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Foreword


The Siege of Leningrad, also known as the Leningrad Blockade, was the most terrible and tragic period in the history of the city now known as St Petersburg. On that summer’s day when Nazi Germany invaded the USSR, 22 June 1941, none of the city’s residents could have imagined that in less than six months’ time death would be such a part of their lives.


This diary, written by sixteen-year-old Leningrad schoolgirl Elena (Lena) Mukhina and miraculously preserved from that dreadful era, gives us a human insight into the last days of peace and the first days of war. With astonishing candour and a mix of childish naivety and adult wisdom, it paints a picture of a city reeling from the impact of war and the struggle of its innocent, defenceless inhabitants for survival. The obvious talent of the writer captures our attention from the very first pages, swiftly drawing us in and holding us in a constant state of suspense as we experience the tragedy and heroism of ordinary, everyday people, on whom nations are built and by whom history is both made and recorded.


First we must give a brief account of what befell Leningrad and its inhabitants during the first year of war, including the winter of 1941–2 – the deadliest and most devastating period of the entire siege. This historical background will help to put the events experienced by Lena Mukhina, her classmates, her family and friends into context.


The city’s appearance began to change from the very first days of the war. In a matter of weeks Leningrad was covered by a network of trenches and crevices for people to hide in during bombing raids. It was strange to see gas masks being carried around in bags, by civilians as well as military personnel. Shop windows and many of the city’s monuments were boarded up or covered with piles of sandbags. Clodt’s famous horses1 abandoned their pedestals and found shelter in the grounds of the Pioneers’ Palace.2 Strips of white or dark-blue paper were pasted crosswise onto the windows of homes and offices. At this early stage the city resembled an agitated anthill, with queues at the shops and banks, queues of conscripts and volunteers at the military recruitment offices and crowds of evacuees at the train stations.


While battles were being fought some distance from the city, around half a million Leningraders, Lena Mukhina among them, were constructing defensive works in the west of the region. But by the beginning of September 1941, despite fierce resistance from Soviet troops, Germany’s Army Group North under the command of Field Marshal General Wilhelm Leeb had reached the city’s southern and south-western suburbs. Together with Finnish forces advancing from the north, the Germans closed a siege ring around Leningrad on 8 September 1941, thereby condemning more than two and a half million people to slow but certain death. The last remaining link between the besieged city and the rest of the country was Lake Ladoga; the legendary ‘ice road’ across its frozen surface became known as the Road of Life.


On 5 September Hitler had announced: ‘from now on the region of Leningrad will be a secondary theatre of operations’. In other words he had decided not to waste military resources occupying the city, since its downfall was predetermined. On 29 September German naval command issued a directive entitled ‘On the future of the city of Petersburg’, which stated:




The intention is to encircle the city and level it to the ground by means of artillery fire, using shells of all calibre, and continual aerial bombardment. Any requests for surrender arising as a result of this action will be categorically rejected, since the problem of maintaining and feeding the population cannot and should not be solved by us. In this war . . . we have no interest in saving any part of the civilian population of this large city.





The city authorities still feared that German troops might invade Leningrad, and with this eventuality in mind they developed their so-called ‘Plan D’: the proposed destruction of 58,510 strategic targets to stop them falling into enemy hands. As a further pre-emptive measure in case of German occupation the Leningrad Party City Committee established an underground party organization to coordinate resistance efforts.


At first the inhabitants of Leningrad didn’t realize that the circle around them had closed. They knew, of course, that German divisions had reached the southern outskirts of the city – they could virtually see them with their own eyes. But there seemed to be less of a threat from the Finnish troops, who had stopped 30–40 km north of the city and possessed no long-range artillery equipment. During artillery attacks it was considerably less dangerous in the northern districts of Leningrad than in the southern and central districts, so people didn’t really believe that the city was surrounded. Only at the beginning of November, when food supplies were almost exhausted, did the authorities finally tell Leningraders the truth.


No one could possibly have known that the city would remain in the grip of siege for 872 days and nights. But Leningrad’s citizens had begun to feel the breath of war as early as September. Daily air raids and artillery bombardment of residential neighbourhoods drove the city’s inhabitants into bomb shelters, several times a day and for hours at a time. People’s initial curiosity in the aftermath of the first bomb attacks soon gave way to fear and then – in conditions of appalling hunger and cold – to apathy. Leningraders welcomed inclement weather for the reduced visibility it brought. They came to dread sunny days and moonlit nights, when the Germans would be sure to bomb their city. Cloud cover, however, offered no protection from artillery fire: in just over six months from the start of the siege there were only thirty-two days when shells did not explode on the city’s streets.


Hunger soon set in. Between September and November 1941 the bread rations that had been announced in July were reduced five times, reaching their lowest point on 20 November: 125 ‘blockade grams’ for children, dependants and white-collar workers and 250g for manual workers, technicians and engineers. Rations of meat, butter, sugar and other food items were severely reduced. The summer months and the beginning of autumn, when it was still possible to buy food without ration cards in ordinary shops and canteens, were no more than a distant memory.


Even these limited quantities of food were not always easy to come by. People would start queuing outside shops in the early hours of the morning, but when the bread arrived there was sometimes only enough for the first twenty or thirty lucky individuals out of the hundreds standing in line. And you could hardly call it bread: up to 40 per cent of the flour was replaced by additives such as bran, oil-cake,3 wallpaper dust and wood cellulose. Leningraders grew accustomed to new dishes, such as khryapa (made from the green outer leaves of a head of cabbage) and a kind of soy protein made from crushed soybean husks, both of which had been used as cattle feed prior to the war. People ate crows, pigeons, cats and dogs. They boiled up ‘meat’ jelly from carpenter’s glue and made flatbreads out of foraged pine nuts. One of the factories tried to bake bread rolls using dextrin – a by-product of starch, used as industrial glue. The resulting rolls and biscuits stuck people’s teeth together, but they soon discovered a way to get round this unfortunate side-effect: sprinkling a spoonful of powdered dextrin directly into their mouths and washing it down with water.


Hunger drove some to cannibalism – both trupoedstvo (eating the flesh of those who had died of natural causes) and lyudoedstvo (killing others for this purpose). Human flesh was cut from corpses and either eaten or sold on the black market. Some people murdered not only strangers but family members too, even their own children. Cannibals were considered to be guilty of ‘banditry’ and as such were subject to strictly enforced penalties: over 2,000 arrests were made in the city between the autumn of 1941 and the end of 1942. Later, when food supplies improved significantly, both forms of cannibalism disappeared.


The symptoms of starvation and ‘dystrophy’ (extreme malnutrition) were shocking. ‘It would change a person’s face, their whole appearance, turning them into a walking corpse. And, as everybody knows, a dead body is never a pleasant sight,’ recalled one siege survivor.




Those yellow faces were absolutely terrifying, and they wore such a glazed expression. It was nothing like the pain people suffer when they hurt an arm or a leg. In this case the entire body was afflicted, and more often than not mental faculties were impaired as well. Their face would turn yellow, their eyes would glaze over, their voice would fade away – you couldn’t even tell from someone’s quavering voice whether they were a man or a woman. They were ageless, sexless beings.





Death could strike anywhere and at any time. At the end of 1941, between 6 and 13 December alone, 841 people dropped dead in the street. At the beginning of 1942, 101,583 Leningraders died in January, 107,477 in February, 98,966 in March and 79,769 in April. During these months, an average of 110 to 160 of the city’s inhabitants were dying every hour. The logistics of burying so many bodies presented a serious problem. On some days in February 1942 there were as many as 20,000–25,000 corpses awaiting burial at the Piskarevskoye cemetery. They were stacked along the central path in rows 180–200 metres long and up to 2 metres high. As an emergency measure, the authorities gave orders for some of the corpses to be burned in the furnaces at the Izhorsky and Pervy brick factories.


On 25 December 1941, bread rations were increased by 75–100g, making it a memorable day for many Leningraders. ‘What joy, what joy!’ begins Lena Mukhina’s diary entry for the day. However, it was impossible to survive on rations alone. The city’s inhabitants sought additional sustenance by fair means and foul: they bought extra food or bartered valuables and other possessions for it, they were given food in exchange for donating blood, they were sent food by relatives elsewhere in Russia or at the front, and some were able to regain their strength in special recuperation clinics4 set up by the authorities. Some resorted to theft, others tried to use forged coupons. Quite simply, as one siege survivor put it: ‘Those who ate more survived, those who ate less died.’


According to another contemporary: ‘Hunger and cold – that was our psychological impression of the blockade.’ Winter came early that year and was especially severe. The first snow fell on the streets of Leningrad in the middle of October. News that the siege now encircled the city led to fears that buildings would be left without heating, given that Leningrad had always been dependent on outside supplies of firewood and coal. These fears were soon realized. Despite official orders for wooden houses, fences, market stalls and stadium benches to be used for fuel, the city’s central heating stopped working at the very beginning of winter. Residents set about constructing temporary metal stoves in their rooms, feeding them with anything that would burn, such as furniture, books, shelves and doors from abandoned apartments.


The city’s water supply and sewerage system began to fail next, leading to the closure of public baths and hairdressing salons. Leningraders were forced to abandon the pride they had always taken in their appearance. They had less energy and fewer opportunities to attend to their personal hygiene; washing had become a tortuous procedure, requiring enormous effort. People relieved themselves in abandoned rooms and dark stairwells. Cesspits and makeshift latrines were constructed in some courtyards, but not all residents had the energy or the desire to make it that far.


In the middle of November the city was plunged into darkness. Electric lighting was available only in certain institutions, and light bulbs of the lowest available wattage were permitted for use in guard rooms. But in other rooms, where the curtains were pulled shut to keep out the cold and the walls were covered with hoarfrost, the only light came from the faint flickering of the modest flames of icon lamps and home-made oil lamps.


The silence was broken by air-raid sirens, missile explosions, the sound of distant gunfire and the rhythmic, round-the-clock ticking of the metronome from the city’s loudspeakers, interrupted only by Leningrad Radio broadcasts and bulletins from the front line.5


During the winter of 1941–2, the city was transformed again. Dozens of trams and trolleybuses stood motionless in the snow-covered streets, abandoned mid-journey when the electricity supply was cut off. The snow itself was unusually white and clean, since the city’s factories and manufacturing plants had been evacuated or ceased production. The hunched figures of Leningraders trudged along the winding paths that criss-crossed the streets, rivers and canals.


An acute sense of despair led many to contemplate the futility of the struggle for survival. People were overcome by apathy, so much so that they no longer even mourned the loss of their loved ones. But they were outnumbered by those who wanted to survive. This desire was an astonishing stimulus – giving rise to ingenuity and bringing out the highest moral qualities in some, while in others manifesting itself in a willingness to sacrifice fellow citizens, including their own flesh and blood, for personal gain. Nevertheless, in spite of everything, the majority of Leningraders ‘kept their humanity’.


It is almost incomprehensible, but even in these truly inhuman conditions workers still repaired weapons, some schoolchildren and students carried on going to classes, and hospitals remained open. Lena Mukhina even attended an organized New Year’s party with some of her classmates. These parties – with dancing around decorated fir trees, theatrical performances and, most importantly, food – appear to have made a lasting impression on all schoolchildren in the besieged city. Academic life continued. Even at the beginning of January 1942 Leningrad’s cinemas were still screening feature and documentary films, and theatres continued to stage performances.


Lena Mukhina planned to leave Leningrad in the late spring of 1942, just as the city – cleared by its inhabitants of corpses and sewage and thereby spared the otherwise inevitable epidemics – was experiencing something of a rebirth. Hunger had already released its grip. The trams were running again, and public parks and flowerbeds had been turned into temporary allotments. Boys who had survived the winter ventured out to play football. Some people even made the most of the fine weather by sunbathing. Eyewitnesses noted that women were trying to dress as elegantly as circumstances permitted. By no means did all Leningraders want to leave; some were convinced that the worst was over and had to be evacuated almost by force. But the war was never very far away. The city continued to strengthen its defences and, mindful of the tragedy of the first siege winter, stocked up on firewood. Bursts of artillery fire continued and bombing resumed, taking hundreds of civilian lives.


It would be eight long months until the blockade was broken, and a further year until the victory salute that marked Leningrad’s final liberation from the siege.


How many lives did the siege claim? It is impossible to give a precise figure, but most historians believe that the final death toll came to at least 800,000.


Lena Mukhina was doubly lucky: she found a way to escape the besieged city and, unlike many other evacuees, she survived the journey. Ultimately, however, her experiences in Leningrad during the siege cast a shadow over the rest of her life. She dreamed of being happy. To all intents and purposes, this dream remained unfulfilled.


As soon as the last page of Lena Mukhina’s diary is turned, the reader is left with several questions. Did she leave or did she stay? Did she die or did she manage, against the odds, to survive? If so, then what happened to her?


First of all, we had to establish what we already knew. Which was not a lot, as it turned out: she was a pupil at Leningrad’s School No. 30 and she lived somewhere in the vicinity of Zagorodny Prospekt, Vladimirskaya (formerly Nakhimson) Square, Sotsialisticheskaya Street or Razyezzhaya Street, with Mama and Aka (a nanny, a grandmother?). She had extended family in Gorky (now Nizhny Novgorod); the address is even given in the diary. And we knew her date of birth. But we didn’t know her patronymic, or her address in Leningrad.


We decided to pursue several lines of inquiry at the same time. We contacted the St Petersburg Civil Registry Office, hoping that if Lena had been born in Leningrad they would be able to give us her exact address, so that by consulting the house register we could at least find out whether or not she had left the city. At the same time we contacted the Central State Archive of Historico-Political Documents, St Petersburg, where the original diary is kept, to ask when and how it came to be there. The response was not particularly enlightening. The diary had arrived at the archive in 1962 along with various other documents, about which nobody could tell us anything. However, the archivists did have some good news for us. A recently published anthology about the siege included several pages from the diary of Lena Mukhina with this postscript: ‘Elena Mukhina was evacuated from Leningrad a few days later. Her subsequent fate is unknown.’ ‘How do you know this?’ we asked the author, G. I. Lisovskaya. She replied: ‘A long-serving member of staff at the archive mentioned it.’ We were unable to find out who or when. But Lena had survived – and we were keen to find further evidence to prove it.


At this point we heard back from the Civil Registry Office. There was no record of Lena Mukhina having been born in Leningrad. The calls we made to Nizhny Novgorod, using telephone numbers we found on the internet, didn’t lead to anything either. We didn’t seem to be getting anywhere.


We had to turn to the diary again in the hope of finding new clues. This time, close scrutiny of the original yielded further information. On one of the blank pages at the back of the notebook there was a note in pencil, which had clearly been written by somebody else: ‘E. N. Bernatskaya, Apt 6, 26 Zagorodny, tel. 5.62.15’. This immediately brought to mind a phrase from the diary: ‘I’m writing in Mama’s notebook.’ Could E. N. Bernatskaya be ‘Mama Lena’? This possibility was confirmed when we consulted the Kniga pamyati, or Memorial Book, for the siege and discovered an entry dated February 1942 relating to the death of Elena Nikolaevna Bernatskaya, who lived at the address indicated in the diary.


But why did they have different surnames and the same forenames? And why did Lena frequently refer to her mother not just as Mama but as Mama Lena? And what explanation could there be for the two diary entries about the death of her mother, when she is referred to immediately afterwards as though she were still alive? Perhaps Bernatskaya was her adoptive mother, and it was her birth mother who died in July 1941. This seemed to make sense, but we were still just guessing.


For the time being, our main question – the fate of Lena herself – remained unanswered. Our next approach was to search for clues in documents relating to the Leningrad artist Vera Vladimirovna Milyutina, whom Lena mentions a number of times in the spring of 1942 and who, as is clear from the diary, played the most active role in arranging Lena’s evacuation.


The personal archive of V. V. Milyutina and her husband, the musicologist Aleksandr Semenovich Rozanov, is kept in the Central State Archive of Literature and Art, St Petersburg. A quick glance through the inventory, which listed more than 700 acts by name . . . and suddenly, there it was: File No.315 – letters to V. V. Milyutina from Elena Vladimirovna Mukhina, artist! Seven letters, twenty-four pages in all, covering the period 1942–84. Could it be her?


A thin file containing letters and postcards was delivered to us a week later, and it became immediately obvious that it was indeed her. There were too many correlations between the letters to V. V. Milyutina and the diary for it to be a coincidence. We had found the answer to our main question: Lena Mukhina was evacuated from Leningrad in June 1942 and four decades later she was living in Moscow.


As well as letters the file contained envelopes, on which she had written her address, and anecdotal information about her relatives, some of whom had been mentioned in the diary. Could she still be alive? A certain amount of apprehension preceded our telephone call to Moscow: were we calling the right people, and how would they respond to our questions? The initial response at the other end of the line was confusion: Yes, we know Elena Vladimirova Mukhina. What diary? She wrote it during the siege? She never mentioned it.


Nevertheless, it soon became clear that we were speaking about the same person. Elena Vladimirovna was no longer alive, but her niece Tatyana Sergeevna Musina and her husband, Rashid Maratovich, were more than happy to help us in our quest. An album they had kept containing photographs and letters from Elena Vladimirovna, her mother and Mama Lena, together with the archive materials that we had already been able to unearth, not only provided answers to the rest of our questions but also enabled us to build up a more accurate picture of the life story of the Leningrad schoolgirl Lena Mukhina.


Elena Vladimirovna Mukhina was born on 21 November 1924 in Ufa but moved to Leningrad with her mother, Mariya Nikolaevna Mukhina, at the beginning of the 1930s. When Mariya Nikolaevna became seriously ill Lena went to live with her mother’s sister, Elena Nikolaevna Mukhina (married name Bernatskaya, referred to by Lena as ‘Mama Lena’ and also simply ‘Mama’). We must digress slightly at this point to give a little background information on the Mukhina family. Mariya and Elena had two brothers, Nikolai and Vladimir, and a sister, Evgeniya (known as Zhenya, married name Zhurkova). Their mother, Sofiya Polikarpovna, worked as a schoolteacher in the village of Durykino near Moscow. According to family legend, Sofiya Polikarpovna was a narodnitsa – a member of the raznochinets intelligentsia and an active participant in the populist narodnik movement. Her husband Nikolai worked as an accountant at the Moscow city government offices. Elena Nikolaevna Bernatskaya had enjoyed riding since she was a child, and her love of equestrian sports stayed with her throughout her life. This passion changed Bernatskaya’s life dramatically, however, when a fall from a horse ended her career as a ballet dancer. But Bernatskaya maintained her links with the theatrical world, later becoming a set designer at Leningrad’s Maly Opera Theatre. Lena Mukhina’s diary attests to her familiarity with her aunt’s professional environment and acquaintances – the opera singer Grigory Filippovich Bolshakov, the artist Vera Vladimirovna Milyutina, the scenic artist Sergei Viktorovich Senatorsky and his wife Lyubov (Kisa), and also Kira Nikolaevna Lipkhart, who worked in the literary department of Leningrad’s Maly Opera Theatre, amongst others.


Unfortunately, her theatre work was not rewarded with material prosperity. Nor did financial affairs take a significant turn for the better when Bernatskaya began making copies of sketches. ‘At the moment, as I write, I don’t have any work, and we don’t have enough to last us more than three weeks. But I’m not too upset about it. After all I have been living like this since 1934 . . . It will be summer soon, and I don’t have a single kopek set aside,’ she admitted in a letter to her sister Zhenya in the spring of 1941. Lena was fully aware of the situation: ‘We’re not going to the dacha this year. We can’t afford it,’ she writes ruefully in her diary on 28 May 1941. Then she continues cheerfully: ‘But it doesn’t matter, in fact I’m quite pleased about it – I haven’t spent the whole summer in the city for ages. I’ll definitely get a job.’ Alas, war broke out less than a month later.


Lena’s experience of the first year of the war is detailed in her diary. But what happened next?


Lena Mukhina left Leningrad at the beginning of June 1942. A special train carrying evacuees left Leningrad for the city of Kotelnich in the Kirov Oblast, but during the course of that month Lena somehow ended up in Gorky, where she began a milling apprenticeship at the factory training school (FZU). It wasn’t until the autumn of 1945 that she returned to Leningrad in order to enter the Leningrad School of Art and Industry, from which she graduated three years later with a master’s degree in mosaics. After working for just over a month as a mosaic artist at SU-4 Lenotdelgrazhdanstroi Lena went back to continue her studies, but in January 1949 she started work at the Leningrad Mirror Factory. ‘As well as working from sketches I also produced my own designs, and some of them weren’t bad,’ she wrote subsequently to her aunt Zhenya. She liked the work, but she had to live in rented accommodation as she had lost her room when she was evacuated. Mass redundancy at the factory soon left her without work too.


Finding herself at something of a crossroads in her life, Lena initially considered applying to a technical college in order to train for a different career with better prospects, but not all colleges were able to offer free accommodation – and with a grant of just 140 roubles she couldn’t afford to rent. She didn’t want to keep asking her relatives for help either. So Lena decided to resurrect her milling career and headed for Moscow, where she applied to Glavmuka (abbreviated name for the Chief Administration of the Flour Milling Industry of the USSR Ministry of Procurement) and was posted first to Yaroslavl, and from there to the city of Rybinsk (formerly Shcherbakov). At this point she took another decisive step to change the course of her life. In March 1950, after turning down the position of laboratory assistant at the mill, Lena Mukhina applied to work on the construction of the Southern Kuzbass thermal power station in the Kemerovo Oblast. Initially she had to work as an unskilled labourer, but by the end of the year she was working as a designer in the labour and salaries department at the Chief Administration. ‘My main job is designing all the artwork relating to socialist emulation – slogans, displays, the Board of Honour and so on. My salary is over 500 roubles,’ she wrote in a letter to her beloved aunt Zhenya.


She was forced to reconsider her employment options when her contract came to an end in March 1952. ‘I miss Leningrad terribly – the opera, the museums. But I have nowhere to live there,’ she wrote in her next letter to her aunt Zhenya. She didn’t have any accommodation in Moscow either, but she did have relatives there, so Lena chose the capital. In June 1952 she was taken on at the Kuntsevo Mechanical Works, where she worked for fifteen years, primarily in the branding department. Before retiring owing to ill health Lena spent her final years of employment reproducing painted designs on fabric at the Kuntsevo Factory of Artistic Haberdashery and as a homeworker for the Soviet Army factory.


Elena Vladimirovna Mukhina died in Moscow on 5 August 1991.


VALENTIN KOVALCHUK, ALEKSANDR RUPASOV, ALEKSANDR CHISTIKOV




Remember My Sad Story: Lena Mukhina’s Siege Diary




Consider any day on which you do not discover anything new or learn anything useful a lost day!


Anyone can become strong, smart and steadfast. There is only one essential requirement – will power!


Will power can conquer anything.


A strong-willed person is persistent and determined.


People are not born brave, strong and smart.


These qualities must be acquired through perseverance and with determination, like the ability to read and write.







Lena Mukhina
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Diary


22 MAY 1941–25 MAY 1942




22 May 1941


I went to bed at five o’clock this morning, after spending all night studying my literature textbook. I got up this morning at ten o’clock and crammed more horrid literature until quarter to one. At quarter to one I went to school.


I saw Emma, Tamara, Roza and Misha Ilyashev standing by the entrance. They’d already finished their exams6 and were so happy. They wished us luck. I said hello to Lyusya Karpova and Vova. The bell hadn’t yet rung for the next group to go in, so we waited in the hall. All the boys from our class were in our group, except Vova Klyachko. I asked Vova whether he’d managed to revise everything. He said no. I wanted to say something else, but he went over to join his friends.


The bell rang, and we went up the staircase and into the classroom. Everyone else was really nervous, but I felt calm, because I was so sure that I would fail: all the dates and biographies were mixed up in my head. I hadn’t even managed to read through all the materials. To be honest, I was more worried for the others than I was for myself.


Lyusya and I sat at the last desk but one. Lenya and Yanya were in front of us, with Vova between them. They started to call us up. I was thinking more about Vova than about the exams. Not because I was worrying about him – actually, I rather hoped he would fail. No, I wanted to spend time with him, to talk to him, to feel him looking at me . . . to be as close to him as possible. If he failed he would be sad and miserable, and I really like seeing him like that. When he’s miserable, I feel closer to him. I want to put a hand on his shoulder, to make him feel better, and for him to look into my eyes with a tender, grateful smile. He was sitting so close that I could have reached out and touched his elbow, which was resting on our desk. But I couldn’t bring myself to do it. He was too far away. The girls were sitting behind us, they would have seen me move, and his friends were right next to him. They would have noticed too and would have made something of it, and then it would all have gone wrong. But how? I don’t even know. So I just sat there, leaning on the desk with my chin in my hands, secretly watching Vova so that no one would notice. I wasn’t really watching him, just looking at him. I love looking at his back, his hair, his nose, the expression on his face. Vova was sitting at a slight angle, watching Dima give his answers and occasionally chatting with either Yanya or Lenya. I wished he would look in my direction, just once. Why was he looking at Yanya and Lenya and talking to them, but acting as though I didn’t exist? I shouldn’t expect to be included, though: Vova isn’t a girl, and I’m not a boy. And anyway, what’s so special about me? He doesn’t exchange glances with the other girls either. I looked down at the desk for a moment, lost in thought. But then I glanced at him again, I couldn’t help it . . . What was I afraid of? He was my darling Vova, looking the same as he did that time at the theatre, wearing the same suit, and his smile was exactly the same. I felt my shyness lift and thought to myself, yes, I love him more than anyone else, and I wasn’t at all embarrassed about it. I moved Lyusya’s notebook with the literature syllabus towards myself and wrote on the cover: ‘I hope you get a 5.’7 Nudging his elbow, I pushed it towards him. He turned round straight away and I think he was pleased, because his face lit up and he wished me the same. I mumbled something and sort of shook my head, to let him know that I was sure I would fail.


Then it was my turn to be called up to the front. I sat at the second desk without turning round to look at my friends, so I couldn’t see Vova and didn’t know whether or not he was interested in how I did. I sat there knowing that my friends who hadn’t been called up yet were all behind me, including Vova. I really wanted Vova to be thinking about me right then, for him to be nervous on my behalf. Maybe he was. I honestly don’t know. It wasn’t long before he was called up too, and he sat at the desk in front of me.


I got a dreadful set of questions, and I didn’t know the answers to either of the first two. I decided to wait a while and swap my paper for a different one. I didn’t really have a choice. Vova was sitting with his shoulders hunched up, looking nervous. He tore up the piece of paper he’d been writing on and fiddled with the scraps. He started running his hands through his hair, then he grew thoughtful and started writing again. He turned round a couple of times, and once our eyes met. He looked at me helplessly. I tried to ask him with my eyes: do you know it? He shook his head vaguely. Then he started writing again . . .


I took another exam paper, and as soon as I read it I knew that all was not lost:




1. Motifs in Pushkin’s lyric poetry;


2. Sentimentalism;


3. The narrative structure of A Hero of Our Time.8




I knew the second one well, and the third. I had to think a little more about the first, but I already knew that I’d passed literature. Vova had prepared his answers and was sitting at the very end of the desk. He kept looking round. I didn’t look at him. I was concentrating on trying to remember Pushkin’s lyrics. But I could tell that Vova was concerned about me. He couldn’t have helped noticing that I was on my second paper, and I must have looked pretty miserable too. But this is the terrible thing . . . When I get what I want and someone starts paying me attention, I try as hard as I can to make myself invisible because I’m afraid that other people will notice. Silly, isn’t it? But that’s the way it is. Vova managed to ask with a look (he always looks straight into your eyes when he talks, which is something I find difficult): did I know the answers? I nodded, and he seemed to relax.


After Grisha, it was his turn. He spoke readily, and his answers were clear and precise. They interrupted him before he’d finished and let him go without asking any further questions. I went up to answer. Vova left the classroom. I immediately forgot all about him. Maybe he looked back through the door to see how I got on, or maybe he was so pleased it was over that he forgot about me and went to find his friends. He can’t spend all his time thinking about me, can he?


So, that’s two exams over and done with.


Today: I spent the whole day doing nothing. I feel a lot calmer now. I’ve got three days ahead of me, plenty of time. It’s always the same – as soon as I start to relax a little I find it difficult to get back into a routine, and the day just slips away. I listened to some German ballads on the radio. I love ballads. After the broadcast I read all of Pushkin’s ballads one after the other. It is a good thing that evil spirits don’t really exist, or they would never leave us in peace.


It’s about ten o’clock now. I promised Mama that I would go to bed at nine. She could come in at any moment and then she’ll see that I haven’t kept my word. That would be a blow to my pride. I do feel guilty, but I can’t stop writing. I’m so caught up in it.


I’ve decided to write my diary more neatly. I’ll want to read it again myself one day. Goodness, Aka9 has come in and I’m not in bed yet. ‘You promised, you’re supposed to be in bed*’10 ‘I am, I am,’ I said. But I’m still writing (Aka has left the room). I want to record all my worries in my diary, every single one of them, like Pechorin11 did. His diary is so interesting. But I’ve done something dreadful – I’m writing in Mama’s notebook, and she might be angry with me. Well, never mind, I’ll talk her round somehow, but for now I’ll put it back where it belongs.




23 May 1941


Damn, nobody woke me. I woke up at ten o’clock. I haven’t done my exercises again. I listened to a children’s programme on the radio called Amundsen’s Youth.12 He had such determination. Whenever he set a goal for himself, he made sure he achieved it. If I were a boy, I would probably want to be like Roald. But I’ve never heard of a girl setting herself such goals. And it’s quite daunting, the idea of being the first.


I wish Vova would dream of becoming a polar explorer, a traveller or a mountaineer, but he doesn’t seem to be interested in that kind of thing. He doesn’t want to end up smashing his head in a crevasse. I ought to ask him about it. But when will I get the chance? Maybe I’ll go and visit him at his dacha and we can talk then – about the ninth grade, about his future and mine. If he wants to talk to me, that is. Maybe I’ve got it wrong, maybe he doesn’t like me at all. No, that can’t be true . . . He must like me, even if it’s only a little bit.


Right, time to study. I need to do some German revision.


It’s already ten o’clock at night. I’m back, pen in hand. I went round to see Lyusya Karpova. And I found out the exam results. Vova, Grisha, Misha Ilyashev, Leva, Lenya, Yanya, Emma, Tamara, Lyusya, Beba, Zoya and Roza all got a 5. Dima, Misha Tsypkin and a few others got a 4. The rest of us got a 3: Kira, me, Lyusya, Lida Klementieva, Lida Solovieva and Yasya Barkan.


I haven’t done much at all today. I only started working properly in the evening. I studied Chapter 4. Lyusya and I went for a walk in the little garden13 earlier. It was full of people. Like an anthill. But Vika wasn’t there.


It feels as though something’s missing all the time. I feel empty inside. Lyusya and I went for a walk, then we went back to her place, but something wasn’t quite right. I don’t really enjoy spending time with Lyusya, but I don’t have anyone else. I’m particularly aware of it at the moment, when we’re supposed to be revising. I prefer to revise with a partner. Especially for German. Lyusya wants to revise by herself. Lyusya and I aren’t really that close, to be honest. I’ve known that for some time. I’m so envious of the others in our class. Emma and Tamara study together, so do Roza and Beba, and the other Lyusya has a study partner. The other girls have all paired off too. The boys in our class are always in touch with one another. Vova prefers to study by himself, but if he gets bored of being alone he’s immediately surrounded by friends. And not just Vova – they’re all like that. But I’m completely alone. I don’t have a best friend or a boyfriend.


Mama sometimes wants me to kiss her and be affectionate with her, but I’m sad all the time because of the unhappy thoughts in my head. I just want to burst into tears, to scream and shout. I act as though everything’s fine, but inside it’s unbearable. I always feel as though something’s missing. Whenever Mama’s out, I want her to come home, but when she’s here I can’t stand the sight of her or the sound of her voice. I’m sick of them. Both Mama and Aka.


I want new faces, new people, new experiences. Something, anything new. But nothing is ever new, and I can’t bear it. Right now I feel like running somewhere far, far away, where I won’t have to see or hear anyone. Not a single person. No. I want to go and be with my best friend, who loves me, and to tell her my sorrows. That’s all I want. And then I’ll feel better. But I don’t have anyone. I’m all alone. And I can’t tell anyone how I feel. I could tell Mama. She would kiss me, cuddle me and say: ‘It doesn’t matter.’ She thinks the reason I don’t have any close friends is because I’m better than all of them, because they’re not as good as me. But that’s nonsense. There are many things she doesn’t understand. So many things. I’m completely ordinary. I’m no different from the others. I might have more thoughts in my head – but that’s not an advantage, it’s a curse. Thinking constantly, and more specifically analysing every step I take, picking over the bones – is that not a curse? If only I could just think less, not take things too much to heart, life would be a lot easier.


Anyway, time for bed.




28 May 1941


The German exams are over. Everything went well. Thirteen of us got a 5. Vova got a 4. I don’t know why – he barely deserved a 3, but he had a really easy set of questions. I’ve got algebra tomorrow. Soon, soon I will be free. And I’ve got so many plans!


We’re not going to the dacha this year. We can’t afford it. But it doesn’t matter, in fact I’m quite pleased about it – I haven’t spent the whole summer in the city for ages. I’ll definitely get a job. And buy myself some clothes. I’m already sixteen and I don’t have anything smart or ‘fashionable’ to wear. I’m also going to study German every day starting from 7 June so that I’ll be top of the class in the ninth grade and not have to hear the words ‘could do better’. I’m ashamed of myself for only scraping a 3 in chemistry. I used to see Anna Nikiforovna and her Adka so often . . . No, I absolutely have to get top marks in chemistry next year. There are chemistry exams at the end of the ninth grade. I’ll have to study hard all year and get a 5 in the exams. And in order to do this**14




30 May 1941


The weather is good, but still my heart aches. Today is Mama’s birthday, and we have nothing. Mama has gone to work to try and earn a bit of money. We’re not exactly starving, but that’s hardly any consolation. We’ve been living on other people’s money for some time now. Mama keeps borrowing more and more. It’s becoming embarrassing to show our faces in the apartment, because we owe everyone money. We’ve never lived like this before.


We had our algebra exam yesterday. Vova got a 4, I got a 5, Lyusya got a 3. I don’t know about any of the others. I went round to Vova’s the day before yesterday. Vova, Dima and I spent the whole evening solving equations and answering algebra questions, but mainly just chatting. Vova can be very funny. We’re getting on better now than we did last winter. He always greets me like a good friend these days, which feels really nice. The more time I spend with him, or rather at his place, the less I think about my feelings for him. But if I go a long time without seeing him I begin to love him again. Some of us were planning to go and visit him for the day at some point this summer. But then we changed our minds, decided it was unnecessary. Actually, it will be better if I don’t see him all summer. Then when we meet again in the autumn, I’ll greet him like an old friend and we’ll be even closer. I must ask him to give me a photo before we part for the summer, and I’ll ask him for another one when we meet again in the autumn. It will be interesting for both of us to see how much he’s changed over the whole summer. I’d like Dima’s photo too, which he’s already promised me, and one from Misha Ilyashev, and also from Emma, Lyusya Ivanova, Tamara Artemieva and Beba, but it will be harder to get photos from them.


I’ve got geometry tomorrow. Then there are only two exams left: anatomy and physics. I’m not worried about anatomy, but I’m really worried about physics. Only two days until the physics exam. That’s not long at all. The other bad thing about it is that our group has to be there by nine o’clock in the morning. At that hour the physics teacher will be wide awake and very demanding. Better to be in the second group, when he’s already tired and starting to nod off. Then it’s easy to answer the questions.


Vova is a nice boy, he really is. I wish he could be our class president15 in the ninth grade. But I know I’m just daydreaming. He probably doesn’t even want to think about it yet. Well, that’s up to him.


The one place where I feel completely at ease is with Vova’s family. After spending time with them I always feel happy and cheerful, and somehow the river of life seems no more daunting than a knee-deep stream.


When our algebra revision class was over, everyone gathered around Vera Nikitichna. Vova and the other boys stood by the window. I walked over to the blackboard, leaned against it and called to Vova. He turned round immediately and walked over to me. Lenya came with him.


‘Have you solved the equations?’


‘No. I don’t feel like it.’


‘Come on, let’s work on them for a bit.’


‘Ah Lena, I really don’t feel like it.’


‘You know, Vova,’ I said, scribbling on the board with a piece of chalk, ‘I’ve completely forgotten how to solve some of them. I might fail tomorrow because of it.’


‘Don’t be silly, they’ll be easy equations tomorrow.’


‘Even so. I’m coming round to yours, all right?’


He nodded and turned to Lenya. ‘Come with us, back to my place. I don’t get the synthetic methods. Shall we try solving a couple?’


‘No, Vova, I can’t right now.’


The boys all left school together. I walked along beside Vova, then with Yanya. I asked: ‘Vova, why didn’t you do better in the German exam?’ Vova didn’t say anything. Yanya answered for him: ‘He didn’t do that badly. He got a 4.’


‘I don’t mean the actual mark. I just think he could have done better.’


‘Like you did, you mean?’


‘It doesn’t matter what I got. I’m talking about Vova, not myself.’


‘Lenochka, you wouldn’t say that if you’d seen him before the exam. He was like a dying Hamlet.’


I’ve just been out to the garden. I saw Genya Nikolaev on the way. We said hello and talked for a bit. But I’m as much of a fool as I always was. There were so many things I could have asked him. Instead, fool that I am, I just said a couple of words and was ready to say goodbye. He gave me a big smile and asked: ‘Well, how are things? What marks have you been getting?’


Fool that I am, I quickly babbled something in response. I didn’t even shake his hand when we said goodbye, but ran away from him without a backward glance. I expect he turned around and thought: ‘What a strange girl.’ I’m such a fool. A complete idiot. I saw Genya and I couldn’t even talk to him properly. Well, next time I see him I’ll apologize for my awkwardness and ask him how he is, how he’s planning to spend the summer. There are so many things I could ask him about. I could ask him for his photo, for a start.




31 May 1941


Today is the last day of May. It’ll be June tomorrow – summer. I got a 4 in geometry. I know I’ve been lucky, I keep getting such easy exam papers. The only ones left now are anatomy and physics.


To tell the truth, I only spent three hours studying geometry: two hours yesterday and an hour this morning. But it would have been impossible to fail. Lida Solovieva didn’t know the answers to any of the questions on either her first paper or her second, and she still got a 3. If I’d been in her shoes I would have managed to come up with something, at least. But she didn’t have a clue.


I can’t go and visit Vova any more, because I don’t have an excuse. It’s too awkward. I wish I could say to him: ‘You know, Vova, it’s a pity I’m not a boy. Then I could come to your place more often. I really like your family. Studying algebra or geometry used to be my excuse for coming round to see you, but now I haven’t got a reason it just feels awkward.’ Only I’m afraid he would get angry and say: ‘You’ve got it all worked out, haven’t you? But as far as I’m concerned boys and girls are just the same.’ Or something like that.


Anyway, I’m off to study anatomy.




2 June 1941


I got a 5 in anatomy. Nearly everyone got a 5.


The weather has been awful today. First there was hail, then big flakes of snow. The cold wind blows right through you. From time to time the sun appears and then disappears again.


The only exam I have left is physics. Time is flying by. Summer will soon be here. There are so many things I need to do. This summer mustn’t be even the slightest bit like last year’s. Last summer was a complete waste of time. This summer will be different, I give my word of honour as a Soviet student. It shouldn’t be too difficult. I just need to remain disciplined. The thing is, for students the exam period is like one big exercise in moral discipline: you know you have to keep revising and working hard enough to pass, but after the last exam you feel a kind of emptiness. It seems as though everything is over, that only emptiness lies ahead. And this is the point at which some give in, they surrender themselves and . . . and then everything is so easy. Wandering the streets, going to the cinema, reading one book a month, getting up at ten o’clock, going to bed at midnight. The entire summer is spent like that. Day after day, the same thing over and over, until all of a sudden it’s time to go back to school.


But the summer can be spent quite differently, as long as you don’t give in to laziness. Laziness, what is laziness? Laziness is a quality unworthy of a Soviet student. So laziness must be defeated.


This is how my life is going to be:


Get up at seven o’clock. Do my exercises along with the programme on the radio.


To begin with, I’ll be going to Pushkin with Mama and working there. I’ll go for a walk in my lunch break. I’ll leave there at five o’clock, and by seven o’clock I’ll already be at home. I’ll study German from half past seven to half past eight, then I’ll have a cup of tea and listen to the radio or read. At half past ten I’ll wash and do my exercises, then I’ll go to bed at eleven, switching off the radio when it’s at its most interesting.


Later, once Mama has finished working at Pushkin and we’re working on the sketches together, this is how I plan to spend my time:




Get up at seven o’clock. Do my exercises along with the radio. Start work at nine o’clock. Finish at four o’clock. Go for a walk. Have a cup of tea when I get home. Spend one hour studying German with Aka. Then read and listen to the radio.
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