how the war is being fought.


The plot is simple and – at least in its general outline – conventional. What immediately grips the reader is the vividness of the details. As in the two Stalingrad novels, the minutiae of army life – the soldiers’ jokes, the layout of their foxholes and trenches, their thoughts when faced by German Panzers – are conveyed clearly and succinctly. Grossman’s descriptions of the natural world are no less convincing. His account of a detachment of peasant recruits marching at night through fields of grain not only allows us to hear, see and sense the entire scene but also allows us an unexpected insight into what this night march might mean to the men themselves: “Marching through the still unharvested fields, they could recognize the different grains – oats, wheat, barley or buckwheat – by the swish of falling seeds, by the creak of straw underfoot and by the rustle of the stalks that clung to their tunics. And this trampling of the tender body of the ungathered harvest, this sad, invisible, rain-like patter of the falling seeds, spoke more eloquently about the war, brought home its true nature more clearly to many hearts than did the great fires blazing on the horizon, the red stitches of tracer bullets creeping towards the stars, the bluish pillars of searchlight beams sweeping across the sky or the distant rumble of exploding bombs.”


Grossman’s character sketches are simple but deft. Among the most memorable are Lionya, an eleven-year-old boy, determined to hang on to his toy black revolver as he trudges for several days behind German lines, confident that he will be able to find his commissar father; Lionya’s defiant grandmother, who is shot after slapping a German officer in the face; Bruchmüller, a respected and experienced German artillery colonel who admits to being troubled by his lack of understanding of the Russian character; and Semion Ignatiev, a womanizer and gifted storyteller who turns out to be the one of the bravest and most resourceful of the rank-and-file soldiers.


Several chapters are devoted to life in Belorussia under the Germans. Grossman shows us this world from several perspectives: from that of young Lionya; from that of two older girls who look on everything they see around them as a mad dream that simply cannot continue much longer; from that of Kotenko, a bitterly anti-Soviet peasant who initially welcomes the Germans; and from that of Ignatiev, who is enraged by the sight of German officers and soldiers eating, drinking and enjoying themselves in a village just like his own.


Grossman spent most of the war years close to the front line and he had an unusual gift for winning the confidence of both ordinary soldiers and senior commanders. People spoke freely to him and this enabled him to create a picture of wartime life that accorded with their own experience. This edition includes not only the text of the novel itself (along with many previously unpublished passages from Grossman’s manuscript), but also a variety of background material, including cards and letters taken from German prisoners-of-war, appreciative letters sent to Grossman by Soviet commissars and commanders, extracts from Grossman’s wartime notebooks, and a page of notes Grossman wrote after reading Tacitus – the greatest historian of the Roman Empire.


The additional material helps us to understand that this novel, at the time, was far more controversial than one might first imagine. As in nearly all his work, throughout the three decades of his professional career, Grossman was writing on the boundary of what was permissible. It is not surprising that some of his more unorthodox thoughts were deleted by his editors. It is, rather, astonishing how many criticisms of conventional military thinking he managed to introduce into the Soviet Union’s most important military newspaper.


It is particularly striking how often two of his most positive figures – Captain Babadjanian and Battalion Commissar Bogariov – act and speak in defiance of the important Order no. 270, issued by the Stavka (the Soviet Supreme Command) on 16 August 1941. Not only do Babadjanian and Bogariov act far too independently, risking accusations of insubordination, but they also show unacceptable leniency, merely reprimanding subordinates who – according to this order – should be shot on the spot.


The text of the last part of this shockingly brutal order follows this introduction. It serves not only to bring out the boldness of Grossman’s thinking but also to illustrate the desperation of Stalin’s attempt to check the Red Army’s headlong flight.


Robert Chandler and Julia Volohova, September 2021









Order no. 270, issued by the Stavka (the Soviet Supreme Command) on 16 August 1941


This concludes as follows:


In the ranks of the Red Army, can we tolerate cowards who desert to the enemy and surrender, or commanders so cowardly that, at the slightest hitch, they tear off their badges of rank and desert to the rear? No! If we give free rein to such cowards and deserters, they will promptly bring about the disintegration of our army and the destruction of our Motherland. Cowards and deserters must be destroyed.


Can a commander be called a commander if he hides in a slit trench during a battle, if he does not keep his eyes on the battlefield, if he does not observe the course of the battle from the front line – yet still sees himself as a battalion or regimental commander? No! Such a man is not a battalion or regimental commander but an impostor. Should we give free rein to such impostors, they will soon make the army into nothing more than a massive bureaucracy. [. . .]


I ORDER:


1. That commanders and political officers who, during combat, tear off their badges of rank and desert to the rear or surrender to the enemy are to be considered malicious deserters, their families also subject to arrest as relatives of a man who has violated his oath and betrayed his Motherland.


All higher commanders and commissars are required to shoot on the spot any such deserters from among command personnel.


2. Units and sub-units encircled by the enemy are to fight selflessly to the last, to take care of their equipment like the apple of their eye and to break through to our main forces from behind the enemy front line, defeating the Fascist dogs.


Should his unit be surrounded, every Red Army man, regardless of rank or position, is required to demand from a higher commander that he fight to the last in order to break through to our main forces, and should such a commander or Red Army unit prefer to surrender rather than strike a blow against the enemy, all possible means, both ground and air, should be used to destroy them. The families of Red Army men who allow themselves to be taken prisoner are to be deprived of all state benefits and assistance.


3. Divisional commanders and commissars are required to immediately remove from their posts any battalion or regimental commander who hides in a slit trench during a battle and is afraid to direct the course of the fighting from the battlefield. Such men should be demoted as impostors, transferred to the ranks, and, if necessary, shot on the spot. They should be replaced by brave and courageous men from the junior command staff or from the ranks of Red Army soldiers who have distinguished themselves.


This Order to be read aloud in all infantry companies, cavalry troops, artillery batteries, aircraft squadrons, command posts and HQs.


Stavka of the Red Army Supreme Command


Chairman of the State Defence Committee I. STALIN


Deputy Chairman of the State Defence Committee V. MOLOTOV


Marshal S. BUDYONNY


Marshal S. TIMOSHENKO


Marshal B. SHAPOSHNIKOV


Army General G. ZHUKOV









Timeline


12 December 1905: Birth of Vasily Grossman in Berdichev, Ukraine.


8–16 March 1917: “The February Revolution” – a spontaneous revolution that topples the Romanov monarchy.


7 November 1917: “The October Revolution” – the Bolshevik Party seizes power in a coup.


November 1917–October 1922: Russian Civil War. Grossman and his mother spend most of these years in Kiev, which changes hands many times.


1923: Grossman moves to Moscow to study chemistry. He becomes increasingly interested in literature, politics and the arts.


1928: Grossman’s first publications as a journalist.


Winter 1929–30: “Total Collectivization” of Soviet agriculture.


1934: Grossman’s first publications as a novelist and writer of short stories.


1937: Height of the “Great Terror”. Hundreds of thousands of members of the Soviet elite – Party members, politicians, NKVD and military officers – are arrested and executed or sent to labour camps.


1 September 1939: Germany invades Poland. This is generally accepted as marking the beginning of the Second World War.


22 June 1941: Launch of Operation Barbarossa. German forces invade the Soviet Union. This is the date that most Russians see as marking the beginning of the war, which they usually refer to not as “the Second World War” but as “the Great Patriotic War”.


28 June 1941: German forces capture Minsk, the capital of Belorussia.


7 July 1941: German forces occupy Berdichev, where Grossman was born and where his mother, Yekaterina Savelievna, is still living.


9 July 1941: German forces capture 290,000 Soviet troops near Minsk.


27 July 1941: German forces complete the encirclement of Smolensk.


28 July 1941: David Ortenberg, the editor of Red Star, appoints Grossman as a special correspondent.


5 August 1941: Grossman leaves Moscow by train. Two days later, he arrives in Gomel, 560 kilometres south-west of Moscow, the location of General Yeromenko’s Western Front HQ. A few days later, Gomel falls to the Germans.


16 August 1941: Order no. 270 published by the Stavka. This is almost as draconian as the better-known “Not a Step Back Order” of July 1942. Anyone considered to be a deserter is to be shot. Their families, too, will be subjected to draconian penalties.


30 August–8 September 1941: The historical Lieutenant Colonel Babadjanian takes part in the Yelnya offensive, the first Soviet victory during the war. Though it fails to prevent the fall of Smolensk, it provides a boost to Soviet morale.


15 September 1941: Yekaterina Savelievna is murdered, along with approximately 18,000 other Jews from the Berdichev ghetto.


16 September 1941: The Soviet Southern Front is encircled near Kiev and more than half a million soldiers are taken prisoner.


2–21 October 1941: Battle of Briansk. The 50th Army and two other Soviet armies are encircled. General Mikhail Petrov and Regimental Commissar Nikolay Shliapin, the commander and senior commissar of the 50th Army, either take their own lives or are killed in action.


10 April 1942: David Ortenberg, the editor of Red Star, gives Grossman two months’ leave to work on a novel.


11 June 1942: Grossman delivers a complete manuscript of The People Immortal, which Ortenberg promises to publish without cuts.


19 July–12 August 1942: First publication of The People Immortal, serialized over 18 issues of Red Star.


28 July 1942: Stalin issues his Order no. 227, generally known as Ni shagu nazad! (Not a Step Back!). This order, which became the main slogan of the Soviet press during the following months, is often confused with Stavka Order no. 270 of 16 August 1941 (Stalin’s personal orders are numbered separately from orders issued by the Stavka as a whole).


14 September 1942: The Germans reach the centre of Stalingrad.


31 January 1943: Friedrich Paulus, Commander of the German Sixth Army, surrenders to the Red Army at Stalingrad.


5 July–23 August 1943: Battle of Kursk, the largest tank battle in history. The real Hamazasp Babadjanian took part in this battle, as a lieutenant colonel in command of a light armoured brigade.


1943: First English-language publication of The People Immortal (Moscow: Foreign Languages Publishing House), tr. Elizabeth Donnelly and Rose Prokofiev.


8–9 May 1945: Last German forces surrender. End of World War Two.


August 1952: First Russian publication of For a Just Cause, the first of Grossman’s two Stalingrad novels.


14 September 1964: Death of Vasily Grossman.


1980: First publication, in Switzerland, of a Russian-language edition of Life and Fate, the second of Grossman’s Stalingrad novels.


2020: First publication in any language, under the title Stalingrad, of an expanded version of For a Just Cause. Unlike any previous edition, this English translation incorporates passages from Grossman’s manuscripts and typescripts that he was unable to publish during his lifetime.









The People Immortal









1


August


One summer evening in 1941, heavy artillery was moving towards Gomel. The guns were so huge that even the blasé cart drivers, who thought there was nothing they hadn’t already seen, kept glancing with curiosity at the colossal steel barrels. Dust hung in the air, the gunners’ eyes were inflamed, and their faces and uniforms were grey. Most of the men were riding on their guns; only a few were walking. One man was drinking water from his steel helmet; drops were dripping down his chin and his wet teeth glistened. For a moment, you might have thought he was laughing – but his face was tired and preoccupied.


Then came a long shout from the lieutenant walking at the head of the column:


“A-a-a-i-r-cr-a-a-a-ft!”


Above the small oak wood were two planes, flying swiftly towards the road. The men watched anxiously.


“Donkeys!”4


“No, they’re German. Junkers or Heinkels.”5


And, as always at such moments, someone came out with the standard front-line witticism, “They’re ours all right. Where’s my helmet?”


The planes were flying at right angles to the road – which meant they were ours. German planes usually banked when they spotted a column, so that they could fly in line with the road and drop small bombs or strafe the column with machine-gun fire.


Powerful road tractors were hauling the guns down the main street of a village. Cows were lowing and dogs were barking in a variety of voices. Women and old greybeards were sitting on the earth banks around whitewashed huts. Small front gardens were filled with curly golden coneflowers and red peonies that flamed in the sunset. Amid all this, the huge guns moving through the quiet of the evening seemed strange and out of place.


A small bridge, not used to such burdens, was letting out groans. Beside it, a car was waiting for the guns to pass. The driver, accustomed to delays like this, was smoking a hand-rolled cigarette, smiling as he watched the gunner drink from his helmet. The battalion commissar6 sitting beside him kept looking ahead, hoping that the tail of the column might now be in sight.


“Comrade Bogariov,” the driver said with a strong Ukrainian accent, “perhaps we should stop here for the night. It’ll be dark soon.”


The commissar shook his head.


“We must hurry,” he said. “I have to get to HQ.”


“Like it or not, we can’t drive down roads like this in the dark. We’ll be spending the night in the forest.”


The commissar laughed. “Wanting a drink of milk, are you?”


“I wouldn’t say no – and some fried potatoes would be good too!”


“Or even some goose,” said the commissar.


“That too!” the driver replied cheerily.


“Three hours from now we must be at HQ – no matter how dark it gets or how bad the roads.”


Soon they were able to drive onto the bridge. Flaxen-haired village children ran tirelessly after the jeep, their bare feet almost soundless in the dust, as if they were running through water.


“Here!” they shouted. “For you! Cucumbers, tomatoes, pears!” And they tossed cucumbers and hard, unripe pears through a half-open window.


Bogariov waved at the children and felt a chill pass through his heart. For him, there was always something bitter-sweet about the sight of village children saying farewell to the Red Army as it retreated.


Before the war, Sergey Alexandrovich Bogariov had been a professor in the Faculty of Marxism in one of the main Moscow higher education institutes. Research work was important to him and he tried to devote as few hours as possible to giving lectures. His main concern was a study he had begun about two years before. The directors of the Marx–Engels Institute 7 were very interested in his work and he had twice been called to the Communist Party’s Central Committee to discuss some of his preliminary conclusions. His topic was the theoretical foundations of the collective principles of industrial and agricultural labour in Russia. His wife, Yelizaveta Vlasievna, had often been angry with him for not giving enough time to his family: he had usually left home at nine in the morning and seldom returned before eleven o’clock in the evening. And when he finally sat down to dinner, he would take a manuscript from his briefcase and start reading. His wife would ask if he was enjoying his food and whether she’d put enough salt on the fried eggs – and he would reply at random. This would both anger her and make her laugh. Then he would say, “You know, Liza, I had a wonderful day. I read several amazing letters from Marx to Lafargue.8 They were in some old archive and they’ve only recently been discovered.” He would go on to tell her all about these letters, and she would listen, involuntarily carried away by his excitement. She loved him and was proud of him. She knew how respected and valued he was by his colleagues and with what admiration they spoke of his purity and integrity.


She also found something touching about his lack of practical competence, his inability to manage small everyday matters. In summer, when the school year came to an end and they went for a month to Teberda, in the Northern Caucasus, it was she who was responsible for everything from taxis and porters to train tickets and vouchers for the house of recreation. Sergey Alexandrovich, though well able to display iron strength and determination in his work and in arguments over some matter of principle, was utterly helpless when it came to these simpler matters.9


And now Sergey Alexandrovich Bogariov was deputy head of the Front Political Administration department responsible for work among the enemy troops.10 Now and then he would remember the cool vaults of the institute’s manuscript repository, a desk heaped with papers, a shaded lamp, the creak of the stepladder a librarian was moving from one bookshelf to another. Sometimes odd sentences from his unfinished study would come to mind and he would return to the questions that had so passionately engaged him throughout his life.


*


The car speeds along the road. There is dust everywhere: dark brick dust, yellow dust, fine grey dust. Men’s faces look like the faces of corpses. These clouds of dust hanging over every road near the front line have been raised by hundreds of thousands of Red Army boots, by truck wheels and tank tracks, by road tractors and artillery, by the small hooves of pigs and sheep, by collective-farm horses and huge herds of cows, by collective-farm tractors, by the creaking carts of refugees, by the bast sandals of collective-farm foremen and the little shoes of girls leaving Bobruisk, Mozyr, Zhlobin, Shepetovka and Berdichev.11 Dust hangs over Ukraine and Belorussia; it swirls over the Soviet earth. At night, the dark August sky reddens from the sinister glow of burning villages. The heavy rumble of exploding bombs rolls through birch groves, over quivering aspens and through dark forests of oak and pine. Green and red tracer bullets riddle the sky’s heavy velvet. Anti-aircraft shells burst like small white sparks. Heinkels loaded with high-explosive bombs drone through the dark, their engines seeming to say, B-b-bomber, b-b-bomber. Old men, women and children in villages and hamlets wave the retreating soldiers on their way, offering them curd cheese, pies, cucumbers and glasses of milk. The old women weep and weep, searching amid thousands of grim, dusty, exhausted faces for the face of a son. And they hold out the little white bundles with their gifts of food, “Take this, love. You are all my own sons. Every one of you has a place in my heart.”


Sergey Alexandrovich Bogariov has been on these roads for fifty days now. Now and then he asks himself, “Do I still need my old life – my thoughts, my joys and disappointments, all those pages I wrote, all my hard work that seemed as precious as gold?”12


Hordes of Germans are advancing from the west. Their tanks are daubed with antlered deer heads, with green and red dragons, with wolf maws and fox tails, with skulls and crossbones. Every German soldier has in his pocket photographs of conquered Paris, devastated Warsaw, shameful Verdun, burned-down Belgrade and occupied Brussels, Amsterdam, Oslo, Narvik, Athens and Gdynia. In every officer’s wallet are photographs of German women and girls with fringes and curls, lounging at home in striped pyjamas. Every officer wears some kind of amulet: a gold trinket, a string of coral, a tiny stuffed animal with yellow bead eyes. Every officer carries in his pocket a German–Russian military phrasebook full of such clear, straightforward phrases as “Hands up!”, “Halt, don’t move!”, “Where’s your gun?”, “Surrender!” Every German soldier has learned a few words of Russian or Ukrainian: mleko (milk); kleb (bread); yaiki (eggs); koko (Cluck-cluck!); and the curt Davay, davay! (Come on – hand it over!). All these officers and soldiers are confident of Nazi Germany’s greatness and invincibility. They defeated Denmark in half a day, Poland in seventeen days, France in thirty-five days, Greece in eight days and Holland in five – and they have no doubt that within seventy days they can reduce Ukraine, Belorussia and Russia to slavery.13


And tens of millions of people rose to meet them – from the bright Oka and the broad Volga, from the stern, yellow Kama and the cold, foaming Irtysh, from the steppes of Kazakhstan, from the Donbas and Kerch, from Astrakhan and Voronezh. Tens of millions of loyal workers dug deep anti-tank ditches, trenches, pits and dugouts. Thousands of trees ceased to sound in the wind and lay down quietly across highways and peaceful back roads; barbed wire twined and tangled around the yards of factories; iron bristled into anti-tank barriers in the squares and streets of our lovely green towns.


Bogariov sometimes felt surprised how quickly and easily, in only a few hours, he had been able to put aside his former life; he was glad to find he could still make good judgments, even in difficult situations, and that he was capable of acting decisively. And most important of all, he could sense that he was still himself. Here, in the war, he had held on to his integrity and his inner world, and people trusted and respected him and were aware of his inner strength – just as they had in the past, when he took part in philosophical debates at the institute. He rejoiced in his unshakeable faith and often said to himself, “No, it’s not for nothing that I studied Marxist philosophy. Revolutionary dialectics has proved a good schooling for this war, which has seen the collapse of Europe’s oldest cultures.”14 All the same, he was not satisfied with his work; he felt he was too distant from the soldiers themselves, from the heart of the war, and he wanted to exchange his work in the Political Administration for a more strictly military role.


He often had to interrogate German prisoners – mostly non-commissioned officers – and he had noticed that, during these sessions, his burning hatred for Fascism, which gave him no rest day and night, yielded to a sense of contempt and disgust. Nearly all these men turned out to be cowards. They quickly and willingly described their armaments and gave him the numbers of their units. They made out that they were workers, that they had Communist sympathies and had been imprisoned on account of their revolutionary ideals. With one voice they repeated, “Hitler kaput, kaput,” although it was obvious they did not believe this for one moment.


There was something astonishingly wretched about both their own letters and the letters they received from home. Most of the former were taken up by sentimental descriptions of landscapes and excited accounts of cooking pork, goose and chicken and of how much honey and sour cream they had been eating. As for the letters from home, these differed little from invoices: “I received your parcel with silk, eau de cologne and lady’s’ underwear. Thank you. In one of your next parcels, you should send a warm sweater for your grandfather, a few skeins of wool, some children’s boots, etc., etc.”15


Only occasionally did Bogariov come across real Nazis, with the courage even in captivity to affirm their loyalty to Hitler and their faith in the supremacy of the German race and its mission to enslave the rest of the world. He usually questioned such men at length. They had never read anything – not even Nazi brochures and novels – and they had not heard of Goethe and Beethoven, or even of such pillars of German statehood as Bismarck or such famous military figures as Moltke, Schlieffen and Frederick the Great.16 The only name they knew was that of the secretary of their district branch of the National Socialist Party and they believed that the Germans were the highest of people and that the Führer, Goering and the wise Goebbels were the highest of Germans. And that this vile, ignorant, lie-based sense of their own superiority gave them the right to trample on other people’s bread and to shed the holy blood of children.


Bogariov carefully studied orders from the German High Command and was struck by the extraordinary organizational ability they revealed. The Germans looted, burned and bombed in a methodical and orderly fashion; they could organize the collection of empty tin cans in a bivouac and they could elaborate a plan for the advance of a huge column, taking into account thousands of details, and then execute this plan according to schedule and with mathematical accuracy. In their capacity for mechanical obedience, in their readiness to march on mindlessly, in the ability of millions of soldiers to execute huge and complex manoeuvres with iron discipline – in all this there was something base, something foreign to the free spirit of man. Rather than being a cultivation of reason, this was a harnessing of instincts, a form of organization similar to that of ants and herd animals.


Among this mass of German letters and documents, Bogariov had come across only two letters in which he could sense genuine feeling, free of vulgarity, or any true movement of thought – letters full of shame and sorrow with regard to the appalling crimes being committed by the German people. One was from a young woman to a soldier; the other was one that a soldier had been about to send home. And once he had interrogated an elderly officer, a former teacher of literature, who had also turned out to be a thoughtful man with a genuine hatred of Nazism.


“Hitler,” he had said, “is not a creator of national values. He’s a usurper. He has plundered the German nation’s industrial culture and zeal for work. He’s like an ignorant gangster who has stolen a magnificent car built by a brilliant scientist.”


“Never,” Bogariov said to himself, “will these men defeat our country. The more meticulously they calculate trifles and details, the more mathematically they execute their manoeuvres – the harder they find it to grasp anything of importance and the more terrible the catastrophe that awaits them. They plan every smallest detail but they think in only two dimensions. They are methodical artisans. They are people governed by instinct and the very lowest utilitarianism – and as such, they do not understand and never can understand the laws of historical movement in the war they have started.”


The jeep sped on amid the cool of dark forests, across little bridges over winding streams, through misty valleys, past quiet ponds that reflected the blazing stars of the vast August sky. The driver said quietly, “Comrade Battalion Commissar, remember that soldier drinking from his helmet – the one sitting on his gun? I suddenly had a strange feeling, as if he’s my brother. That must be why I noticed him!”









2


Military Soviet


Shortly before the meeting of the military soviet,17 Divisional Commissar Cherednichenko went for a stroll in the park. He was walking slowly, stopping now and then to refill his short-stemmed pipe. After passing the old palace with the tall gloomy tower and the stopped clock, he went down to the pond. The branches hanging over the water were like a luxurious green mane and the swans gleamed in the morning sun. They were moving very slowly, their necks tensely coiled – as if the water were taut and dense and they were struggling to make their way through it. For a while Cherednichenko just stood there and watched, deep in thought. Then a middle-aged major with a dark beard came down the avenue from the signals office. Cherednichenko recognized him – he was from the operations department and had already reported to him a couple of times. As the major approached, he said in a loud voice, “May I have a word with you, Comrade Cherednichenko?”


“Of course,” said Cherednichenko, still watching the swans. Alarmed by the major’s voice, the swans were now making for the opposite bank.


“We’ve just received a report from the commander of the 72nd infantry division.”


“That’s Makarov, isn’t it?”


“Yes, Makarov. This is of the utmost importance, Comrade Member of the Military Soviet. Yesterday, at about twenty-three hundred, large formations of enemy tanks and motor infantry began to move forward. Prisoners have testified that these belong to three separate divisions of Guderian’s tank army and that their direction of movement is Unecha – Novgorod – Seversk.”18


The major looked at the swans and added, “Panzer divisions, incomplete – according to prisoners.”


“Yes,” said Cherednichenko, “I heard during the night.”


The major looked questioningly at his lined face and long narrow eyes. Against Cherednichenko’s dark, weather-beaten face, marked by the winds and frosts of the Russian–German War and the steppe campaigns of the Civil War, his eyes seemed unexpectedly bright. His expression was calm and thoughtful.


“May I be dismissed, Comrade Member of the Military Soviet?” asked the major.


“Give me the latest operations bulletin from the central sector.”


“The report valid until zero four hundred hours—”


“Zero four hundred,” Cherednichenko interrupted, “or perhaps zero three fifty-seven?”


“Very likely, Comrade Member of the Military Soviet,” the major replied with a smile. “But the bulletin contained nothing important. The enemy was not especially active in the remaining sectors. Only to the west of the river crossing, where he occupied the village of Marchikhina Buda, suffering losses of up to one and a half battalions.”


“What village?” said Cherednichenko, looking at the major intently.


“Marchikhina Buda.”


“You’re certain?” Cherednichenko asked sternly.


“Absolutely.”


The major paused for a moment and, smiling, went on a little apologetically, “They’re fine swans. Prince Paskevich-Yerivansky19 used to breed them, same as in our village we used to breed geese. But two were killed during yesterday’s air raid. Their chicks survived.”


Cherednichenko drew once more on his pipe, then let out a cloud of smoke.


“May I be dismissed?” said the major.


Cherednichenko nodded. The major clicked his heels and set off back to the operations department. He passed Cherednichenko’s orderly, who was standing beneath an old maple, Mauser at his side. Cherednichenko stood without moving for a long time, looking at the swans and at the bright patches of light on the pond’s green surface. Then, in a low, hoarse voice, he said, “Lionya, Mama, will I ever see you again?” – and coughed the dry cough of a soldier.


He began to walk back to the palace, at his usual slow pace. His orderly, still waiting beneath the maple, asked, “Comrade Divisional Commissar, shall I send a car for your mother and son?”


“No,” Cherednichenko replied curtly. Seeing the surprise on his orderly’s face, he added, “Marchikhina Buda was taken by the Germans during the night.”


*


The military soviet met in a high, vaulted room, with tall, narrow windows draped with door curtains. In the half-light, the red tasselled cloth on the long table looked black. Fifteen minutes before the meeting was due to begin, the secretary walked noiselessly across the carpet and asked the orderly in a whisper, “Murzikhin, have you brought the commander his apples?”


“Yes,” the orderly replied at once, “I ordered them the same as always, along with Narzan water and cigarettes. Ah, here they come!”


Another orderly appeared, carrying a plate of green apples and several bottles of mineral water.


“Over there, on the little table!” said the secretary.


“Think I don’t know?” the orderly replied.


Next to come in was Ilya Ivanovich, the chief of staff, a general with a tired, dissatisfied look on his face. He was followed by a colonel, Piotr Yefimovich, head of the operations section, who was holding a roll of maps. The general was plump and pale, the colonel thin, tall and ruddy – yet somehow they looked strangely alike.


The general asked the orderly, who was standing to attention, “Where’s the commander?”


“On the telephone, Comrade Major General.”


“Is there a connection?”


“It was restored twenty minutes ago.”


“See, Piotr Yefimovich!” said the chief of staff, “and your much-praised signals officer said he wouldn’t be able to put us through until noon!”


“Well, so much the better, Ilya Ivanovich,” the colonel replied – and with the familiarity expected of a subordinate at such moments, he added, “When are you going to get some sleep? This is the third night you’ve stayed up.”


“Well, it’s not easy to think about sleep at a time like this,” said the chief of staff. He went over to the little table and took an apple. The colonel was spreading out his maps on the large table. He too reached for an apple. The orderly and the secretary, who was standing by the bookcase, exchanged smiles.


“Yes, here we are,” said the chief of staff, bending over the map and staring at the thick blue arrow that showed a German tank column moving deep into the red semicircle of our defence. He frowned, bit into the apple, grimaced and said, “Too damned sour!”


The colonel took a bite of his own apple and said, “Yes – pure vinegar, I beg to report.” He turned to the orderly and asked crossly, “Can you really not find any better apples than these for the military soviet? This is outrageous!”


The chief of staff laughed. “No accounting for tastes, Piotr Yefimovich. This is what the commander ordered, he adores sour apples.”


They bent down over the table and went on talking quietly. The colonel said, “They’re threatening our main communication line. It’s only too clear what they’re up to. They’re outflanking us on the left.”


“Hmm,” said the chief of staff. “Better to call it the potential threat of an outflanking movement.”


They put their nibbled apples down on the table and, simultaneously, sprang to attention. Yeromin, the Front C-in-C, had come in.20 He was tall and lean, with greying, close-cropped hair. Unlike everyone else, he walked not on the carpet but on the polished parquet, and his boots clattered noisily.


“Good morning, comrades, good morning,” he said. After a quick look at the chief of staff, he asked, “What’s up with you, Ilya Ivanovich? You’re looking worn out!”


Usually, the chief of staff addressed Yeromin by name and patronymic – Viktor Andreyevich. Now, though, just before an important meeting of the military soviet, he answered in a loud voice, “I feel excellent, Comrade Lieutenant General. Permission to report?”


“Certainly,” said Yeromin. “And here comes the divisional commissar.”


Cherednichenko gave a silent nod as he came in. He sat down at the far corner of the table.


“Just a minute,” said Yeromin. He flung open the window. “I told you to open the windows,” he said sternly to the secretary.


The situation the chief of staff then reported was extremely serious. German spearheads were attempting flanking movements, threatening to encircle our forces. Our forces were withdrawing to new lines of defence. These retreats were accompanied by fierce fighting. The Soviet artillery thundered away day and night; hundreds of thousands of heavy shells howled towards the enemy. Every day our divisions launched counter-attacks. Every river crossing, every ridge, every bottleneck on the roads, every clearing between bog and forest – all saw long and bloody battles. Nevertheless, the enemy was advancing and we were retreating. The enemy captured cities and vast swathes of land. Every day, the Nazi radio and press reported yet more victories. Nazi propaganda exulted. We too had our share of people unable to see beyond the undeniable fact that the Germans were advancing while our own troops retreated. And these people considered the war lost; they despaired of the future and were overwhelmed by anxiety. They did not understand the harsh, complex laws of the most terrible war the world has ever known. They did not sense the molecular processes taking place in the vast organisms of the warring countries. They did not sense how the musculature of our defence was strengthening and growing more resilient, while that of the advancing enemy grew weaker and more anaemic from day to day. The Völkischer Beobachter21 carried huge headlines in red; jubilant speeches were given in Fascist clubs; wives got ready to welcome their husbands, thinking they’d be back in only a few weeks’ time. But after meetings at German HQs, some of the older generals held quiet, troubled conversations with one another, falling silent when approached by optimistic young believers in National Socialist strategies. As for the Germans who were taken prisoner, and who were almost suffocating in the fierce August sun, they were clearly astonished when Battalion Commissar Bogariov questioned them about their quartermasters’ supplies of winter uniforms. Fascism’s strategists thought only in two dimensions; these stupid, self-righteous masters of brilliant detail were blind to the coordinate of time, one of the main terms of the vast battle of peoples being fought throughout Belorussia and Ukraine.22


The chief of staff, who was now reporting, the colonel who was his deputy, the secretary, Cherednichenko and Yeromin himself – all could see the heavy blue arrow pointing deep into the body of the Soviet lands. To the colonel, the arrow seemed terrible, swift and indefatigable in its movement across the ruled paper. The C-in-C, Lieutenant General Yeromin, knew more than the others about reserve divisions and regiments, about formations still deep in the rear but now being brought forward. He had an excellent sense of the contours of battles, a physical awareness of the folds of the terrain, the unsteadiness of the Germans’ pontoon bridges, the depth of the fast-flowing streams and the precarious sponginess of the bogs where he would meet the German tanks. His war – unlike that of the HQ and operations department staff – was not being fought only on the grid of a map. He fought on Russian soil, with its forests, its morning mists, its uncertain twilight, its fields of tall wheat and dense uncut hemp, its haystacks and granaries, its small villages on steep riverbanks, its deep ravines overgrown with scrub. He could feel the length of main roads and winding back roads; he had a physical sense of the dust, of the winds and rains, of small blown-up railway halts and the torn-up track at important junctions. And the blue arrow with its point like a fishhook did not alarm him. He was a cool-headed general who knew and loved his country, who loved to fight and knew how to fight. He wanted only one thing – to take the offensive. But he was retreating, and this was a source of torment to him.


Ilya Ivanovich, the chief of staff – formerly a professor at the Military Academy – was a true military scientist, an expert in both tactics and grand strategy. He was well versed in military history and fond of noting differences and similarities between current operations and other important battles from the previous one hundred and fifty years. He had a lively mind and was never dogmatic. In conversation with his colleagues, he would say, “Comrades, we must remember that what constitutes the heart of modern mobile warfare is close, dynamic cooperation between every branch of the armed forces. Swiftness of movement!” He was impressed by the German generals’ ability to plan and execute swift manoeuvres, the mobility of their infantry and the skill with which their air and ground forces had learned to work together. He had a broad understanding of the war, seeing it not only in military terms but also grasping its economic, historical and political aspects. He was both a soldier and an academic, a man of true European culture. One night he dreamed that General Gamelin had come to his HQ office for an oral examination and he had hauled Gamelin over the coals for his obtuseness with regard to the specific features of modern warfare.23 He was dispirited by the Soviet retreat; he felt as if the blue arrow were piercing his own heart – the heart of a Russian soldier.


Piotr Yefimovich, the colonel who headed the HQ operations section, a brisk, efficient officer with considerable experience and specialist knowledge, thought mainly in terms of military maps. For him, the only reality was the squares of the general staff’s large-scale maps and he always knew exactly how many of the open sheets on his desk had been replaced as the Red Army moved east, and which valleys and ravines had been marked by blue or red pencils. For him, the war was fought on maps and conducted by staff officers. And he too was dispirited. He thought it inevitable that our armies would continue to retreat. German motorized infantry was repeatedly threatening to outflank the Soviet armies – and the blue arrows on the map moved east according to mathematical laws of scale and speed. To the colonel, all this was simply a matter of geometry; no other laws were of any account.


The calmest person present was Cherednichenko, the taciturn divisional commissar known as the “Soldiers’ Kutuzov”.24 Even in the fiercest moments of fighting there was always an atmosphere of unusual calm around this unflurried, slow-moving man with the thoughtful, rather sad face. People remembered, and often repeated, his laconic witticisms and incisive rebukes and everyone recognized his broad-shouldered, stocky figure. He would often go out for a stroll, puffing quietly on his pipe, or else sit on a bench, deep in thought and slightly frowning – and everyone, commander and soldier alike, felt lighter at heart when they glimpsed this man with the high cheekbones, narrowed eyes and wrinkled forehead.


During the chief of staff’s report, Cherednichenko sat with his head bowed, and there was no knowing whether he was listening attentively or thinking about something else altogether. From time to time, he glanced out of the window, then bowed his head again, resting his elbow on the edge of the table. Only once did he get up, go over to the chief of staff and stand beside him for a while to look at the map, swaying a little as he shifted his weight from heel to toe.


After the report, Yeromin asked both the general and the colonel a few questions and glanced now and then at Cherednichenko, waiting for him to join in the discussion. The atmosphere in the room was tense. The colonel kept taking his fountain pen from his tunic pocket, unscrewing the cap, trying the nib on his palm, returning the pen to his pocket, and then going through the whole process again. This did not escape Cherednichenko’s notice. Yeromin paced about the room, his heavy tread making the parquet creak. He was frowning – German tanks were threatening the left flank of one of his armies.


“Listen, Viktor Andreyevich,” Cherednichenko began unexpectedly, “as a child, you got used to the unripe apples you stole from other people’s orchards. And because you still love that taste, we all have to suffer.”


Everyone looked at the row of bitten-into apples and laughed.


“You’re right,” Yeromin replied. “We need ripe apples too.”


“Very good, Comrade Lieutenant General,” the secretary said with a smile.


“What’s going on here?” asked Cherednichenko. He went up to the map and said to the chief of staff, “Is this to be your line of defence?”


“That’s right, Comrade Divisional Commissar. Viktor Andreyevich believes that this is where we can most actively and effectively exploit all the means of defence at our disposal.”


“Yes,” said Yeromin. “And the chief of staff has suggested that the best way to effect this would be to counter-attack near Marchikhina Buda and retake the village. What do you think yourself ?”


“Retake Marchikhina Buda?” repeated Cherednichenko – and something in his voice made everyone look at him. He relit his pipe, blew out a cloud of smoke, waved the smoke away with his hand, and looked at the map for some time without a word.


“No, I’m against it,” he said. Running the stem of his pipe over the map, he went on to explain why he thought this proposal mistaken.


Yeromin then dictated orders to reinforce the left flank and to regroup Samarin’s divisions. He also ordered one of the reserve rifle units to be brought forward against the German tanks.


Cherednichenko signed this order straight after Yeromin and added, “And I’ll certainly give them a good commissar.”


Just then came the roar of an exploding bomb, quickly followed by a second bomb. There was the sound of hurried anti-aircraft fire and the quiet whine of German bombers. No-one even looked towards the windows. Only the chief of staff said crossly to the colonel, “And in about five minutes’ time we’ll be hearing the air-raid sirens.”


“It’s called a delayed reflex,” said the colonel.


Cherednichenko then said to the secretary, “Comrade Orlovsky, call Bogariov.”


“He’s already here, Comrade Divisional Commissar. I was about to report.”


“Good,” said Cherednichenko. On his way out, he said to Yeromin, “So, we’re agreed about the apples?”


“Yes, yes, of course,” Yeromin replied. “Apples of every kind.”


“Excellent!” said Cherednichenko and walked towards the door, accompanied by the chief of staff and the colonel, who were both smiling. In the doorway, he said casually, “Colonel, you’re always fiddling with your pen. Why? How can you go on doubting? You simply mustn’t. We’ve got no choice – we just have to win.”


Orlovsky, the secretary of the military soviet, thought he had a good understanding of people, but he was unable to grasp why Cherednichenko was so fond of Bogariov. Cherednichenko was an old soldier who had served in the Russian army for about thirty years. Usually, he had little time for commanders and commissars newly called up from the reserves. Bogariov – a former philosophy lecturer – was a striking exception.


In the company of Bogariov, Cherednichenko was a changed man, anything but taciturn; once he had sat in his office with Bogariov and talked almost the whole night through. Orlovsky had hardly been able to believe it; he had never heard Cherednichenko speak so loudly and animatedly, asking questions, listening and then speaking again. When he went in, they were both looking flushed; it seemed, though, that the two men were not arguing but simply talking about something that really mattered to them.
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