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PART III

The Destructlve-Labor
Camps’

“Only those can understand ‘us who ate from the same
bowl with uvs.”

Quotation from a letter of a Hutzul* girl, a former zek

* See Translator's Notes, page 673.
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There is no limit to what should be included in this part. To
attain and encompass its savage meaning one would have to drag
out many lives in the camps—the very same in which one cannot
survive for even one term without some special advantage because
they were invented for destruction.

And from this it follows that all those who drank of this most
deeply, who explored it most fully, are already in their graves
and cannot tell us. No one now can ever tell us the most important
thing about these-camps.

And the whole scope of this story and of this truth is beyond
the capabilities of one lonely pen. All I had was a peephole into
the Archipelago, not the view from a tower. But, fortunately,
several other books have emerged and more will emerge. In the

+Kolyma -Stories of Shalamov the reader will perhaps feel more
truly and surely the pitilessness of the spirit of the Archipelago
and the limits of human despair.

To taste the sea all one needs is one gulp.






Chapter 1

The Fingers of Aurora

Rosy-fingered Eos, so often mentioned in Homer and called
Aurora by the Romans, caressed, too, with those fingers the first
early morning of the Archipelago.

When our compatriots heard via the BBC that M. Mihajlov
claimed to have discovered that concentration camps had existed
in our country as far back as 1921, many of us (and many in the
West too) were astonished: That early really? Even in 1921?

Of course not! Of course Mihajlov was in error. In 1921, in
fact, concentration camps were already in full flower (already
even coming to an end). It would be far more accurate to say that
the Archipelago was born with the shot. of the cruiser
Aurora.*

And how could it have been otherwise? Let us pause to
ponder.

Didn’t Marx and Engels teach that the old bourgeois machinery
of compuision had to be broken up, and a new one created im-
mediately in its place? And included in the machinery of com-
pulsion were: the army (we are not surprised that the Red Army
was created at the beginning of 1918); the police (the militia*
was inaugurated even sooner than the army); the courts (from
November 22, 1917); and the prisons. How, in establishing the
dictatorship of the proletariat, could they delay with a new type
of prison?

That is to say that it was altogether impermissible to delay in
the matter of prisons, whether old or new. In the first months after
the October Revolution Lenin was already demanding “the most

9
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decisive, draconic measures to tighten up discipline.” And are
draconic measures possible—without prison?

What new could the proletarian state contribute here? Lenin
was feeling out new paths. In December, 1917, he suggested for
consideration the following assortment of punishments: “confisca-
tion of all property . . . confinement in prison, dispatch to the front
and forced labor for all who disobey the existing law.”* Thus. we
can observe that the leading idea of the Archipelago—forced
labor—had been advanced in the first month after the October
Revolution.

And even while sitting peacefully among the fragrant hay mow-
ings of Razliv* and listening to the buzzing bumblebees, Lenin
could not help but ponder the future penal system. Even then
he had worked things out and reassured us: “The suppression of
the minority of exploiters by the majority of the hired slaves of
yesterday is a matter so comparatively easy, simple and natural,
that it is going to cost much less in blood . . . will be much cheaper
for humanity” than the preceding suppression of the majority by
the minority.®?

According to the estimates of émigré Professor of Statistics
Kurganov, this “comparatively easy” internal repression cost us,
from the beginning of the October Revolution up to 1959, a
total of . . sixty-six million—66,000,000—Tlives. We, of course,
cannot vouch for his figure, but we have none other that is official.
And just as soon as the official figure is issued the specialists can
make the necessary critical comparisons.

It is interesting to compare other figures. How large was the
total staff of the central apparatus of the terrifying Tsarist Third
Department, which runs like a strand through all the great
Russian literature? At the time of its creation it had sixteen per-
sons, and at its height it had forty-five. A ridiculously small num- .
ber for even the remotest Cheka provincial headquarters in the
country. Or, how many political prisoners did the February
Revolution find in the Tsarist “Prison of the Peoples™? All these
figures do exist somewhere. In all probability there were more
than a hundred such prisoners in the Kresty Prison alone, and
several hundred returned from Siberian exile and hard labor, and

1. Lenin, Sobrannye Sochineniya (Collected Works), fifth edition, Vol. 36,
p. 217.

2. Ibid., Vol. 35, p. 176.

3. Ibid., Vol. 33, p. 90.
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how many more were languishing in the prison of every provincial
capital! But it is interesting to know—exactly how many. Here is
a figure for Tambov, taken from the fiery local papers. The Febru-
ary Revolution, which opened wide the doors of the Tambov
Prison, found there political prisoners in the number of . . . seven
(7) persons. And there were more than forty provinces. (It is
superfluous to recall that from February to July, 1917, there were
no political arrests, and after July the number imprisoned could
be counted on one’s fingers. )

Here, however, was the trouble: The first Soviet government.
was a coalition government, and a portion of the people’s com-
missariats had to be allotted, like it or not, to the Left SR’s, in-
cluding, unhappily, the People’s Commissariat of Justice, which
fell to them. Guided by rotten petty bourgeois concepts of free-
dom, this People’s Commissariat of Justice brought the penal
system to the verge of ruin. The sentences turned out to be too
light, and they made hardly any use at all of the progressive
principle of forced labor. In February, 1918, the Chairman of
the Council of People’s Commissars, Comrade Lenin, demanded
that the number of places of imprisonment be increased and that
repression of criminals be intensified,* and in May, already going
over to concrete guidance, he gave instructions® that the sentence
for. bribery must be not less than ten years of prison and ten years
of forced labor in addition, i.e., a total of twenty years. This
scale might seem pessimistic at first: would forced labor really
still be necessary after twenty years? But we know -that forced
labor turned out to be a very long-lived measure, and that even
after fifty years it would still be extremely popular.

For many months after the October Revolution the prison -
personnel everywhere remained Tsarist, and the only new officials
named were Commissars of prisons. The brazen jailers went so
far as to create their own trade union (“The Union of Prison
Employees”) and established an elective basis for prison adminis-
tration! (The only time in all Russian history!) The prisoners
were not to be left behind either—they, too, had their own internal
self-government. (Circular of the People’s Commissariat of Jus-
tice, April 24, 1918: prisoners, wherever possible, were to be
brought into self-verification and self-supervision.)

4. Ibid., Vol. 54, p. 391.
S. Ibid., Vol. 50, p. 70.
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Naturally such a free commune of convicts (“anarchical licen-
tiousness”) did not correspond to the needs of the dictatorship of
the progressive class-and was of sorry help in purging harmful
insects from the Russian land. (And what could one expect—if
the prison chapels had not beei closed, and our Soviet prisoners
were willingly going there on Sundays, even if only to pass the
time!)

Of couirse, even the Tsarist jailers were not entirely a loss to the
proletariat, for after all theirs was a profession important to the
most immediate purposes of the Revolution. And therefore it was
necessary to “select those persons of the prison administration who
have not become totally calloused and stupefied in the patterns of
Tsarist prisons [And what does ‘not totally’ mean? And how
would you find that out? Does it mean they had forgotten ‘God
save the Tsar'?] who can be used for work at the new tasks.”®
(Did they, for example, answer precisely, “Yes, sir!” and “No,
sir,” or turn the key in the lock quickly?) And, of course, the
prison buildings themselves, their cells, their bars and locks, al-
though in appearance they remained exactly as before, in actual
fact had acquired a new class content, a lofty revolutionary mean-
ing.

And nevertheless, the habit of the courts, right up to the middle
of 1918, of keeping right on, out of inertia, sentencing “to prison,
© to prison,” slowed the breakup of the old machinery of state in
its prison area.

In the middle of 1918, to be exact on July 6, an event took
place whose significance is not grasped by everyone, an event
superficially known as the “suppression of the revolt of the Left
SR’s.” But this was, in fact, a coup d’état, of hardly any less
significance than October 25. On October 25 the power—the
government—of the Soviets of Workers’ and Peasants’ Deputies
was proclaimed, whence the name Soviet power. But in its first
months this new government was very much beclouded by the
presence in it of other parties besides the Bolsheviks. Although
the coalition government consisted only of the Bolsheviks and
the Left SR’s, nonetheless, in the membership of the All-Russian
Congresses (the Second, Third, and Fourth), and of the All-
Russian Central Executive Committees (VTsIK’s) which they
elected, there were still included some representatives of other

6. Sovetskaya Yustitsiya (a collection of articles, Soviet Justice), Moscow,
1919, p. 20.
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socialist partiecs—SR’s, Social Democrats, Anarchists, Popular .
Socialists, etc. Because of this fact the VTsIK’s possessed the un-
healthy character of “socialist parliaments.” But in the course
of the first months of 1918, by a whole series of decisive measures
(supported by the Left SR’s), the representatives of the other
socialist parties were cither expelled from VTsIK (by its own
decision, an original parliamentary procedure) or else were
simply not allowed to be elected to it. The last non-Bolshevik
party, which still constituted one-third of the parliament (the
Fifth Congress of Soviets), was the Left SR’s. And the time finally
came to get rid of them too. On July 6, 1918, they were excluded.
in toto from VTsIK and from the Council of People’s Commis-
sars. Thereby the power of the Soviet of Deputies (by tradition,
called the “Soviet”) ceased to stand in opposition to the will of
the Bolshevik Party and took the form of the Democracy of a
New Type.

Only on this historic day could the reconstruction of the old
pnson machinery and the creation of the Archipelago really be-
gin.!

And the direction of this desired reconstruction had long since
been understood. After all, Marx himself had pointed out in his
“Critique of the Gotha Program” that productive labor was the
only method of prisoner correction. It was clear, of course, as
Vyshinsky explained much later on, that what was meant here’
was “not that kind of work which dries out the mind and the heart
of a human being,” but “the miracle worker [!] which transforms
people from nonexistence and insignificance into heroes.”® Why
is it that our prisoner must not chew the rag or read nice little
books in a cell, but must labor instead? Because in the Republic
of the Soviets there can be no place for forced idleness, for that
“forced parasitism™® which could exist in a parasitical society, for
example in Schliisselburg. Such idleness as this on the part of
prisoners would have very simply been contrary to the bases of
the work structure of the Soviet Republic as defined in the Con-

7. In the clumsily high-flying language of Vyshinsky: “The process, unique
in the world, possessing genuine universal historical significance, of creating, on
the ruins of the bourgeois system of prisons, those ‘houses of the dead’ which
were built by the exploiters for the workers, of new institutions with new social
content.” A. Y. Vyshinsky (editor), Ot Tyurem k Vospi ym Uchrezhdeni-
yam (From Prisons to Rehabilitative Institutions), Moscow, Sovetskoye Zakon-
odatelstvo Publishing House, 1934, preface.

8, Ibid., p. 10.

9. Ibid., p. 103.
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stitution of July 10, 1918: “He who does not work does not eat.”
Consequently, if the prisoners were not set to work, they were,
according to the Constitution, to be deprived of their bread ration.

The Central Penal Department of the People’s Commissariat
of Justice,' which had been created in May, 1918, had immedi-
ately begun to send off to work the then-existing zeks (“began to
organize productive labor”). But this legislation had been pro- -
claimed only after the July coup—to be precise, on July.23, 1918
—in “Temporary instructions on deprivation of freedom”:
“Those. deprived of freedom who are capable of labor must be.
recruited for physical work on a compulsory basis.”

One can say that the camps originated and the Archipelago
was born from this particular instruction of July 23, 1918 (nine
months after the October Revolution). (Someone may enter a
reproach that this-birth was premature?)

The necessity of forced labor by prisoners (which was anyway
quite clear for everyone by then) was further clarified at the
Seventh All-Union Congress of the Soviets: “Labor is the best
means of paralyzing the disintegrating influence . . . of the endless
conversations of prisoners among themselves in the course of
which the more experienced instruct the newcomers.”*? (Aha, so
that’s why!)

Soon after that there began the Communist “subbotniki”*—
“voluntary Saturdays.” And that same People’s Commissariat of
Justice issued an appeal: “It is essential to teach [the prisoners]
to become accustomed to Communist, collective labor.”? In
other words, the spirit of the Communist “subbotniki” was to be
applied to the forced-labor camps.

And that is how that hasty epoch instantly heaped up a moun-
tain of problems which it took decades to sort out.

The bases of corrective-labor policy were included in the
Party program at the Eighth Congress of the Russian Communist
Party (March, 1919). The complete organizational structuring
of the camp network throughout Soviet Russia coincided rigidly

10. After the Brest-Litovsk Peace the Left SR’s left the government, and the
People’s Commissariat of Justice was headed by Bolsheviks.

11. These instructions continued to exist during the whole course of the
Civil War, right up until November, 1920.

12. Otchyot N. K. Y. VII Vsesoyuznomu Syezdu Sovetov (Report by the
People’'s Commissariat of Justice to the Seventh All-Union Congress of So-
viets), p. 9.

13. Materialy N. K. Y. (Materials of the People's Commissariat of Justice),
Vol. VII, p. 137.
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with the first Communist subbotniki (April 12-May 17, 1919):
the decrees of VTsIK on camps for forced labor were issued on
April 15, 1919, and May 17, 1919."* Under their provisions,
camps for forced labor were obligatorily created (by the pro-
vincial Cheka) in each provincial capital (if convenient, within
the city limits, or in a monastery or on a nearby country estate)
and also in several counties as well (although for the time being
not in all of them). The camps were required to accommodate no
fewer than three hundred persons each (in order that the cost of
the guard and the administration should be paid for by the pris-
oners’ labor), and they were under the jurisdiction of the Pro-
vincial Penal Departments.

The early forced-labor camps seem to us nowadays to be some-
thing intangible. The people imprisoned in them seem not to have
said anything to anyone—there is no testimony. Literature and
memoirs, when they speak of War Communism, recall executions
and prisons, but do not have a thing to say about camps. And
nowhere, even between the lines, nowhere outside the text, are
they implied. So it was natural for Mihajlo Mihajlov to make his
mistake. Where were those camps? What were their names? What
did they look like?

The Instruction of July 23, 1918, had the decisive fault (noted
by all jurists) that nothing was mentioned there about class dif-
ferentiation among the prisoners, in other words that some prison-
ers should be maintained in better conditions and some in worse.
But it did outline the labor system—and that is the only reason
we can get any picture of what they were like. The workday was
set at eight hours. Because of the novelty of it all, the hasty de-
cision was made to pay the prisoners for all their work, other
than camp maintenance, at 100 percent of the rates of the cor-
responding trade unions. (Oh, what a monstrous thing! The pen
can hardly bear to write it!) (They were being compelled to work
by the Constitution, and they were also being paid according to
the same Constitution—logical enough!) It is true that the cost
of maintenance of the camp and the camp guard was deducted
from their wages. For “conscientious” prisoners there was a
special benefit: to be allowed to live in a private apartment and
to come to the camp for work only. And release ahead of term

14. Sobraniye Uzakonenii RSFSR za 1919 (Collection of Legislative Acts of
the R.S.F.S.R. for 1919), No. 12, p. 124, and No. 20, p. 235.
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was promised as a reward for * ‘special labor enthusiasm.” And in
general there were no detailed instructions on the regimen, and
every camp had its own. “In the period of building a new govern-
mental system, taking into account the great overcrowding of
places of confinement [!—my italics—A.S.] there was no time
to think about the regimen in the camps. All the attention was
being directed to unburdening the prisons.”'® Something like that
reads like a hieroglyphic from Babylon. How many questions im-
mediately suggest themselves: What was going on in those
wretched prisons? And what were the social causes of such over-
'crowding" And is one to understand the matter of unburdening
the prisons to mean executions or dispatching prisoners to camps?
And what did it mean by saying it was impossible to give any
thought to the regimen in the camps? Did this mean that the Peo-
ple’s Commissariat of Justice did not have time to safeguard the
prisoner against the arbitrary actions of the local camp chief? Is
that the only way this can be read? There were no instructions
about the regimen, and in the years of the Revolutionary Sense of
Justice every petty tyrant could do just as he pleased with the
prisoners?

From the meager statistics (all from that very same collection,
Soviet Justice) we learn: in general the work in camps was menial.
In 1919 only 2.5 percent of the prisoners worked in workshops,
and in 1920 only 10 percent. It is also known that at the end of
1918 the Central Penal Department* (what a moniker—it makes
the flesh creep!) sought the establishment of agricultural colonies.
It is known that in Moscow several brigades made up of prisoners
were established to carry out repairs on water pipes, heating sys-
tems, and plumbing in nationalized buildings. (And these ap-
parently unescorted prisoners wandered about with monkey
wrenches, soldering irons, and pipes through the corridors of
government organizations and institutions, in the apartments of
the bigwigs of those times, summoned by their wives by telephone
to carry out repairs—and were never mentioned in any memoir,
in any play, or in any film.) .

But the forced-labor camps were nonetheless not the first camps
in the R.S.F.S.R.

15. Materialy N. K. Y., 1920, Vol. VII.
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The reader has already read the term concentration camp—
“kontslager”—several times in the sentences of the tribunals
(Part I, Chapter 8) and concluded, perhaps, that we were guilty
of an error, of making careless use of terminology subsequently
developed? No, this is not the case.

In August, 1918, several days before the attempt on his life
by Fanya Kaplan, Vladimir Ilyich Lenin wrote in a telegram to
Yevgeniya Bosh'® and to the Penza Provincial Executive Com-
mittee (they were unable to cope with a peasant revolt): “Lock
up all the doubtful ones [not “guilty,” mind you, but doubtful—
A.S.]in a concentration camp outside the city.”” (And in addi-
tion “carry out merciless mass terror”—this was before the
decree.)

Only on September 5, 1918, ten days after this telegram, was
the Decree on the Red Terror published, which was signed by
Petrovsky, Kursky, and Bonch-Bruyevich. In addition to the in-
structions on mass executions, it stated in particular: “Secure the
Soviet Republic against its class enemies by isolating them in
concentration camps.™®

So that is where this term—concentration camps—was dis-
covered and immediately seized upon and confirmed—one of the
principal terms of the twentieth century, and it was to have a big
international future! And this is when it was born—in August and
September, 1918. The word itself had already been used during
World War I, but in relation to POW’s and undesirable foreigners.
But here in 1918 it was for the first time applied to the citizens of
one’s own country. The switch in meaning is easily compre-
hended: concentration camps for POW’s were not prisons but a
necessary precautionary concentration of the POW’s. And so, too,
for doubtful compatriots extrajudicial precautionary concentra-
tion was now proposed. For an energetic mind which could visua-
lize barbed wire surrounding prisoners who had not been tried,
the necessary term was right at hand—concentration camps.

And while the forced-labor camps of the People’s Commis-
sariat of Justice belonged to the category of general places of

16. To this now forgotten woman was entrusted at this time—via the line
of authority of the Central Committee of the Party and of the Cheka as well—
the fate of all Penza Province.

17. Lenin, fifth edition, Vol. 50, pp. 143-144, »

18. Sobraniye Uzakonenii za 1918 (Collection of Legislative Acts for 1918),
No. 65, p. 710.
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confinement, the concentration camps were in no sense “general
places,” but were under the direct administration of the Cheka
and were maintained for particularly hostile elements and for
hostages. True, in the future, prisoners would be sent to concen-
tration camps by tribunals as well; but people never tried kept
pouring in automatically, sent there only on the basis of hostility.'®
For escape from a concentration camp the sentence was multi-
plied by ten—also without trial. (This was in tune with the times:
“Ten for one!” “One hundred for one!”) Consequently, if a
prisoner had a five-year sentence and escaped and was caught,
then his sentence was automatically extended to 1968. For a sec-
ond escape from'a concentration camp, execution was prescribed
(and, of course, was punctiliously carried out).

In the Ukraine, concentration camps were created somewhat
later—in 1920. -

But the creative thinking of our young Soviet justice did not
content itself with this. Very shortly, even the concentration
camps, which would seem to have had a firm class foundation,
came to be considered insufficiently severe, insufficiently pur-
poseful. In 1921 the Northern Special Purpose Camps were
founded (not for nothing was that label, special, attached to
them). They had as their acronym SLON.* The first such camps
arose in Pertominsk, Kholmogory, and just outside Archangel it-
self.?* However, these places were evidently considered difficult
to guard and unsuitable for large concentrations of prisoners.
And the gaze of the higher-ups naturally fell on the nearby Solo-
vetsky Islands (“Solovki”), with their already built-up establish-
ments, and their stone buildings, located twelve to twenty-five
miles from the mainland, sufficiently close for the jailers, and
sufficiently distant to discourage escapees, with no communication
"with the mainland for half the year—a harder nut to crack than
Sakhalin.

And once Solovki had been selected and established, recollec-
tions of the forced-labor-camps, the concentration camps, and the

19. Vyshinsky, op. cit.

20. The magazine Solovetskiye Ostrova (The Solovetsky Islands), 1930, No.
2-3, p. 55. From the report of the Chief of Administration of SLON, Com-
rade Nogtev, in Kem. When nowadays tourists are shown the so-called “Camp
of the Government of Chaikovsky,” at the mouth of the Dvina River, one
would have to be in the know to realize that this was one of the first Northern
“Special Purpose Camps.”
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Special Purpose Camps vanished from the popular mind! Because
Solovki was not kept secret in the twenties, and in actual fact
ears buzzed with Solovki. They openly used “Solovki” to scare
people with. They were publicly proud of Solovki. (They had the
brass to be proud of it!) Solovki was even a symbol. There were
-as many_jokes about it in vaudeville acts as you can imagine.
After all, classes had already disappeared (whither?), and Solovki
itself was soon to come to an end. Subscriptions to the internal
camp magazine, The Solovetsky Islands, were boldly sold
‘throughout the Soviet Union.

But the camp rootlets went deeper, deeper, and it is simply that
we have lost count of their places and traces. There is no one
now to tell us about most of those first concentration camps.
And only from the last testimony of those few surviving first con-
centration camp inmates can we glean and preserve a little
bit.

At that time the authorities. used to love to set up their con-
centration camps in former monasteries: they were enclosed by
strong walls, had good solid buildings, and they were empty.

. (After all, monks are not human beings and could be tossed out
at will.) Thus in Moscow there were concentration camps in
Andronnikov, Novospassky, and Ivanovsky monasteries. In the
Petrograd Krasnaya Gazeta of September 6, 1918, we can read-
that the first concentration camp “will be set up in Nizhni Novgo-
rod in an empty nunnery. . . . And initially it is planned to send
five thousand persons to the concentration camp in Nizhni Nov-
gorod.” (My italics—A.S.) ]

In Ryazan the concentration camp was also set up in a former
nunnery (Kazansky). And here is what they say about it. Im-
prisoned there were merchants, priests, and so-called “war pris-
oners” (as they called captured officers who had not served in
the Red Army). But there was also another segment of the pris-
oner population which fitted into no-simple category. (For ex-
ample, the Tolstoyan I. Y: v, whose trial we have already read
about, was kept here.) Attached to the camp were workshops—
a weaving shop, a tailor shop, a shoemaker’s shop—and there
was also repair and construction work in the city—*general
work”* (in 1921 they were already calling it that). To this the
prisoners were taken by convoy, but those who worked as indi-
vidual craftsmen, because of the kind of work they did, were -al-
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lowed to go without convoy, and the citizens fed the latter in their
homes. The population of Ryazan was very sympathetic toward
the deprzvees, as they were called. (Officially they were called
not prisoners but “persons depnved of freedom.”) A passing
column of them would be given alms (rusks, boiled beets, po-
tatoes), and the convoy guards did not try to prevent their ac-
cepting such gifts, and the deprivees divided everything equally
among -themselves. (At every step—customs not ours, ideology
not ours.) Those deprivees who were especially fortunate got
positions in their specialized fields in' institutions (for example,
Y- v, on the railroad). They then received passes which per-
mitted them to walk around the city (but they spent the night
in camp).

Here is how they fed them in a camp in 1921: half a pound of
bread (plus another half-pound for those who fulfilled the norm),
hot water for tea morning and evening, and, during the day, a
ladle of gruel (with several dozen grains and some potato
peelings in it).

Camp life was embellished on the one hand by the denuncia-
tions of provocateurs (and arrests on the basis of the denuncia- -
tions), and on the other by a dramatics and glee club. They gave
concerts for thé people of Ryazan in the hall of the former
foblemen’s assembly, and the deprivees’ brass band played in the
city park. The deprivees got better and better acquainted. with
and more friendly with the inhabitants, and this became intoler-
able—and at that point they began to send the so-called “war
prisoners” to the Northern Special Purpose Camps.

The lesson of the instability and laxity in these concentration
camps lay in their being surrounded by civilian life. And that
was why the special northern camps were required. (Concentra-
tion camps were abolished in 1922.)

This whole dawn of the camps deserves to have its spectrum
examined much more closely And glory to he who can—for all
I have in my own hands is crumbs.

At the end of the Civil War the two labor armies created by
Trotsky had to be dissolved because of the grumbling of the sol-
diers kept in them. And by this token, the role of camps in the
structure of the R.S.F.S.R. not only did not diminish but intensi-
fied. By the end of 1920 in the R.S.F.S.R. there were eighty-four
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camps in forty-three provinces.* If one beligves the official statis-
tics (even though classified), 25,336 persons and in addition
24,400 “prisoners of war of the Civil War”-were held in them
at this time.” Both figures, particularly the second, seem to be
understated. However, if one takes into consideration that by un-
loading prisons, sinking barges, and other types of mass annihila-
tion the figure had often begun with zero and been reduced to
zero over and over, then perhaps these figures are accurate. .

According to the same source, by October, 1923, at the be-
ginning of the cloudless years of NEP (and quite a long time
before the personality cult), there were being held: in 355 camps
—68,297 ‘persons deprived of freedom; in 207 reformatories—
48,163; in 105 homes for confinement and prisons—16, 765; in
35 agricultural colonies—?2,328, and another 1,041 minors and
sick persons.?

And there is another expresswe figure: on the overcrowding
of camps (for the numbers of those imprisoned grew more swiftly
than the organization of camps). For each one hundred accom-
modations for prisoners there were: in 1924—112 prisoners; in
1925—120; in 1926—132; and in 1927—177.2* Whoever has
done time there knows well what camp life was like (in terms of
places on bunks, bowls in the mess hall, or padded jackets)—if
there were 1.77 prisoners for each allotted place.

Year after year other forms of existence for prisoners were also
tried, in a search for something better: for those who were not -
dangerous and not politically hostile there were Jabor colonies,
corrective-labor homes (from 1922), reformatories (from 1923),
homes for confinement, labor homes (from 1924), labor homes
for juvenile offenders; and for politically hostile prisoners there
were detention prisons (from 1922), and from 1923 on Special
Purpose Isolators (the former “Centrals” and the future Special
Purpose Prisons or TON’s).

The creators of these forms saw in them a bold “struggle
against making a fetish of prisons” common to all other countries

21. Tsentralnyi Gosudarstvenny Arkhiv Oktyabrskoi Revolyutsii (Central
State Archives of the October Revolution) (henceforth TsGAOR), collection
393, shelf 13, file IB, sheet 111.

22, Ibid., sheet 112,

23. Ibid., shelf 39, file 48, sheets 13, 14.

24. A. A. Gertsenzon, Borba s Prestupnosttyu v RSFSR (Struggle Against
Crime in the R.S.F.S.R.), Moscow, Juridical Publishing House, 1928, p. 103.
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of the world, including the former Russia, where nobody could
think up anything at all except prisons and more prisons. (“The
Tsarist government, which had transformed the entire country
into one enormous prison, had developed its prison system with
some kind of particularly refined sadism.”)*

On the threshold of the “reconstruction period” (meaning
from 1927) “the role of camps was growing [Now just what was
one to think? Now after all the victories?]—against the most
dangerous, hostile elements, wreckers, the kulaks, counterrevolu-
tionary propaganda.™®

And so it was that the Archipelago was not about to disappear
into the depths of the sea! The Archipelago would live!

Until 1924 there were very few ordinary labor colonies in the
Archipelago. In those years closed places of confinement were
predominant, and they would 6t grow less later on. (In his re-
port of 1924 Krylenko demanded that the number of Special
Purpose Isolators be increased—isolators for nonworkers and
for especially dangerous persons among the workers (in which
category, evidently, Krylenko himself would turn up later on).
(This, his formulation, became a part of the Corrective Labor
Code of 1924.) '

Just as in the creation of every archipelago invisible shifts take
place somewhere in important supporting strata before the pic-
ture of the world emerges before us—so here, too, very impor-
tant shifts and changes in names took place which are now
nearly incomprehensible to our minds. :

. At the very beginning there was primeval chaos, and places of
imprisonment were under the jurisdiction of three different in-
stitutions: the Cheka (Comrade Dzerzhinsky), the NKVD (Com-
rade Petrovsky), and the People’s Commissariat of Justice (Com-
rade Kursky). In the NKVD at first there was GUMZak (the
Chief Administration for Places of Imprisonment, immediately
" after October, 1917), and then GUPR (the Chief Administra-
tion for Forced Labor), and then once again GUMZ.*" In the
People’s Commissariat of Justice there was the Prison Adminis-
tration (December, 1917), then the Central Penal Department

25. Vyshinsky, op. cit., p. 431.

26. 1. L. Averbakh, Ot Prestupleniya k Trudu (From Crime to Labor),
edited by Vyshinsky, Soviet Legislation Publishers, 1936.

27. Just as it is today, in the sixties.
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(May, 1918) with a network of Provincial Penal Departments
and even congresses of them (September, 1920), and this was
then made to sound better as the Central Corrective Labor De-
partment (1921). It goes without saying that such dispersal was
to the disadvantage of the punitive-corrective business, and Dzer-
zhinsky sought the unification of administrations. And as it hap-
pened, at this point a little-noticed merging of the Cheka into
the NKVD took place: after March 16, 1919, Dzerzhinsky be-
came the Commissar of Internal Affairs as well. And by 1922,
he had also succeeded in transferring all places of imprisonment
from the People’s Commissariat of Justice .to himself in the
NKVD (June 25, 1922).® And thus GUMZ of the NKVD kept
ever expanding. .

Parallel to this took place the reorganization of the camp guards.
First these were the armies of the VOKhR (the Internal Guard
Service of the Republic), and then VNUS (the Internal Service).
And in 1919 they were merged into the Corps of the Cheka,?
and Dzerzhinsky became the chairman of their Military Council
as well. (Nonetheless, nonetheless, up until 1924 there were
complaints about the numerous escapes, the low state of disci-

" pline among the personnel**—probably there weré drunkenness
and carelessness—their only interest lay in getting their wages.)
And it was only in June, 1924, that, by decree of VTsIK and
the Council of People’s Commissars, military discipline was in-
troduced into the corps of convoy® guards and recruitment of
them through the People’s Commissariat for the Army and Navy
was inaugurated.®

And furthermore, parallel to this, a Central Bureau of Dac-
tyloscopic Registration and a Central Breeding Establishment
for Service and Tracking Dogs were created in 1922.

But at this same time GUMZak of the U.S.S.R. was renamed
GUITU (Chief Administration of Corrective Labor Institutions)
of the U.S.S.R., and then was renamed again—GUITL of the
OGPU (the Chief Administration of Corrective Labor Camps),
and its chief simultaneously became the Chief of Convoy Troops
of the U.S.S.R.

28. The magazine Vlast Sovetov (The Power of the Soviets), 1923, No. 1-
» 5. 5uud 1919, No. 11, pp. 6-7.

30. TsGAOR collection 393, shelf 47, file 89, sheet 11.
31. Ibid., collection 393, shelf 53, file 141, sheets 1, 3, 4.
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And how much excitement there was! And how many of those
stairs; offices, guards, passes, rubber stamps, seals, and signs there
were! '

And from GUITL, the son of GUMZak, derived our own
Gulag. . .



Chapter 2

‘The Archipelago
Rises from the Sea

On the White Sea, where the nights are white for half a year
at a time, Bolshoi Solovetsky Island lifts its white churches from
the water within the ring of its bouldered kremlin* walls, rusty-
red from the lichens which have struck root there—and the
grayish-white Solovetsky seagulls hover continually over the
kremlin and screech.

“In all this brightness it is as if there were no sin present. . . .
It is as if nature here had not yet matured to the point of sin” is
how the writer Prishvin perceived the Solovetsky Islands.!

Without us these isles rose from the sea; without us they ac-
quired a couple of hundred lakes replete with fish; without our
help they were settled by capercaillies,* hares, and deer, while
foxes, wolves, and other beasts of prey never ever appeared
there.

The glaciers came and went, the granite boulders littered the
shores of the lakes; the lakes froze during the Solovetsky winter

1. And to Prishvin only the monks themselves seemed sinful in the context
of Solovki. It was 1908, and in accordance with the liberal concepts of the
times it was quite impossible to say an approving word about the clergy. And
yet to us, who have survived the Archipelago, those monks certainly seem
angels. Though having every opportunity of eating their bellies full, they, in
the Golgotha-Crucifixion Monastery, permitted themselves fish, itself a fast
dish, only on the great holidays. Despite the opportunity to sleep whenever
they pleased, they kept vigil nights on end, and (in that same small monastery)
day long, year long, and in perpetuity read the Psalter around the clock and
prayed for all Orthodox Christians, living and dead.

25
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nights, the sea howled under the wind and was covered with an
icy sludge and in places froze; the northern lights blazed across
half the sky; and it grew bright once again and warm once again,
and the fir trees grew and thickened, and the birds cackled and
called, and the young deer trumpeted—and the planet circled
through all world history, and kingdoms fell and rose, and here
there were still no beasts of prey and no human being.
Sometimes the men of Novgorod landed there and they
counted the islands as belonging to their Obonezhskaya “pya-
tina.”* Karelians lived there too. Half a hundred years after the
Battle of Kulikovo Field and half a thousand years before the
GPU, the monks Savvaty and German crossed the mother-of-
pearl sea in a tiny boat and came to look on this island without a
beast of prey as sacred. The Solovetsky Monastery began with
them. After that the cathedrals of the Assumption and of the
Transfiguration arose (Illustration No. 1: a general view of the
Solovetsky kremlin from the direction of Svyatoye [Holy] Lake),
the Church of the Beheading on Sekirnaya Hill (Iltustration No.
3), and another score of churches, and another score of bell
towers, and the smaller monasteries of Golgotha, the Trinity,
Savvatyevsky, and Muksalmsky, and solitary retreats of hermits
and ascetics in the remote locations. The labor of many went into
the creation of all this—first of the monks themselves and subse-
quently of the peasants belonging to the monastery. The lakes
were joined by dozens of canals. Lake water was delivered to the
monastery by wooden pipes. And the most surprising thing of all
was a dike at Muksalma (nineteenth century) made from
“immovable” boulders somehow set in place on the sand spits.
On Large and Small Muksalma fat herds began to pasture. The
monks loved to tend animals, both tame and wild. The Solovetsky
land turned out to be not only holy but rich too, capable of feed-
ing many thousands.? In the vegetable gardens they raised plump,
firm, sweet white cabbages (the stalks were called “Solovetsky
apples™). All their vegetables were their own. And all of them
were of the best quality. And they had their own greenhouses for

2. Specialists in the history of technology say that back in the sixteenth
century Filipp-Kolychev (who had raised his voice against Ivan the Terrible)
introduced a system of agricultural technology at Solovki that even three cen-
turies later would have been respectable anywhere.
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flowers, where they even raised roses. They developed fisheries—
catch from the sea and from the “Metropolitan’s fishponds”
dammed off from the sea. In the course of centuries and decades
they acquired their own mills to mill their own grain, their own
sawmills, their own dishware made in their own pottery works,
their. own foundry, their own smithy, their own bindery, their
own leather shop, their own carriage shop, and even their own
electric power station. Even their elaborately shaped bricks and
their seagoing boats for their own use—they made all themselves.

However, no development ever took place in the past,-nor
takes place in the present—and it isn’t clear that it will ever take
place in the future—without being accompanied by military
thought and prison thought.

Military thought: It was lmpermlss1ble for some sort of feck-
less monks just to live on just an island. The island was on the
borders of the Great Empire, and, consequently, it was required
to fight with the Swedes, the Danes, the English, and, conse-
" quently, it was required to build a fortress with walls eight yards
thick and to raise up eight towers on the walls, and to make nar-
row embrasures in them, and to provide for a vigilant watch
from the cathedral bell tower.?

Prison thought: How glorious—good stone walls standing on
a separate island! What a good place to confine important
criminals—and with someone already there to provide guard.
We won’t interfere with their saving their souls: just guard our
prisoners!*

Had Savvaty thought about that when he landed on the holy
island?

They imprisoned church heretics here and political heretics as
well. For example, Avraami Palitsyn was imprisoned here (he
died here); and Pushkin’s uncle, P. Gannibal—for his support
of the Decembrists. And the last ataman of the Zaporozhe Cos-
sacks, Kolnyshevsky (a distant predecéssor of Petlyura?), when

3. And the monastery did have to defend itself against the English in 1808
and in 1854, and emerged unconquered; and in the conflict with the supporters
of the Patriarch Nikon in 1667 the monk Feoktist opened a secret emrance
and betrayed the Solovetsky kremlin to a boyar of the Tsar.

4. How much of humanity’s faith was destroyed by this double duty of
Christian monasteries as prisons!
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he was already a very old man, was imprisoned here, and he was
over a hundred years old when he was released after serving a
long term.® ‘

Incidentally, the ancient history of the Solovetsky monastery
prison was the victim of a fashionable myth, disseminated only
in Soviet times, during the period of the Soviet prison camp on
Solovki, which deceived the writers of guidebooks and historical
descriptions—and nowadays one can read in Several books that
the Solovetsky prison was a torture prison, that it had hooks for
the rack, and lashes, and torture with fire. But all these'were the
appurtenances of interrogation prisons in the era before Empress
Elizabeth, or of the Western Inquisition, and were not at all
typical of Russian monastery dungeons in general, and were
dreamed up here by an unscrupulous and also ignorant in-
vestigator.

The old Solovetsky Island people remember him very well.
It was the joker Ivanov, who bore the camp nickname of the
“antireligious germ.” Formerly he had been a lay brother attached
to the Novgorod Archbishopric, arrested for selling church
valuables to the Swedes. He got to Solovki in 1925 and hustled
about to escape genmeral work and death. He had made anti-
religious propaganda among the prisoners his specialty, and of
course became a collaborator of the ISCh (the Information and
Investigation Section—which was named very candidly!). But
in addition he excited the heads of the camp with his suggestions
that many treasures had been buried here by the monks—and
so they created a Commission for Excavations under his leader-
ship. This commission kept on digging many months. But, alas,
the monks had cheated the psychological calculations of the
“dntireligious germ”: they had buried no treasures on Solovki.
At this point, to get out of the situation with honor, Ivanov went
around explaining the underground workshops, storehouse, and
defense installations as prison and torture facilities. The torture
instruments naturally could not be preserved so many centuries,

5. The state prison in Solovki existed from 1718 on. Visiting Solovki in the
eighties of the nineteenth century, the Commander of the Armies of the St.
Petersburg Military District, Grand Duke Vladimir Aleksandrovich, found the
military garrison there superfluous and he r d all the soldiers from So-
lovki. In 1903 the Solovetsky prison ceased to exist. (A. S. Prugavin, Monas-
tyrskiye Tyurmy [Monastery Prisons), Posrednik Publishers, pp. 78, 81.)




30 | THE GULAG ARCHIPELAGO

but the hooks of course (for hanging up carcasses) were evidence
that there had been a rack here. It was more difficult to provide
a basis for the finding that no trace of nineteenth-century torture
had survived—so the conclusion was reached that “during the
past century the regime in the Solovetsky prison had been sig-
nificantly relaxed.” The “discoveries” of the “antireligious germ”
had come right at the most appropriate time, had in some degree
reassured the disappointed administration, and were published
in The Solovetsky Islands and subsequently as a monograph in
the Solovetsky printing shop—and by this means successfully
muddied the waters of historical truth. (This whole intrigue was
judged all the more appropriate because the flourishing Solovetsky
Monastery had been very famous and respécted in all Russia up
to the time of the Revolution.)

But when power passed into the hands of the workers, what
was to be done with these malevolent parasitical monks? They
sent Commissars, socially tried-and-true leaders, and they pro-
claimed the monastery a state farm, and ordered the monks to

. pray less and to work harder for the.benefit of the workers and
peasants. The monks worked, and their herring, which was
astonishing in its flavor, and which they had been able to catch
because of their special knowledge of where and when to cast
nets, was shipped off to Moscow to be used for the Kremlin tables.

However, the abundance of valuables concentrated in the
monastery, especially in the sacristy, troubled some of the leaders
and overseers who had arrived there: instead of passing into the
workers’ hands (i.e., their own), these valuables lay there as a
dead religious burden. And at that point, contradicting to a
certain degree the Criminal Code but corresponding in a very
genuine way with the general spirit of expropriation of the
property of nonworkers, the monastery was set on fire (on May
25, 1923); the buildings were damaged, and many valuables
disappeared from the sacristy; and, the principal thing, all the
inventory records burned up, and it was quite impossible to deter-
mine how much and exactly what had disappeared.®

But without even conducting an investigation, what is our
revolutionary sense. of justice (sense of smell) going to hint to

6. And the antireligious “germ” also referred to this fire, explaining the dif-
ficulty in finding nowadays material proofs of the former prison cells and tor-
ture apparatus.
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us? Who if not the black gang of monks themselves could have
been to blame for the arson of the monastery wealth? So throw
them out onto the mainland, and concentrate all the Northern
Special Purpose Camps on the Solovetsky Islands! The eighty-
year-old and even hundred-year-old monks begged on their knees
to be allowed to die on the “holy soil,” but they were all thrown
out with proletarian ruthlessness except for the most necessary
among them: the artels of fishermen;” the cattle specialists on
Muksalma; Father Methodius, the cabbage salter; Father Sam-
son, the foundry specialist; yes, and other such useful fathers as
well. (They were allotted a corner of the kremlin separate from
the camp, with their own exit—the Herring Gates [Illustration
No. 2]. They were christened a Workers’ Commune, but out of
condescension for their total stupefaction they were left for their
prayers the Onufriyev Church at the cemetery.)

And that is how one of the favorite sayings constantly repeated
by the prisoners came true: A holy place is never empty. The
chimes of bells fell silent, the icon lamps and the candle stands
fell dark,.the liturgies and the vespers resounded no longer;
psalms were no longer chanted around the clock, the iconostases
were wrecked (though they left the one in the Cathedral of the
Transfiguration)—but on the other hand courageous Chekists,
in overcoats with superlong flaps which reached all the way down
to the heels, and particularly distinctive black Solovetsky cuffs
and lapels and black-edged service cdps without stars, arrived
there in June, 1923, to set up a model camp, a model of severity,
the pride of the workers’ and peasants’ Republic.

Whatever Special Purpose might mean had not yet been
formulated and set forth in instructions. But they had of course
explained this orally at the Lubyanka to the chief of the
Solovetsky Camp, Eichmans. And he, on arriving at the islands
himself, had explained it to his closest assistants.

Nowadays you could not astonish former zeks or even just
plain people of the sixties with the story of Solovki. But just let

7. They removed the fishermen from Solovki about 1930—and from that
date” on, the herring catches came to an end: no one could manage to find
that particular herring in the sea any more, and it was as if it had completely
disappeared.
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the reader imagine to himself, if he will, a person of Chekhov’s
and post-Chekhov Russia, a person of the Silver Age of our
culture, as they called the decade after 1910, brought up then,
a bit shaken up by the Civil War no doubt, but nopetheless ac-
-customed to the kind of food, clothing, and mutual verbal com-
munication customary among human beings—and then and there
he enters the gates of Solovki—Kemperpunkt, the Kem Transit
Camp.® This transit camp in Kem was barren, without a tree or
bush, Popov Island, joined to the mainland by a dike. And the
first thing he would see in that naked, dirty pen would be a
quarantine company (for they organized the prisoners there in
“companies”—they had not yet discovered the “brigade”) dressed
in sacks. Just ordinary sacks: the legs stuck out down below as
if from under a skirt, and there were holes for head and arms
(impossible to imagine something like that, but what is there that
our Russian ingenuity cannot overcome!). This sack the new-
comer would avoid as long as he had his own clothes, but before
he had even managed to examine those sacks well, he would see
the legendary Captain Kurilko.

Kurilko (or Beloborodov, interchangeable with him) also
came out to the prisoner transport column in a long Chekist
overcoat with those frightening black cuffs which looked so
utterly outlandish against the background of the old Russian
khaki—like a herald of death. He jumped up on a barrel or
some other suitable elevation, and he spoke to the new arrivals
with unexpectedly strident rage: “Hey! Attention! Here the re-
public is not So-viets-ka-ya but Solovets-ka-ya! Get this straight
—no prosecutor has ever set foot on Solovetsky soil! And none
ever will! Learn one thing! You have not been sent here for cor-
rection! You can’t straighten out a hunchback! The system here
will be this: When I say, ‘Stand up,’ you stand up; when I say,
‘Lie down,’ you lie down! Your letters home are going to read like
this: P'm alive, healthy, and satisfied with everything! Period!”

Struck dumb with astonishment, famous noblemen, intel-
lectuals from the capital, priests, mullahs, and dark Central
Asians listened to him and heard such things as had never
before been heard or seen or read. And Kurilko, who had never

8. In Finnish this place is called Vegeraksha, i.e, “The Habitation of
Witches.”
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made a splash during the Civil War, but who now, by this par-

ticular historical method, was writing his name in the chronicle

of all Russia, got more and more worked up by each successful
shout and turn of phrase, and kept formulating and spontaneously
sharpening up still other, new ones.

And so, vainglorious and in full cry (and thinking maliciously
inside himself: You prisoners, where were you hiding when we
were fighting against the Bolsheviks? You thought you could sit
the whole thing out in your nooks and crannies? And now they've
dragged you here! So that’s for your shitty neutrality! And I'm
friends with the Bolsheviks, we are pegple of deeds!), Kurilko
would begin his exercises:

“Hello, First Quarantine Company! . . . That’s bad, it’s not
loud enough, once more! Hello, First Quarantine Company! . . .
That’s not loud enough! . . . You have got to shout ‘Hello’ so

. loud that they can hear you over there on Solovki, across the bay!

When two hundred men shout, the walls have got to fall down!

Once again! Hello, First Quarantine Company!”

Making sure that everyone was shouting at the top of his lungs
and was ready to fall in his tracks, exhausted by shouting, Kurilko
began his new exercise—the quarantine company was to ‘run

. around a post:

“Legs higher! Legs higher!”

He was having hard going himself by now—Ilike a tragedian
before the final murder in the fifth act. And in the last hoarse
croak of his half-hour of instruction, as a confession of the essence
of Solovki, he promised those falling and those fallen, already
prostrate on the ground: “I'll make you suck the snot from
corpses!” .

" And that was just the first training session, intended to break
the will of the newly arrived prisoners. And in the black, wooden,
rotten, stinking barracks they would be ordered “to sleep on their
sides”—which wasn’t so bad either, because that was for those
prisoners whom the squad leaders would squeeze onto the bunks
—for a bribe. And all the rest would stand between the bunks
all night (and anyone guilty of an offense would be set to stand,
furthermore, between the latrine barrel and the wall).

And these were the blessed years of 1923 and 1925, before
the great turning point, before the personality cult, before the
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distortions, before the violations. (And from 1927 on there was
this in addition—that urki, thieves, would already be lying there
on the bunks and snapping the lice off themselves into the midst
of the standing intellectuals. )

While waiting for the steamship Gleb Boky,® they worked at
the Kem Transit Camp, and some of them might be compelled to
run around the post hollering incessantly: “I'm a sponger, I don’t
want to work, and I get in the way of others!” And an engineer
who fell off the latrine barrel and spilled it on himself was not
allowed in the barracks and was left outside to freeze in all his
sewage. And sometimes the convoy would shout: “No laggards
in the group! The convoy shoots without warning! Forward
march!” And then, sliding the bolts of their rifles into position:
“You trying to bug us?” And in the winter they would chase
them out on the ice on foot, forcing them to drag the boats be-
hind them- and row across patches of water, and then in open
water they would load them into the steamship’s hold and shove
so many in that before getting to Solovki several of them would
certainly die—without ever seeing the smowy-white monastery
inside the brown walls.

In his very first Solovetsky hours the newcomer might well
-experience the Solovetsky reception bath trick: He has already
undressed, and the first bath attendant dips a swab into a cask
of green soap and swabs the newcomer; the second one boots him
somewhere down below, down an inclined board or a flight of
stairs; down there a third bath attendant lets him, still confused,
have a whole bucketful; and a fourth right off shoves him out into
the dressing room, where his “rags” have already been tossed
down from above however they happen to land. (In this joke one
can foresee all Gulag! Both its tempo and the price of a human
being.)

And that is how the newcomer swallowed the Solovetsky spirit!
A spirit still unknown in the country as a whole, but which repre-

9, Named in honor of the Chairman of the Moscow Troika of the OGPU,
a young man who never finished his studies:
“He was a student, he was a mining student,
But passing marks* just never came.”
(This was a “friendly epigram” which appeared in the magazine Solovetskiye
Ostrova, No. 1, 1929, The censor was stupid, and he didn’t understand what he
had passed.)
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sented the future spirit of the Archipelago created at Solovki.

And here, too, the newcomer would see people in sacks; and
also in ordinary “free” clothing, new on some and tattered on
others; and in the special Solovetsky short pea jackets made
from coat material (this was a privilege; this was a sign of high
position; that was how the camp administrative personnel
dressed), with the so-called “Solovchanki,” caps made from the
same kind of cloth; and suddenly you would see a person walk-
ing about among the prisoners in formal tail coat, and no one was
surprised, no one turned around to look at him and laugh.
(After all, everyone came wearing what was his own. This poor
chap had been arrested in the Metropole Restaurant* and so
there he was, slogging out his sentence in his tail coat.)

The magaziné The Solovetsky Islands (1930, No. 1) declared
it was the “dream of many prisoners” to receive standard cloth-
ing.t*

Only the children’s colony was completely dressed. And the
women, for example, were given neither underwear nor stockings
nor even kerchiefs to cover their heads. They had grabbed the
old biddy in a summer dress; she just had to go on wearing it
the whole Arctic winter. Because of this many prisoners- re-
mained in their company quarters in nothing but their underwear,
and no one chased them out to work.

Government-issue clothing was so precious that no one on
Solovki found the following scene either astonishing or weird:
In the middle of winter a prisoner undressed and took his shoes
off near the kremlin, then carefully handed in his uniform and
ran naked for two hundred yards to another®group of people,
where he was given clothes to put on. This meant that he was
being transferred from the kremlin administration to the ad-
ministration of the Filimonovo Branch Railroad''—but if he had
been transferred wearing clothes, those taking him over might

10. All values turn upside down with the years, and what was considered a
privilege in the Special Purpose Camp of the twenties—to wear government-
issue clothing—would become an annoyance in the Special Camp of the for-
ties; there the privilege would be not to wear government-issue clothing, but
to wear at least something of one’s own, even just a cap. The reason here was
not economic only but was a cry of the whole epoch: one decade saw as its
ideal how to join in the common lot, and the other how to get away from it.

11. They had dragged the railroad from Staraya Russa to Novgorod all the
way over here.
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not have returned the clothes or have cheated by switching them.

And here is another winter scene—the same customs, though
the reason is different. The Medical Section infirmary is found
to be infectious, and orders'are issued to scald it down and wash
it out with boiling water. But where are the sick prisoners to be
put in the meanwhile? All the kremlin accommodations are over-
crowded, the density of the population of the Solovetsky Archi-
pelago is greater than that of Belgium—so what must it be like
in the Solovetsky kremlin? And therefore all the sick prisoners
are carried out on blankets and laid out on the snow for three
hours. When they have washed out the infirmary, they haul the
patients in again.

We have not forgotten, I.hope, that our newcomer is a child
of the Silver Age? He knows nothing of the Second World War
or of Buchenwald! What he sees is this: The squad leaders in
khaki pea jackets, stiffly erect, greet one another and the com-
pany leaders with salutes, and then they drive their workers out
with long clubs—with staves (and there is even a special verb,
which everyone understands, meaning “fo stave”). He sees that
sledges and carts are drawn not by horses but by men (several
harnessed into one rig)—and there is also another word,
VRIDLO (an acronym meaning a “Temporary Replacement
for a Horse”).

And from other Solovetsky inhabitants he learns things more
awful than his eyes perceive. People pronounce the fatal word
“Sekirka” to him. This means Sekirnaya Hill. Punishment cells
were set up in the two-story cathedral there. And here is how
they kept prisoners in the punishment cells: Poles the thickness
of an arm were set from wall to wall and prisoners were ordered
to sit on these poles all day. (At night they lay on the floor, one
on top of another, because it was overcrowded.) The height of
the poles was set so that one’s feet could not reach the ground.
And it was not so easy to keep balance. In fact, the prisoner
spent the entire day just trying to maintain his perch. If he fell,
the jailers jumped in and beat him. Or else they took him outside
to a flight of stairs consisting of 365 steep steps (from the
cathedral to the lake, just as the monks had built it) (Illustration
No. 4: the view up Sekirnaya Hill as it is today). They tied the
person lengthwise to a “balan” (a beam), for the added weight,






38 | THE GULAG ARCHIPELAGO

and rolled him down (and there wasn’t even one landing, and
the steps were so steep that the log with the human being on
it would go all the way down without stopping).

Well, after all, for poles you didn’t have to go-to Sekirka. They
were right there in the kremlin punishment block, which was
always overcrowded. Or they might put the prisoners on a sharp-
edged boulder on which one could not stay long either. Or, in
summer, “on the stump,” which meant naked among the
mosquitoes. But in that event one had to keep an eye on the
culprit; whereas if he was bound naked to a tree, the mosquitoes
would look after things themselves. And then they could put
whole companies out in the snow for disobedience. Or they might
drive a person into the marsh muck up to his neck and keep
him there. And then there was another way: to hitch up a horse
in empty shafts and fasten the culprit’s legs to the shafts; then
the guard mounted the horse and kept on driving the horse
through a forest cut until the groans and the cries from behind
simply came to an end.

Before even beginning his life on Solovki the .novice was op-
pressed in his spirit simply by the fact of his endless three-year
term. But the contemporary reader would be much too hasty if
he concluded that this was an open and aboveboard system of
destruction, of death camps! Oh, no, we are not so simple! In that
first experimental camp, as in others afterward, and in the most
comprehensive of them all, we never act openly. It is all mixed up,
layer upon layer. And that is why it is so long-lasting and so
successful.

All of a sudden through the kremlin gates rode some daredevil
astride a goat. He bore himself with importance and no-one
laughed at him. Who was it and why was he on a goat? This
was Degtyaryov. In the past he had been a cowboy.”” He had
asked for a horse, but there were few horses on Solovki, so they
gave him a goat. What 'had he done to deserve the honor? Be-
cause he had been a cowboy? No, not at all, because he was the
manager of the Dendrological Nursery He grew exotic trees.
Here on Solovki.

12. Not to be confused with the free Degtyaryov, the Chief of Troops of the
Solovetsky Archipelago.
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And so it was that from this horseman on a goat there arose a
Solovetsky fantasy. Why should there be exotic trees on Solovki,
where even the simple and reasonable vegetable economy of the
monks had been destroyed, and where the vegetables were run-
ning out? Well, they were there because exotic trees at the
Arctic Circle meant that Solovki, like the entire Soviet Republic,
was remaking the world and building a new life. But where did
the seeds and the funds come from? That’s exactly the poini:
there was money for seeds for the Dendrological Nursery; there
just wasn’t any money for feeding the logging crews (where food
was provided not according to norms but according to available
funds).

And as for archaeological excavations? Yes, we have a Com-
mission for Excavations. It is important for us to know our past.

In front of the camp administration building was a flowerbed.
In it was outlined a friendly elephant—the acronym for
“Solovetsky Special Purpose Camp” being SLON—*“elephant.”
On the blanket on the elephant’s back was the letter “U”—stand-
ing for “Administration.” And that very same rebus was on the
Solovetsky coupons which circulated as the currency of this
northern state. What a pleasant, cozy little masquerade! So it
would seem that everything was really very nice here, that that
practical joker Kurilko had only been trying to throw a scare
into us for nothing? And then, too, the camp had its own maga-
zine—also called Slon. (The first numbers came out in 1924,
typed, and from issue No. 9 on it was printed in the monastery
printing shop.) From 1925 on The Solovetsky Islands had been
published in two hundred copies, and had its own supplement—
the newspaper Novyye Solovki (New Solovki). (We shall break
with our accursed monastery past!) And from 1926 on sub-
scriptions were- accepted from the entire Soviet Union, and the
run was a large one, and it was a big success.'® Censorship of the
magazine was evidently superficial; the prisoners (according to
Glubokovsky) wrote joking verses about the GPU Troika—and
they were passed! And then they were sung from the stage of the

13. And almost immediately it was broken off: the regime showed it was
not in such a joking mood. In 1929, after the big events on Solovki and a gen-
eral turn in all camps in the direction of re-education, the magazine was started
up once again and appeared until 1932, N
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Solovetsky theater right in front of Troika Chairman Gleb Boky
himself: .

They promised us gifts—a bag full—

Boky, Feldman, Vasilyev and Vul!

And this bigwig liked it! (Well, after all it was flattering! You
hadn’t even finished school—and here you were, going down in
history.) Then the chorus: .

All those who rewarded us with Solovki,
N We do invite: Come take your leisure!
Sit here with us for three or five—
You'll always remember them with pleasure!

They roared! They liked it! (Who was there to figure out that
this was a prophecy?)

And impudent Shepchinsky, the son of a gemeral who had
been shot, then hung a slogan over the entrance.gates:

“SOLOVKI—FOR THE WORKERS AND PEASANTS!”

(And this, too, was a prophecy after all! But it didn’t go over
well: they figured this one out, and they took it down.)

The actors of the dramatics troupe wore costumes made out of
church vestments. They presented The Rails Hum. There were
affected foxtrotting couples on the stage (the dying West)—
and a victorious Red forge painted on the backdrop (Us).

It was a fantastic world! No, that scoundrel Kurilko had just
been joking!

And then there was also the Solovetsky Society for Local
Lore, which published reports and researches. For instance,
about the unique sixteenth-century architecture or the Solovetsky
fauna. And they wrote in- such detail and with such scholarly
devotion, with such a gentle love for their subject, that it really
seemed as if these idle eccentric scholars had come to the island
‘because of their passion for knowledge, not as prisoners who
had already passed through the Lubyanka and who were trem-
bling lest they end up on Sekirnaya Hill, or out under mosquitoes,
or fastened to the empty shafts behind a horse. Yes, the very
Solovetsky beasts and birds, in keeping with the spirit of the
students of local lore, had not yet died out, had not been shot or
expelled, were not even frightened. Even as late as 1928 a whole
trusting ‘brood of hares would come right up to the very edge
of the road and watch with curiosity the prisoners being led off
to Anzer.



The bell tower

5.

Door under the bell tower arch

6.
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How had it happened that the hares had not been exterminated?
They would explain it to the newcomer this way: The little
beasts and birds are not afraid here because there is- a GPU
order in effect: “Save ammunition! Not a single shot is to be
fired, except at-a prisoner!”

So all the scares were just a joke! But a shout comes in broad
daylight in the kremlin yard where prisoners are crowded as thick
as on Nevsky Prospekt: “Make way! Make way!” And tliree
foppish young men with the faces of junkies (the lead man
drives back the crowd ‘of prisoners not with a club but with a
riding crop) drag along swiftly by the shoulders a prisoner with
limp arms and legs dressed only.in his underwear. His face is
horrible—flowing like liquid! They drag him off beneath the bell
tower (Illustrations Nos. 5 and 6: right there beneath the arch
and through-that low door—it is set into the bell tower founda-

" tions). They squeeze him through that little door and shoot him
in the back of the head—steep stairs lead down inside, and he
tumbles down them, and they can pile up as many as seven or
eight men in there, and then send men to drag out the corpses
and detail women (mothers and wives of men who have emigrated
to Constantinople and religious believers who refuse to recant
their faith and to allow their children to be torn from it) to wash
down the steps.'*

But why like this? Couldn’t they have done it at night—
quietly? But why do it quietly? In that case a bullet would be
wasted. In the daytime crowd the bullet had an educational
function. It, so to speak, struck' down ten with. one shot.

They shot them in a different way too—right at the Onufriyev
cemetery, behind the women’s barracks (the former guest house
for women pilgrims). And in fact that road past the women’s
barracks was christened execution road. In winter one could see
a man being led barefoot along it, in only his underwear, through
the snow (no, it was not for torture! it was just so his footgear
and clothes should not go to waste), his hands bound behind
his back with wire,’® and the condemned man would bear himself

14, And right now, there on the stones over which they dragged them, in
that part of the courtyard secluded from the Solovetsky wind, cheerful tourists,
who have come to see the notorious islands, sock a volleyball hours at a time.
They do not know. Well, and if they did know? They would go on socking
anyway.

15. A Solovetsky method which, strangely, was repeated with the corpses
at Katyn Forest. Someone remembered—a matter perhaps of tradition? Or
was it personal experience?

—
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proudly and erectly, and with his lips alone, without the help of
his hands, smoke the last cigarette of his life. (This was how you
recognized an officer. After all, these were men who had gone
through seven years on different fronts. There was an eighteen-
year-old youth, the son of the historian V. A. Potto, who, when
he was asked his profession by a work assigner,* replied with
a shrug of the shoulders: “Machine gunner.” Because of his
youth, in the heat of the Civil War, he had never managed
to acquire any other.) -

A fantastic world! And that’s the way it is sometimes. Much in
history repeats itself, but there also exist completely unique com-
binations, brief in duration, and limited in place. One such
example was our New Economic Policy—the NEP. And another
was early Solovki.

There weren’t many Chekists there at all (yes, and those who
were may well have been in semipunishment status); no more
than twenty to forty people held sway over thousands, many
thousands. (At the very beginning they hadn’t expected so many,
but Moscow kept sending and sending and sending. In the first
half-year, by December, 1923, there were already two thousand
prisoners: gathered there. And in 1928 in the 13th Company
alone—the general-work company—the last in formation on
count-off would announce: “The 376th! Ten in the unit!”: And
what that added up to was 3,760 men, and the 12th Company
was just as large, and the 17th—which dug mass graves in the
cemetery—was even bigger. And in addition to the kremlin com-
panies there were already others in “kommandirovki”—tem-
porary work parties: Savvatiyevo, Filimonovo, Muksalma,
Trinity, and “Zaichiki”—the Zayatsky Islands.) By 1928 there
were altogether about sixty thousand. And how many among
them were “machine gunners,” veteran soldiers with long service
records? And in 1926 the inveterate habitual-criminal ele-
ments of all sorts began to flood in. And how were they all to
be kept in check, kept from rebelling?

Only by terror! Only with Sekirnaya Hill! With poles! With
mosquitoes! By being dragged through stumps! By daytime ex-
ecutions! Moscow kept pushing out prisoner transports without
taking into consideration local forces—but neither did Moscow
set limitations on its Chekists by hypocritical rules: everything
done to maintain order was a fait accompli, and it was really
true that no prosecutor would set foot on Solovetsky soil.
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And the second method was a gauze veil with a fringe: the
era of equality—and New Solovki! Self-guarding by the pris-
oners! Self-supervision! Self-verification! Company commanders,
- platoon commanders, squad leaders—all from among the pri-
soners themselves. And their own amateur stage shows and their
own self-amusement!

And beneath this terror and this fringe what kind of people
were there? Who? Genuine aristocrats. Career military .men.
Philosophers. Scholars. Painters. Actors. Lyceum graduates.!®
Because of their upbringing, their traditions, they were too proud
to show depression or fear, to whine and complain about their
fate even to friends. It was a sign of good manners to take every-
thing with a smile, even while being marched out to be shot. Just
as if all this Arctic prison in a roaring sea were simply a minor
misunderstanding at a picnic. To joke. To make fun of the jailers.

So there was an elephant on the money and in the flowerbed.
So there was a goat in place of a horse.

And if the 7th Company was made up of actors, then its com-
pany leader had to be Kunst. And if there was a person named
Berry-Yagoda,* then he, of course, had to be the chief of the
berry-drier. And that is how those jokes came about which got
past the ignoramus censors of the magazine. And those songs.
Georgi Mikhailovich Osorgin used to walk around and mock:
“Comment vous portez-vous on this island?” “A lager comme a
lager.”

(And these jokes, this stressed and emphasized independence
of the aristocratic spirit—these more than anything else irritated
the half-beast Solovetsky jailers. One time Osorgin was scheduled

16. Here are a few of the Solovki veterans whose names have been pre-
served in the memoirs of those who survived: Shirinskaya-Shakhmatova, Sher-
emeteva, Shakhovskaya, Fittstum, I. S. Delvig, Bagratuni, Assotsiani-Erisov,
Gosheron de la Foss, Sivers, G. M. Osorgin, Klodt, N, N. Bakhrushin, Aksa-
kov, Komarovsky, P. M. Voyeikov, Vadbolsky, Vonlyarlyarsky, V. Levashov,
O. V. Volkov, V. Lozino-Lozinsky, D. Gudovich, Taube, V. S. Muromtsev,
former Cadet leader Nekrasov (was it he?), the financier Professor Ozerov,
the jurist Professor A. B. Borodin, the psychologist Professor A. P. Sukhanov,
the philosophers Professor A. A. Meiyer, Professor S. A. Askoldov, Y. N. Dan-
zas, the theosophist Myobus. The historians N. P. Antsiferov, M. D. Priselkov,
G. O. Gordon, A. 1. Zaozersky, P. G. Vasiyenko. The litérary scholars D. S.
Likhachev, Tseitlin, the linguist I. Y. Anichkov, the Orientalist N, V. Pigulev-
skaya, the ornithologist G. Polyakov, the artists Braz and P. F. Smotritsky, the
actors I. D. Kalugin (of the Aleksandrinka), B. Glubokovsky, V. Y. Koro-
lenko (a nephew). In the thirties, near the end of Solovkl, Father Pavel A.
Florensky was also there.



The Archipelago Rises from the Sea | 45

to be shot. And that very day his young wife [and he himself
was not yet forty] disembarked on the wharf there. And Osorgin
begged the jailers not to spoil his wife’s visit for her. He promised
that he would not let her stay more than three days and that they
could shoot him as soon as she left. And here is the kind of
self-control this meant, the sort of thing we have forgotten
because of the anathema we have heaped upon the aristocracy,
we who whine at every petty misfortune and every petty pain:
For three days he never left his wife’s side, and he had to keep
her from guessing the situation! He must not hint at it even in
one single phrase! He must not allow his- spirits to quaver. He
must not allow his eyes to darken. Just once [his wife is alive and
she remembers it now], when they were walking along the Holy
Lake, she turned and saw that her husband had clutched his head
in torment. “What's wrong?” “Nothing,” he answered instantly.
She could have stayed still longer, but he begged her to leave.
As the steamer pulled away from the wharf he was already
undressing to be shot.)

But still someone did give them those three days. Those three
Osorgin days, like other cases, show how far the Solovetsky
regime was from having donned the armor of a system. The im-
pression is left that the air of Solovki strangely mingled extreme
cruelty with an almost benign incomprehension of where all this
was leading, which Solovetsky characteristics were becoming the
embryo of the great Archipelago and which were destined to dry
up and wither in the bud. After all, the Solovetsky Islands people
did not yet, generally speaking, firmly believe that the ovens
of the Arctic Auschwitz had been lit right there and that
its crematory furnaces had been thrown open to all who were
ever brought there. (But, after all, that is exactly how it was!)
People there were also misled by the fact that all their prison
terms were exceedingly short: it was rare that anyone had a
ten-year term, and even five was not found very often, and most
of them were three, just three. And this whole cat-and-mouse
trick of the law was still not understood: to pin down and let
go, and pin down again and let go again. And that patriarchal
failure to understand where everything was heading could not
have failed entirely to influence the guards from among the
prisoners also, .and perhaps in a minor way the prison keepers
themselves.
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No matter how clear-cut the declarations of the class teaching,
openly displayed and proclaimed everywhere, that the sole- fate
the enemy deserves is annihilation—still, it was impossible to
picture to oneself the annihilation of each concrete two-legged
individual possessing hair, eyes, a mouth, a neck and shoulders.
One could actually believe that classes were being destroyed, but
the people who constituted these classes should be left, shouldn’t
they? The eyes of Russians who had been brought up in other
generous and vague concepts, like eyes seeing through badly
prescribed eyeglasses, could in no wise read with exactitude the
phrases of the cruel teaching. Not long before, apparently, there
had been months and years of openly proclaimed terror—yet it
was still impossible to believe!

Here, too, on the first islands of the Archipelago, was felt the
instability of those checkered years of the middle twenties, when
things were but poorly understood in the country as a whole.
Was everything already prohibited? Or, on the contrary, were
things only now beginning to be allowed? Age-old Russia still
believed so strongly in rapturous phrases! And there were only a
few prophets of gloom who had already figured things out and
who knew when and how all this would be smashed into
smithereens.

The cupola had been damaged by fire—but the masonry was
eternal. . . . The land cultivated on the very edge of the earth . . .
had now been laid waste. The color of the restless sea was
changeable. The lakes still. The animals trusting. The people
merciless. And the albatrosses flew to the Bay of Biscay to spend
the winter with all the secrets of the first island of the Archipelago.
But they would not tell their secrets on the carefree beaches . . .
but they would tell no one in Europe.

A fantastic world. And one of the main short-lived fantasies
was this: camp life was run by . . . White Guards! So Kurilko
was . . . not a chance phenomenon.

Here is how it worked. In the whole kremlin the only free
Chekist was the camp duty officer. Guarding the gates (there were
no watchtowers) and patrolling the islarids and catching escapees
were up to the guard. Other than free people, they recruited into
the guard ordinary murderers, counterfeiters, and other habitual
criminals (but not the thieves). But who was there to take charge
of the whole internal organization, who was to run the Admini-
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strative Section, and who were to be the company and squad
commanders? Not, certainly, the priests, nor the sectarian
prisoners, nor the NEPmen, nor the scholars, nor the students.
(There were no few students there, too, but a student’s cap on
the head of a Solovetsky prisoner was considered a challenge, an
impudence, a black mark, and an application to get shot.) It
was former military men who could do this best. And what
military people were there other than the White officers?

And thus, without any special deal and hardly as the result
of any well-thought-out plan, the Solovetsky cooperation of the
Chekists and the White Guards began! :

Where were the principles of either? It is surprising? Astonish-
ing? Only to someone used to social analysis on a class basis and
unable to see differently. But to such an analyst everything in the
whole world is bound to be astonishing, because the world and
human beings never fit into his previously set grooves.

And the Solovetsky prison keepers would have taken the devil
himself into their service, given that they had not been given
“Red” personnel. It had been: decreed: the prisoners should
supervise themselves (in other words, oppress themselves). And
who was there to whom this could better have been entrusted?

And as for the eternal officers, the “military breed,” how could
they forgo taking into their own hands at least the organization
of camp life (camp oppression)? Just how could they stand aside
submissively, watching someone else take charge incapably and
mess everything up? We have already discussed earlier in this
book the subject of what shoulder boards do to the human heart.
(And just bide your time. The day will come when the Red
commanding officers will be arrested too—and how they will
fight for jobs in the camp guards, how they will long to get hold
of a turnkey’s rifle, just so as to be trusted again! I have already
said that if Malyuta Skuratov had just summoned us . . .) Well,
and the White Guards must have felt much the same: All right,
we're lost anyway, and everything is lost, so what difference does
it make, why not! Then too: “The worse, the better”—we’ll help
you make a hellhole out of Solovki, of a kind that never ever
existed in our Russia, and your reputation will be all the worse.
And then: All the rest of our boys agreed, so what am I supposed
. to do—sit in the warehouse as a bookkeeper like a priest?
Nonetheless, the most fantastic Solovetsky story was not just
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that alone but the fact that, having taken over the Administrative
Section, the White Guards began to put up a fight against the
Chekists! It’s your camp on the outside, so to say, and ours on
the inside. And it was the business of the Administrative Section
to decide who worked where and who would be sent where. We
don’t meddle outside, so don’t you meddle inside!

Not very likely, that! For after all, the Information and In-
vestigation- Section—the ISCh—had to have the whole inside
of the camp speckled with its stoolies! This was the primary and
the dreaded power in camp—the ISCh. (And the security officers
were also recruited from among the prisoners—the crowning'
glory of prisoner self-supervision!) And that was what the White
Guard Administrative Section—the ACh—took upon itself to
do battle with! All the other sections—the Cultural and Educa-
tional Section and the Medical Section, which would have such
great significance in future camps—were both frail and pitiful
here. And the Economic Section, headed by N. Frenkel, was
also merely vegetating. It engaged in “trade” with the outside
world and ran the nonexistent “industry”; the paths of its future
grandeur had not yet been plotted. So it was the two powers, the
ISCh and the ACh, that fought it out. It began right at the Kem
Transit Camp: The newly arrived poet A. Yaroslavsky ap-
proached the squad commander and whispered something in his
ear. The squad commander bellowed out his words with military
precision: “You were secret—so now you're public!”

The ISCh had its Sekirka, its punishment blocks, its denuncia-
tions, its personal case files on the prisoners, and had control of
liberating prisoners ahead of time and executions. It also was in
charge of censoring letters and parcels. And the ACh controlled
work parties, reassignment from island to island, and prisoner
transports.

The ACh exposed the ISCh stoolies in order to send them off
on prisoner transports. The stoolies were pursued and fled and
hid in ISCh headquarters—but they were pursued even there,
and the ISCh rooms were broken into and the stoolies dragged
out and hauled off to prisener transports.’

(They were dispatched to Kondostrov, to Iogging camps. And
there the fantastic story went right on. In Kondostrov the exposed

17. It is interesting that the dawn of the Archipelago thus began with the
very same phenomenon to which the later Special Camps returned: with a
blow struck at the stoolies.
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and ruined stoolies published a wall newspaper entitled Stukach
[Stoolie], and in it, with sad humor, they further “exposed” in
each other such sins as “being overpampered” and the like.)

At this point the heads of ISCh brought charges against the
eager beavers of the ACh, lengthened their terms, and sent them
to Sekirka. But the ISCh defense was complicated by the fact that
an exposed informer, in the interpretation of those years, was
considered a criminal. (Article 121 of the Criminal Code: “dis-
closure . . . by an official personage of information not to be
disclosed”—quite independently of whether disclosure took place
intentionally or not and in what degree the individual was actually
an official personage.) Consequently, exposed informers could
not be defended and saved by the ISCh. Once caught they had
only themselves to blame. Kondostrov was almost legitimized.

The height of the “hostilities” between the ISCh and the ACh
came in 1927 when the White Guards broke into the ISCh,
cracked the safe, seized and published the complete lists of stoolies
—who thereby became hopeless criminals! After that, however,
the ACh steadily declined: there were ever fewer former officers,
and the percentage of criminals continually rose (for example,
the “chubarovtsy”—as a result of the notorious Leningrad thugs
trial). And gradually the Administrative Section was subdued. -

Yes, and then in the thirties a new camp era began, when
Solovki even ceased to be Solovki—and became a mere run-of-
the-mill “Corrective Labor Camp.™ And the black star of the
ideologist of that new era, Naftaly Frenkel, rose in the heavens
while his formula became the supreme law of the Archipelago:

“We have to squeeze everything out of a prisoner in the first
three months—after that we don’t need him any more.”

B
But where are Savvaty and German and Zosima? Who was it
who thought of living below the Arctic Circle, where cattle can’t
be bred and fish can’t be caught and breadgrains and vegetables
don’t grow? '

Oh, you experts at ruining flourishing lands! So soon—in one
year or two—to reduce the model agricultural enterprise of the
monks to total and irreversible decline! How was it done? Did
they plunder it and send away the plunder? Or did they destroy
it all right there on the spot? And to be incapable of extracting
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9. Preobrazhensky Cathedral (Church of the Transfiguration)
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anything from the good earth while possessing thousands of
unoccupied hands!

Only the free people there had milk, sour cream, and fresh
meat, yes, and the excellent cabbage of Father Methodius. And
for prisoners there was rotten cod, salted or dried; a thin gruel
" with pearl barley or millet grits and without potatoes. And there
was never either cabbage soup or borscht. And as a result there
was scurvy, and even “the office workers’ companies” all had
boils, and as for those on general work, their situation can be
imagined. Prisoner transports returned “on all fours” from dis-
tant work parties—they actually crawled from the wharf on hands
and knees.

The prisoners were allowed to use up nine rubles a month out
of money orders from home—and there was a prison commissary
in the Chapel of German (Illustration No, 7). And one parcel
a month could be received, which was opened and inspected in
the ISCh, and if you didn’t bribe them, they would announce that
much of what had been sent you was prohibited—agrits, for exam-
ple. In the Nikolskaya Church and in the Uspensky Cathedral
the bunks rose—four tiers high. Nor was the 13th Company any
less crowded in the block attached to the Preobrazhensky Cathe-
dral (Illustration No. 9). Imagine the crowded mass of prisoners
at that entrance (Illustration No. 8): 3,500 stampeding back
to quarters on returning from work. It took an hour’s wait in line
to get hot water at the boilers. On Saturdays the evening roll calls
dragged out till very, very late at night (like the former religious
services). They were very particular about hygiene, of course:
prisoners were forced to have heads clipped and beards shaved
off (also all priests—one after another). In addition, they cut
all the flaps off long clothing (particularly cassocks, of course),
for they were a principal point of infection. (The Chekists had
greatcoats which reached right down to the ground.) True, in the
winter the ill and the aged sitting there in underwear and sacks
could not make it to the baths from the company bunks. They
were done in by the lice. (They hid the corpses under the bunks
so as to get the extra rations—even though that was not very
advantageous for the living: the lice crawled from the cold corpses
onto the warm living survivors.) In the kremlin there was a bad
Medical Section with a bad hospital, and in the remoter parts of
Solovki there was no medicine at all.
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(The sole exception was the Golgotha-Crucifixion Monastery
on Anzer, a penalty work party, where they cured patients . . . by
murdering them. There in the Golgotha Church prisoners lay
dying from lack of food and from cruelty, enfeebled priests next
to syphilitics, and aged invalids next to young thieves. At the
request of the dying, and in order to ease his own problem, the
Golgotha doctor gave terminal cases strychnine; and in the winter
the bearded corpses in their underwear were kept in the church
for a long time. Then they were put in the vestibule, stacked
standing up since that way they took up less space. And when
they carried them out, they gave them a shove and let them roll
on down Golgotha Hill.'®)

At one time—in 1928—a typhus epidemic broke out in Kem.
And 60 percent of those there died, but the typhus crossed to
Bolshoi Solovetsky Island as well, and hundreds of typhus patients
lay about in the unheated “theatrical” hall all at the same time.
And hundreds likewise left there for the cemetery. (So as not to
confuse the count, the work assigners wrote the last name of every
prisoner on his wrist, and some of those who recovered switched
terms with shorter-term cadavers by rewriting the corpses’ names
on their own hands.) And when many thousands of the Central
Asian “Basmachi” rebels were herded here in 1929, they brought
with them an epidemic characterized by black spots on the body,
and all who fell ill with it died. It could not, of course, be the
plague or smallpox, as Solovki people imagined it was, because
‘those two diseases had already been totally wiped out in the
Soviet Republic. And so they called the illness “Asiatic typhus.”
They didn’t know how to cure it, and here is how they got rid of
it: If one prisoner in a cell caught it, they just locked the cell and
let no one out, and passed them food only through the door—till
they all died.

What a scientific discovery it would be for us to establish that

18. This is an unusual name for a church and monastery, not encountered
anywhere else, According to legend (a manuscript of the eighteenth century
in the State Public Library, “Solovetsky Paterik” [“The Lives of the Solovetsky
Fathers”]), on June 18, 1712, the monk-priest Job during an all-night prayer
vigil at the foot of this hill saw a vision of the Mother of God “in all the glory
of heaven”—and she said to him: “This hill from henceforth shall be called
Golgotha, and on it shall be built a church and a monastery of the Crucifixion.
And it will be whitened by the sufferings of countless multitudes,” That is what
they named it, and they built it there, but for more than two hundred years
the prophecy was an empty one; and it did not seem likely that it would ever
come true. But after the Solovetsky camp one could no longer say this.
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in Solovki the Archipelago had not yet arrived at an understanding
of itself, that the child had not yet guessed its own character! And
then to observe how this character~gradually manifested itself.
Alas, it didn’t work out that way! Even though there was no one
to learn from, even though there was no one from whom to take
an example, and even though it would seem that there was no
hereditary element, nonetheless the Archipelago swiftly discov-
ered and manifested its future character.

So much future experience had already been discovered at
Solovki. The phrase “to extricate from general work™ had already
come into existence. All slept on board bunks, but there were
nevertheless some who had individual cots. There were whole
companies in the church, but some prisoners were crowded twenty
to a room, and there were other rooms, with only four or five.
There were already some who knew their rights: to inspect the
women’s prisoner transports and pick out a woman. (There were
only 150 to 200 women for thousands of men, but later on there
were more.) A struggle for the soft cushy spots through bootlick-
ing and betrayal was already going on. They had already removed
all the Kontriki—*“Counter-Revolutionaries”—from office posi-
tions, to which they were then restored because the habitual crimi-
nals only messed everything up. The camp air was already thick
with continual ominous rumors. The supreme law of conduct had
already become: Trust no one! (And this squeezed and froze out
the spiritual grace of the Silver Age.)

The free persons, too, had begun to enter into the sweetness
of camp life and to taste its joys: Free families received the l'ié%t?
to have the free services of cooks from the camp. They could
always demand the services of woodcutters, laundresses, seam-
stresses, and barbers. Eichmans built himself an’ Arctic villa.
Potemkin, too, a former sergeant major of the dragoons, subse-
quently a Communist, a Chekist, and then the chief of Kem
Transit Camp, lived lavishly. He opened a restaurant in Kem.
His orchestra was recruited from Conservatory musicians. His
waitresses wore silk dresses. Gulag comrades who arrived from
rationed Moscow could feast and frolic in luxury here at the
beginning of the thirties. They were served at table by Princess
Shakhovskaya and their check was only a formality, amounting
to something like thirty kopecks, the rest being at the camp’s
expense.

Yes, and the Solovetsky kremlin—this was not the whole
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Solovki. It was the most privileged place in camp. The real Solovki
was not even in the monasteries (where, after the socialists were
sent away, work parties were established). The real Solovki was
" in the logging operations, at the remote work sites. But it is pre-
cisely those distant backwoods that are most difficult to learn
about nowadays, because those people did not survive. It is known
that even at that time‘they did not allow the workers to dry them-
selves out in the autumn, that in winter they did not provide them
with clothes or footgear in the deep snow, and that the length of
the workday was determined by the work norm: the workday was
completed when the work norm had been executed, and if it
wasn’t, there was no return to shelter until it was. And at that
time, too, they “discovered” the device of new work parties whith
consisted of sending several hundred people to totally unprepared,
uninhabited places.

But it would seem that in the first years of Solovki both slave-
driving the workers and allotting back-breaking work norms took
the form of periodic outbursts, transitory anger; they had not
become a viselike system. The economy of the whole country
was not based on them, and the Five-Year Plans had not been
instituted. In the first years of SLON there was evidently no firm
external economic plan. Yes, and for that matter there was no
very careful calculation of how many man-days went into work
for the camp as a whole. This was why they could suddenly switch
with such frivolity from meaningful productive work to punish-
ment: pouring water from one ice hole into another, dragging
logs from one place to another and back. There was cruelty in
this, yes, but there was also a patriarchical attitude. When slave-
driving became a thought-out system, pouring water over a pris-
oner in subzero temperatures or putting the prisoner out on a
stump to be devoured by mosquitoes had turned into a super-
fluity and a useless expenditure of the executioners’ energy.

There is an official figure: up to 1929 in the R.S.F.S.R.—
the Russian Republic of the Soviet Union—"only 34 to 41 percent
of all prisoners were engaged in work.”® (And how could it
have been any different, in view of the fact that there was unem-
ployment in the country at the time?) It is not clear whether work
at servicing and maintaining the camp itself was included in this

19. Vyshinsky, op. cit., p. 115.
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or whether it was only “external” work. At any rate, work at
servicing and maintaining the camp itself would not have been
enough to occupy all the remaining 60 to 65 percent of the camp
prisoners. This proportion found its expression at Solovki as well.
Clearly throughout the twenties there were no few prisoners with-
out permanent work (partly because of the lack of anything to
wear outdoors) or else performing purely formal duties.

That first year of the First Five-Year Plan, which shook up the
entire country, shook up Solovki as well. The new Chief of SLON,
appointed in 1930, Nogtev (the same Chief of the Savvatyevsky
Monastery who had shot down the socialists), reported, to the
accompaniment of a “whisper of astonishment in an astounded
hall,” to the free inhabitants of the city of Kem, these figures:
" “Not counting its logging operations for its own use, which had
grown at quite exceptional tempos,” USLON had filled “exter-
nal” orders alone for the Railroad Timber Trust and the Karelian
Timber Trust: in 1926—63,000 rubles; in 1929—2,355,000
rubles (thirty-seven times greater!); and in 1930, the total had
jumped another three tines. Road construction for the Karelian-
Murmansk region had been carried out in 1926 in the amount of
105,000 rubles, and, in 1930, six million—increased by fifty-
seven times!®

And that is how the once remote Solovki, where they didn’t
know how to make full use of the prisoners, came to an end. The
miracle-worker work rushed in to assist.

Solovki was created via Kem Transit Camp. And via Kem
Transit Camp Solovki, in its maturity, began, at the end of the
twenties, to spread back to the mainland. And the worst thing
that could now befall a prisoner was to be sent out on these work
parties on the mainland. Previously the sole thainland points
belonging to Solovki were Soroka and Sumsky Posad—coastal
appurtenances of the monasteries. But now the advancing SLON
forgot its monastery boundaries.

From Kem, through the swamps to the west, to Ukhta, the
prisoners began to build a dirt road, “which had at one time been
considered almost impossible to build.”** In the summer they
drowned and in the winter they froze. The Solovki prisoners

20. Solovetskiye Ostrova, 1930, No. 2-3, pp. 56-57.
21. Mbid., p. 57.
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feared this road to the point of panic, and for a long time the
threat echoed and re-echoed over the kremlin courtyard: “What?
You're asking for Ukhta?”

The second, similar road was from Medvczhyegorsk to Paran-
dovsky. On its route the Chekist Gashidze ordered explosives set
into a cliff and then sent KR’s up on the cliff and through his
binoculars watched them being blown up.

. They say that in December, 1928, on Krasnaya Gorka in
Karelia, the prisoners were left to spend the night in the woods
as punishment for failure to fulfill the assigned norm of work—
and 150 men froze to death there. This was a standard Solovetsky
trick. Hard to doubt the story.

There is somewhat greater difficulty in believing another story:
that in February, 1929, on the Kem-Ukhta road near the tiny
settlement of Kut, a company consisting of approximately one
hundred prisoners was driven into the bonfire for failure to fulfill
the work norm—and burned alive!

I was told this story by one solitary person only, who had been
close by: Professor D. P. Kallistov, an old Solovki veteran, who
died recently. But I was never able to collect any corroborative
testimony. (And maybe no one ever will collect any—and there
is also much else about which no one is ever going to collect
testimony, even one single solitary report.) But after all, why
shouldn’t people who freeze other people to death and who blow
them up in an explosion burn them alive? Because the technology
involved was no more complex.

Let those who prefer to put their faith in the printed word
rather than in living people read about the road-building by this
very same USLON, and by the very same zeks, in the very same
year, except that‘the area was the Kola Peninsula:

“With great difficulty we built the dirt road along the valley
of the Belaya River, along.the shore of Lake Vudyarv to Kukis-
vumchorr (near the present ‘Apatity) for a distance of seventeen
miles, paving a swamp. . . .” (And what would you think it was
paved with? The answer fa.u'ly leaps to the tip of the tongue,
doesn't it? But it can’t be set down on paper. . ..) “ .. with logs
and sand embankments, leveling the capncwus conﬁguration of
the crumbling slopes of the stony mountains.” And then USLON

built a railroad there in addition—"“seven miles in a single winter

month.” (And why in one month? And why couldn’t it have been

l
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postponed till summer?) “The task seemed insuperable—400,000
cubic yards of excavations. . . .” (North of the Arctic Circle! In
the middle of winter! And they called it earth? It was harder than
any granite!) “. . . performed solely by hand—with pick, crowbar
and spade ” (And did they at least have mittens?) “The work was
delayed by the need for a multitude of bridges. Work went on for
twenty-four hours a day in three shifts, and the Arctic night was
sliced by the light of incandescent kerosene lanterns as clearings
were cut through the pine woods and stumps were dug out, in the
midst of snowstorms which covered the roadbed deeper than the
height of a man.”*

Now go back and read that over. Then close your eyes and
picture the scene: You are a helpless city dweller, a person who
sighs and pines like a character in Chekhov. And there you are in
that icy hell! Or you are a Turkmenian in your embroidered skull-
cap—your “tyubeteika”—out there in that night blizzard! Digging
out stumps!

This was in those best and brightest twenties, before any “per-
sonality cult,” when the white, yellow, black, and brown races
of the Earth looked upon our country as the torchbearer of free-
dom.> This was during those selfsame years when they used to
sing amusing ditties about Solovki from the nation’s vaudeville
stages.

And so, imperceptibly—via work parties—the former con-
cept of the Special Purpose Camp, totally isolated on its
islands, dissolved. And the Archipelago, born and come to matu-
rity on Solovki, began its malignant advance through the nation.

A problem arose: The territory of this country had to be spread
out in front of the Archipelago—but without allowing the Archi-
pelago to conquer it, to distract it, to take it over or assimilate it
to itself. Every little island and every little hillock of the Archi-
pelago had to be encircled by a hostile, stormy Soviet seascape.
It was permissible for the two worlds to interlock in separate strata
—but not to intermingle!

And this Nogtev report which evoked a “whisper of astonish-

22. G. Fridman, “Skazochnaya Byl” (“A Fairy Tale"), Solovetskiye Ostrova,
1930, No. 4, pp. 43-44.

23. Oh, Bertrand Russelll Oh, Hewlett Johnson! Where, oh where, was
your flaming conscience at that time?
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ment” was, after all, articulated so as to initiate a resolution, a
resolution by the workers of Kem, which would then appear in
the newspapers and be posted in the villages:

. .. the intensifying class struggle inside the U.S.S.R. . . . and the
danger of war which is increasing as never before* . . . require of
the organs of the OGPU and USLON even greater solidarity with the
workers, vigilance. . . .

. . . by organization of public opinion . . . a struggle is to be waged
against free persons’ rubbing elbows-with prisoners . . . against con-
cealment of escapees . .-. against purchase of stolen and government
property from prisoners . . . and against all kinds of malicious rumors
which are being disseminated by class enemies about USLON.

And just what were those “malicious rumors”? That people
were imprisoned in camp, and without cause!

And one more point: “. . . it is the duty of every person to
inform. . . .”*

Disgusting free people! They were making friends with zeks.
They were concealing escapees. This was a terrible danger. If an
end was not put to it, there would be no Archipelago. And the
country would be a goner, and the Revolution would be a goner.

And, therefore, to combat “malicious” rumors, honest progres-
sive rumors were spread: that the camps were populated by mur-
derers and rapists! That every escapee was a dangerous bandit!
Lock your doors! Be frightened! Save your children! Catch them,
turn them in, help the work of the OGPU! And if you knew of
- someone who did not help thus—inform!

Now, with the spread of the Archipelago, escapes multiplied.
There was the hopelessness of the logging and road-building work
parties—yet at the same time there was a whole continent beneath
the feet of the escapees. So there was hope in spite of all. How-
ever, escape plans had excited the Solovki prisoners even at a
time when SLON was still on a totally isolated island. The
innocents believed in the end of their three-year term, but those
who were foresighted had already grasped the truth that they
would never see freedom in either three or twenty-three years.
And that meant freedom lay only in escape.

But how could they escape from Solovki? For half a year the

24. In our country things are always increasing or intensifying as never be-.
fore. They never ever get weaker.
25. Solovetskiye Ostrova, 1930, No. 2-3, p. 60.
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sea was frozen over, but not solidly, and in places there was open
water, and the snowstorms raged, and the frost bit hard, and
things were enveloped in mists and darkness. And in the spring
and for a large part of the summer there were the long white
nights with clear visibility over long distances for the patrolling
cutters. And it was only when the nights began to lengthen, in
the late summer and the autumn, that the time was right. Not for
prisoners in the kremlin, of course, but for those who were out
- in work parties, where a prisoner might have freedom of move-
ment and time to build a boat or a raft near the shore-——and to
cast off at night (even just riding off on a log for that matter) -
and strike out at random, hoping above all to encounter a foreign
ship. The bustle among the guards and the embarkation of the
cutters would reveal to the islanders the fact of an escape—and
there would be a tremor of rejoicing among the prisoners, as if
they 'were themselves escaping. They would ask in a whisper:
Had he been caught yet? Had he been found yet? Many must
have drowned without ever getting anywhere. One or another. of
them reached the Karelian shore perhaps—and if he did was more
silent than the grave..

And there was a famous escape from Kem to England. This
particular daredevil (his name is ‘unknown to us—that's the
breadth of our horizon!) knew Enghsh and concealed it. He
managed to get assigned to loading timber in Kem, and he told
hlS story to the Englishmen. The convoy discovered he was miss-

ing and delayed the ship for nearly a whole week and searched
it several times without finding the fugitive. (What happened was
that whenever a search party started from the shore, they lowered
him overboard on the opposite side on the ahchor chain, where he
clung under water with a breathing pipe held in his teeth.) An
enormous fine had to be paid for delaying the ship, so they finally
decided to take a chance and let the ship go, thinking that per-
haps the prisoner had drowned.

Then a book came out in England, even it would seem, in
more than one printing. Evidently An Island Hell by S. A. Malsa-
goﬁ 26%

This book astounded Europe (and no doubt they accused its
fugitive author of exaggerating, for, after all, the friends of the

26. And is this -another book you have not read, Sir Bertrand Russell?
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New Society could not permit themselves to believe this slander-
ous volume) because it contradicted what was already well
known; the newspaper Rote Fahne had described Solovki as a
paradlse (And we hope that the paper’s correspondent spent time
in the Archipelago later on.) And it also contradicted those
albums about Solovki disseminated by Soviet diplomatic missions
in Europe: fine-quality paper and true-to-life photographs of the
cozy monks’ cells. (Nadezhda Surovtseva, our Communist in
Austria, received this album from the Soviet Mission in-Vienna
and indignantly denounced the slander about Solovki current in
Europe. And at the very same time the sister of her future husband
was, in fact, imprisoned at Solovki, and she herself was predes-
tined to be walking single file in the Yaroslavl Isolator in two
years’ time.)

Slander or not, the breach had been a misfortune! And so a
commission of VTsIK, under the chairmanship of the “conscience
of the Party,” Comrade Solts (Illustration No. 10), was sent off
to find out what was going on there on those Solovetsky Islands
(for, of course, they didn’t have the least idea!). But in fact the
commission merely rode along the Murmansk Railroad, and they
didn’t do much of anything even there. And they thought it right
to send to the islands—no, to implore to go there!—none less
than the great proletarian writer Maxim Gorky, who had recently
returned to live in the proletarian Fatherland. His testimony
would be the very best refutation of that repulsive foreign forgery.

The rumor reached Solovki before Gorky himself—and the
prisoners’ hearts beat faster and the guards hustled and bustled.
One has to know prisoners in order to imagine their anticipation!
The falcon, the stormy petrel, was about.to swoop down upon the
nest of injustice, violence, and secrecy. The leading Russian
writer! He will give them hell! He will show them! He, the father,
will defend! They awaited Gorky almost like a universal amnesty.

The chiefs were alarmed too: as best they could, they hid the
monstrosities and polished things up for show. Transports of
prisoners were sent from the kremlin to distant work parties so-
that fewer would remain there; many patients were discharged
from the Medical Section and the whole thing was cleaned up.
And they set up a “boulevard” of fir trees without roots, which
were simply pushed down into the ground. (They only had to
last a few days before withering.) It led to the Children’s Colony,
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opened just three months previously and the pride of USLON,
where everyone had clothes and where there were no socially
hostile children, and where, of course, Gorky would be very
interested in seeing how juveniles were being re-educated and
saved for a future life under socialism.

Only in Kem was there an oversight. On Popov Island the
ship Gleb Boky was being loaded by prisoners in underwear and
sacks, when Gorky’s retinue appeared out of nowhere to embark
on that steamer! You inventors and thinkers! Here is a worthy
problem for you, given that, as the saying goes, every wise man
has enough of the fool in him: a barren island, not one bush, no
possible cover—and right there, at a distance of three hundred
yards, Gorky’s retinue has shown up. Your solution? Where can
this disgraceful spectacle—these men dressed in sacks—be hid-
den? The entire journey of the great Humanist will have been for
naught if he sees them now. Well, of course, he will try hard not
to notice them, but help him! Drown them in the sea? They will
wallow and flounder. Bury them in the earth? There’s no time. |
No, only a worthy son of the Archipelago could find a way out of
this one. The work assigner ordered: “Stop work! Close ranks!
Still closer! Sit down on the ground! Sit still!” And a tarpaulin
was thrown over them. “Anyone who moves will be shot!” And
. the former stevedore Maxim Gorky ascended the ship’s ladder
- and admired the landscape from the steamer for a full hour till
sailing time—and he didn’t notice!

That was June 20, 1929. The famous writer disembarked from
the steamer in Prosperity Gulf. Next to him was his fiancée, all
dressed in leather—a black leather service cap, a leather jacket,
leather riding breeches, and high narrow boots—a living symbol'
of the OGPU shoulder to shoulder with Russian literature.

Surrounded by the commanding officer corps of the GPU,
Gorky marched with long swift strides through the corridors of
several barracks. The room doors were all wide open, but he
entered hardly any. In the Medical Section doctors and nurses
in clean robes formed up for him in two rows, but he didn’t even
look around and went on out. From there the Chekists of USLON
fearlessly took him to Sekirka. And what was there to see there?
It turned out that there was no overcrowding in the punishment
cells, and—the main point—no poles. None at all. Thieves sat
on benches (there was already a multitude of thieves in Solovki),



62 | THE GULAG ARCHIPELAGO

and they were all . . . reading newspapers. None of them was so
bold as to get up and complain, but they did think up one trick:
they held the newspapers upside down! And Gorky went up to
one of them and in silence turned the newspaper right side up!
He had noticed it! He had understood! He would not abandon
them. He would defend them!** ) .

They went to the Children’s Colony. How decent everything
was there. Each was on a separate cot, with a mattress. They
all crowded around in a group and all of them were happy. And
all of a sudden a fourteen-year-old boy said: “Listen here, Gorky!
Everything you see here is false. Do you want to know the truth?
Shall I tell you?” Yes, nodded the writer. Yes, he wanted to know
the truth. (Oh, you bad boy, why do you want to spoil the just
recently ‘arranged prosperity of the literary patriarch? A palace
in Moscow, an estate outside Moscow . . .) And so everyone was
ordered to leave, including the children and the accompanying
gaypaycoshniki—and the boy spent an hour and a half telling
the whole story to the lanky old man. Gorky left the barracks,
streaming tears. He was given a carriage to go to dinner at the
villa of the camp chief. And the boys rushed back into the bar-
racks. “Did you tell him about the mosquito treatment?” “Yes.”
“Did you tell him about the pole torture?” “Yes.” “Did you tell
him about the prisoners hitched up instead of horses?” “Yes.”
“And how they roll them down the stairs? And about the sacks?
And about being made to spend the night in the snow?” And it
turned out that the truth-loving boy had told-all . . . all . . . all!!!

But we don’t even know his name.

On June 22, in other words after his chat with the boy, Gorky
‘left the following inscription in the “Visitors’ Book,” which had -
been specially made for this visit:

“T am not in a state of mind to express my impressions in just

27. The gaypayooshnitsa—the GPU woman agent—who was Gorky's com-
panion also exercised her pen, and here is what she wrote: “We are getting to
know the life of the Solovetsky Camp. I went to the museum, . . . All of us
went to ‘Sekir-Hill.” From it there was a wonderful view of the lake. The
water in the lake was coldly dark blue in color and around the lake was a
forest. It seemed to be bewitched, and as the light shifted, the tops of the
pines flared up, and the mirror-like lake became fiery. Silence and astonishing
beauty. On the way back we passed the peat workings. In the evening we lis-
tened to a concert. We dined on local Solovetsky herring—small but surpris-
ingly tender and tasty. They melted in the mouth.” From M. Gorky i Syn (M.
Gorky and Son), Moscow, Nauka, 1971, p. 276.
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a few words. I wouldn’t want, yes, and I would likewise be
ashamed [!], to permit myself banal praise of the remarkable
energy of people who, while remaining vigilant and tireless sen-
tinels of the Revolution, are able, at the same time, to be re-
markably bold creators of culture.”*®

On June 23 Gorky left Solovki. Hardly had his steamer pulled
away from the pier than they shot the boy. (Oh, great interpreter
of the human heart! Great connoisseur of-human beings! How
could he have failed to take the boy along with him?!)

"And that is how faith in justice was instilled in the new genera-
tion.

They try to tell us that up there on the summit the chief of
literature made excuses, that he didn’t want to publish praise of
USLON. But how can that be, Aleksei Maximovich? With bour-
geois Europe looking on?! But right now, right at this very
moment, which is so dangerous and so complicated! And the
camp regimen there? We'll change it, we’ll change the camp
regimen.

And he did publish his statement, and it was republished over
and over in the big free press, both our own and that of the West,
in the name of the Falcon and Stormy Petrel, claiming it was
nonsense to frighten people with Solovki, and that prisoners lived
remarkably well there and were being well reformed.

And descending into his coffin, he gave his blessing to the Archi-
pelago.??

And as for the camp regimen, they kept their promise. The
regimen was reformed. Now in the 11th Punishment Company
they were kept standing for a week packed against one another.
A commission came to Solovki, and it wasn’t a Solts commission
either, but an investigative-punitive commission. It delved into

28. Solovetskiye Ostrova, 1929, No. 1, p. 3. (This inscription is not included
in Gorky’s collected works.)

29. I used to ascribe Gorky's pitiful conduct after his ‘return from Italy
and right up to his death to his delusions and folly. But his recently published
correspondence of the twenties provides a reason for explaining it on lesser
grounds: material self-interest. In Sorrento Gorky was astonished to discover
that no world fame had accrued to him, nor money either. (He had a whole
palace full of servants.) It became clear that both for money and to revive his
fame he had to return to the Soviet Union and accept all the attached condi-
tions. He thereby became Yagoda’s voluntary prisoner. And Stalin killed him
to no purpose, out of excessive caution: Gorky would have sung -hymns of
praise to 1937 .tco.
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things and, with the help of the local ISCh, came to understand
that all the cruelties of the Solovetsky camp regime were the work
of the White Guards of the ACh, and of the aristocrats in general,
and partly of the students too (those very same students who
since the past century had been setting St. Petersburg on fire).
At this point the silly unsuccessful escape attempt of the insane
Kozhevnikov (former minister of the Far Eastern Republic) to-
gether with Shepchinsky and Degtyaryov, the cowboy, was in-
flated into an enormous and fantastic plot by the White Guards,
who were allegedly scheming to seize a steamship and sail away.
And they began to make arrests; and even though no one con-
fessed to such a plot, the case kept on growing, as did the arrests.

They had set themselves a figure of “three hundred.” And they
reached it. And on the night of Octobgr 15, 1929, having dis-
persed everyone and locked them up in quarters, the Holy Gates,
ordinarily kept locked, were opened so as to shorten the route to
the cemetery. They kept taking groups there the whole night
long. (And each group was accompanied by the desperate howl-
ing of the dog Black, who had been tied up somewhere and who
suspected that his master Bagratuni was being led off in each new
group. The prisoners could count the number of groups being
taken off by the number of periods of howling; but because of a
strong wind the shots themselves were less audible. This howling
had such an impact on the executioners that the next day they
shot not only Black but also all.the other dogs on account of
Black.)

The executioners were the three fancy Dan junkies, plus the
chief of the camp guard, Degtyaryov, and, no less, the Chief of
the Cultural and Educational Section, Uspensky. (The combina-
tion was only superficially astonishing. This Uspensky’s biography
is what is called typical, in other words not the most common,
but concentrating in itself the essence of the epoch. He was born
the son of a priest, and that is what he was when the Revolution
caught up with him. What did he have to look forward to?
Security questionnaires, restrictions, exile, persecution. And there
is no pessible way to erase this from one’s record, no possible way
to change one’s father. But no, Uspensky discovered there was a
way: he killed his own father and declared to the authorities that
he had done it out of class hatred! This was a healthy attitude,
and almost not murder at all! He was given an easy sentence—
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and he immediately rose in the camp in the Cultural and Educa-
tional line of work and was soon liberated, and here we come
upon him as the free Chief of the Cultural and Educational Sec-
tion, the KVCh, of Solovki. And as far as these executions are
concerned, it is not known whether he volunteered or whether
they suggested he reaffirm his class position. By night’s end, at
any rate, he was seen washing off the blood-soaked tops of his
boots, one after the other, over a washbasin.) And in Illustration
No. 19 it is perhaps he on the far right, though it may merely be
someone else with the same name.

They were drunk and careless—and in the morning the enor-
mous pit, only lightly covered over, was still stirring and moving.

Throughout October, and during November too, they brought
additional groups from the mainland for execution.®

(Somewhat later the entire cemetery was leveled by the pris-
oners while a band played in the background. )

After those executions the chief of SLON was replacéd: Zarin
came to replace Eichmans, and it is considered that a new era of
Solovetsky legality was thereby established.

However, here is what it was like. In the summer of 1930 they
brought to Solovki several dozen religious sectarians who rejected
anything that came from anti-Christ: they refused to accept any
documents, including passports, and they refused to sign for any-
thing or to handle any money. At their head was a gray-bearded
old man of eighty, blind and bearing a long staff. Every enlight-

-ened person could clearly see that these sectarians could never
ever enter into socialism, because that required having a great
deal to do with papers—and that therefore the best thing for
them to do was to die. And so they sent them off to Maly Zayatsky
Island, the smallest in the entire Solovetsky archipelago—sandy,
unforested desert, containing a summer hut of the former monk-
fishermen. And’ they expressed willingness to give them two
months’ rations, the condition being that each one of the sectari-
ans would have to sign for them on the invoice. Of course they
refused. At this point the indefatigable Anna Skripnikova inter-
vened; notwithstanding her own youth and the youth of the Soviet
government, she had already been arrested for the fourth time.
She dashed-back and forth between the accounting office, the

30. In one of them Kurilko was shot.
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work assigners, and the chief of the camp himself, who was
engaged in putting into effect the humanitarian regimen. She
first besought compassion for them, and after that she begged to
be sent to the Zayatsky Islands with the sectarians as their clerk,
undertaking the obligation of issuing food to them each day and
conducting all the bookkeeping formalities for them. And it would
appear that this didn’t conflict in any respect with the camp
system. And the chiefs refused. “But they feed insane people
without asking for signatures on receipts!” Anna cried. Zarin
only burst out laughing. And a woman work assigner replied:
“Maybe those are Moscow’s orders—we don’t really know. . . .”
(Of course, they were instructions from Moscow—for who else
would have taken the responsibility?) And so they were sent off
without food. Two months later (exactly two months because
they were then to be asked to sign for their food for the next two
months) they sailed over to Maly Zayatsky and found only
corpses which had been picked by the birds. Everyone was there.
No one had escaped.

So who now is going to seek out those guilty? In the sixties of
our great century?

Anyway, Zarin, too, was soon removed from his post—for
liberalism. (And it seems he got ten years himself.)

From the end of the twenties the face of the Solovetsky Camp
changed. From a silent trap for the doomed KR’s it was trans-
formed increasingly into the then new, but to us old, species of
generalized ITL or Corrective Labor Camp. The number of
“especially dangerous criminals from among the workers” multi-
plied rapidly in the nation, and ‘they herded the nonpolitical
offenders and hoodlums to Solovki. Both veteran thieves and
beginning thieves landed on Solovki. A big wave of women thieves
and prostitutes poured in. (And when they encountered each
other at the Kem Transit Camp, the women thieves yelled at the
prostitutes: “We may steal, but we don’t sell ourselves.” And the,
prostitutes shouted back: “We sell what belongs to us, not stolen
goods.”) The fact of the matter was that a war against-prostitution
had been proclaimed throughout the country (not in the news-
papers, of course), and so they rounded them all up in all the
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big cities and pasted a standard three years on all of them and
drove many of them to Solovki. In theory it was quite clear that
honest labor would swiftly reform them. However, for some
reason they clung-stubbornly to their socially humiliating pro-
fession, and while en route they asked to be allowed to wash
floors in the convoy guards’ barracks and seduced the Red Army
men, subverting the statutes of the convoy service. And they made
friends just as easily with the jailers—not for free, of course. They
arranged things even better for themselves on Solovki, which was
so statved for women. They were allotted the best rooms in the
living quarters and every day new clothes and gifts were brought
them, and the so-called “nuns” and the other KR women earned
money by working for them, embroidering their underthings. And
on completion of their terms, rich as never before, with suitcases
full of silks, they returned home to begin an honest life.

And the thieves spent their time playing cards. And the women
thieves found it useful to bear children on Solovki; there were
no nurseries and by having a child they could get themselves
released from work for their whole short term. (The KR women
who preceded them had refused to take this way out.)

On March 12, 1929, the first group of juveniles arrived at
Solovki, and from then on they kept sending and sending them
(all of them under sixteen). At first they were quartered in the
Children’s Colony near the kremlin with those same showpiece
cots and mattresses. They hid their government-issue clothing and
shouted that they had nothing to go out to work in. And then
they, too, were sent off to logging—from which they fled, switch-
ing all their names and their terms, and they had to be caught
and thereupon sorted out all over again.

With the arrival of a socially healthy contingent of prisoners,
the Cultural and Educational Section came to life. They cam-
paigned for the liquidation of illiteracy. (But the thieves had not
the slightest problem in telling the difference between clubs and
hearts.) They posted a slogan: “A prisoner is an active participant
in socialist construction!” And they even thought up a term for
it too—reforging. (It was here that this term was invented.)

In September, 1930, came the appeal of the Central Committee
to all workers for the development of socialist competition and
the shock-worker movement. And how could the prisoners not

be included? (If free people everywhere were being harnessed up,
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then wasn’t it also necessary to put the prisoners between the
shafts?)

From here on our information comes not from living people
but from the book of the scholar-jurist Averbakh.*

And therefore we suggest that the reader may wish to divide
this information by 16 or maybe by 256, and sometimes it even
needs to be taken in a reverse sense.

In the autumn of 1930 there was created a Solovetsky staff for
socialist competition and the shock-worker movement. Inveterate
repeaters, murderers, and cutthroats suddenly emerged “in the
role of economy-minded managers, skilled technical directors,
and capable cultural workers.” G. Andreyev recalls: they used
to scream in one’s face: “Come across with your norm, you KR.”
The thieves and bandits had no sooner read the appeal.of the
Central Committee than they threw away their knives and their
playing cards and simply burned with thirst to create a Commune.
They wrote into the statutes that the social origin of members
must be either poor or middle-level peasant families or the
working class. (And it need be said that all the thieves were
registered in the Records and Classification Section as “former
workers”—so that Shepchinsky’s former slogan almost came true:
“Solovki—for the Workers and Peasants!”) And on no account
would 58’s be admitted. (And the commune members also pro-
posed that all their prison terms be added together and divided
by their number so as to arrive at an average term—and that on
its expiration they should all be freed simultaneously! But not-
withstanding the Communist character of this proposal, the
Chekists considered it politically premature.) The slogan of the
Solovetsky Commune was: “Let us pay our debt to the working
class!” And even better was the one: “From us—everything, to
us—nothing!™** And here is the ferocious penalty they thought
up to punish members of the commune who were guilty of in-
fractions: to forbid them to go out to work! (Now it would be
quite hard to find a stiffer punishment for a thief than that!!)

Nonetheless the Solovetsky administration, which was not
about to go as far as the cultural and educational officials, did
not base its faith too heavily on the thieves’ enthusiasm, but in-

31. 1. L. Averbakh, op. cit.
32. This particular slogan, which was fully mature, was probably worthy of
All-Union dissemination.
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stead “applied the Leninist principle: ‘Shock work—Shock main-
tenance.’ ” What this meant was that the commune members
were moved into separate barracks where they got softer bedding,
warmer clothing, and were fed separately and better (at the ex-
pense of all the rest of the prisoners, of course). The commune
members liked this very much, and for the purpose of keeping
all their fellow members in the commune, they established the
rule tha®there would be no more expulsions from it.

This sort of commune was also very popular among noncom-

‘mune members. And they all applied for admission to the
commune. However, it was decided not to take them into the
commune but to create second, third, and fourth “labor collec-
tives,” which would not have all those privileges. And in any
case, the 58’s were not accepted in any of the collectives, even
though in the newspaper the most impudent of the hoodlums
instructed the 58’s: It’s time, really, it’s time, to grasp that camp
is a school for labor!

And the reports were flown by plane to Gulag headquarters:
Miracles at Solovki! A turbulent turning point in the attitude of

~the thieves! All the passion of the criminal world had been re-
directed into shock work, socialist competition, fulfillment of
the production and financial plan! And in Gulag they were suit-
ably astonished, and they broadcast the results of the experi-
ment.

And that is how Solovki began to live: part of the camp was
in the “labor collectives,” and their percentage of plan fulfill-
ment had not simply risen but doubled! (And the Cultural and
Educational Section explained this by the influence of the collec-
tive. But we know what it was—common garden-variety camp
padding of work sheets—“tukhta.”)%3

The other part of the camp, the “unorganized” part (yes, and
also underfed, and underdressed, and engaged in the heaviest
work), failed, as one can well understand, to fulfill its work
norms.

In February, 1931, a conference of Solovetsky shock brigades

33. T have been reproached with spelling this word incorrectly, and told
that it should be written as it is correctly pronounced in thieves' jargon: ruFta.
For tuKHi1a is the peasants’ assimilation of it, just like “Khvyodor” for “Fyo-
dor.” But I like it: “tuKHta” is somehow akin to the' Russian language, while
“tuFta” is totally alien. The thieves brought it, but the whole Russian people
learned it—so let it be “tuKHta.”
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decreed “a broad wave of socialist competition to answer the
new slander of the capitalists about forced labor in the U.S.S.R.”
In March there were already 136 shock brigades. Then sud-
denly in April their general liquidation was decreed—because
“a hostile-class element had permeated the collectives for the
purpose of causing them to disintegrate.” (Now there’s a riddle
for you: the 58’s were notallowed across the threshold, and so
who was it who was causing them to disintegrate? What“we have
to understand is that the “tukhta” had been uncovered. They had
eaten and drunk and made merry; they had counted things up,
shed a few tears, and taken the whip to some so the rest would
get moving.)

And the joyous hubbub gave way to the noiseless dispatch of
the prisoner transports: the 58’s were being sent from the Solo-
vetsky mother tumor to far-off fatal places to open up new camps
there.



Chapter 3

The Archipelago M. etastasizes

Well, the Archipelago did not develop on its own but side by
side with the whole country. As long as there was unemployment
in the nation there was no feverish demand for prisoner manpower,
and arrests took place not as a means of mobilizing labor but
as a means of sweeping clean the road. But when the concept
arose of stirring up the whole 180 million with an enormous
mixing paddle, when the plan for superindustrialization was re-

" jected in favor of the plan for supersupersuperindustrialization,
when the liquidation of the kulaks was already foreseen along
with the massive public works of the First Five-Year Plan—on
the eve of the Year of the Great Fracture the view of the Archi-
pelago and everything in the Archipelago changed too.

On March 26, 1928, the Council of People’s Commissars
(meaning it was still under the chairmanship of Rykoy) con-
ducted a review of the status of penal policy in the nation and of
conditions in places of imprisonment. In regard to penal policy,
it was admitted that it was inadequate. And it was decreed’ that
harsh measures of repression should be applied to class enemies
and hostile-class elements, that the camp regimen should be made
more severe (and that socially unstable elements should not be
given terms at all). And in addition: forced labor should be set
up in such a way that the prisoner should not earn anything from
his work but that the state should derive economic profit from it.
“And to consider it necessary from now on tfo expand the capacity

» 1. TSGAOR, collection 393, shelf 78, file 65, sheets 369-372.
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of labor colonies.” In other words, putting it simply, it was pro-
posed that more camps be prepared in anticipation of the abun-
dant arrests planned. (Trotsky also had foreseen this same
economic necessity, except that he again proposed that a labor
army be created by the compulsory drafting of people. The horse-
radish is no sweeter than the black radish. But whether out of a
spirit of opposition to his eternal rival or whether in order to cut
people off more decisively from the possibility of complaint and
hope of return, Stalin decided to process the labor army men
through the prison machinery.) Throughout the nation unem-
ployment was abolished, and the economic rationale for expan-
sion of the camps appeared.

Back in 1923 no more than three thousand persons had been
imprisoned on Solovki. And by 1930 there were already about
fifty thousand, yes, and another thirty thousand in Kem. In 1928
the Solovetsky cancer began to creep outward, first through Kare-
lia, on road-building projects and in logging for export. Just as
willingly SLON began to “sell” its engineers: they went off with-
out convoy to work in any northern locality and their wages
were credited to the camp. By 1929 SLON camp sités had al-
ready appeared at all points on the Murmansk Railroad from
Lodeinoye Pole to Taibola. From there the movement continued
along the Vologda Railroad—and so active was it that at Zvanka
Station it proved necessary to open up a SLON transport control
center. By 1930 Svirlag had already grown strong in Lodeinoye
Pole and stood on its own legs, and in Kotlas Kotlag had already
been formed. In 1931 BelBaltlag had been born, with its center
in Medvezhyegorsk,® which was destined over the next two years
to bring glory to the Archipelago for eternity and on five con-
tinents.

And the malignant cells kept on creeping and creeping. They
were blocked on one side by the sea and on the other by the Fin-
nish border, but there was nothing to hinder the founding of a
camp near Krasnaya Vishera in 1929. And the main thing was
that all the paths to the east through the Russian North lay open
and unobstructed. Very soon the Soroka-Kotlas road was reach-
ing out. (“We'll complete Soroka ahead of sroka —ahead of

2. This was the official date, but in actual fact it had been there since 1930,
though its organizational period had been kept secret to give the impression
of rapid work, for bragging, and for history. Here, too, was “tukhta.”
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term!” The Solovetsky prisoners used to make fun of S. Alymov,
who, nonetheless, stuck to his last and made his name as a poer
and song writer.) Creeping on to the Northern Dvina River, the
camp cells formed SevDvinlag. Crossing it, they fearlessly
marched on the Urals. By 1931 the Northern Urals department
of SLON was founded, which soon gave rise to the independent
Solikamlag and SevUrallag. The Berezniki Camp began the
construction of a big chemical combine which in its time was
much publicized. In the summer of 1929 an expedition of un-
convoyed prisoners was sent to the Chibyu River from Solovki,
under the leadership of the geologist M. V. Rushchinsky, in order
to prospect for petroleum, which had been discovered there as
far back as the eighties of the nineteenth century. The expedi-
tion was successful—and a camp was set up on the Ukhta,
Ukhtlag. But it, too, did not stand still on its own spot, but
quickly metastasized to the northeast, annexed the Pechora, and
was transformed into UkhtPechlag. Soon afterward it had its
Ukhta, Inta, Pechora, and Vorkuta sections—all of them the
bases of great independent future camps.?

The opening up of so expansive a roadless northern region as
this required the building of a railroad: from Kotlas via Knyazh-
Pogost and Ropcha to Vorkuta. This called forth the need for
two more independent camps which were railroad-building
camps: SevZhelDorlag—on the sector from Kotlas to the Pe-
chora River—and Pechorlag (not to be confused with the in-
dustrial UkhtPechlag!)—on the sector from the Pechora River
to Vorkuta. (True, this railroad was under construction for a
- long time. Its Vym sector, from Knyazh-Pogost to Ropcha, was
ready for service in 1938, but the whole railroad was ready only
at the end of 1942.)

And thus from the depths of the tundra and the taiga rose
hundreds of new medium-sized and small islands. And on the
march, in battle order, a new system of organization of the Ar-
chipelago was created: Camp Administrations, Camp Divisions,
Camps (OLP's—Separate Camps; KOLP's—Commandant’s
Camps; GOLP’s—Head Camps), Camp Sectors (and these were
the same as “work parties” and “work subparties”). And in the

3. We are giving dates and places equal weight but beg the reader to bear
in mind that all this was gotten through questioning people and ¢omparing,
so there may be omissions and errors,
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Administrations there were Departments, and in the Divisions
there were Sections: I. Production (P.); II. Records and Classi-
fication (URCh); IIIL. Security Operations (again the third!).
(And in contemporary dissertations they wrote: “The con-
tours of educational institutions for individial undisciplined
members of the classless society are taking shape ahead of time.”™
In actual fact, when there are no more classes, there will be no
more criminals. But somehow it takes your breath away just to
think that tomorrow society will be classless—and does that
mean that no one will be imprisoned? Only individual undisci-
plined members. Classless society is not without its lockups
either.) .
And so all the northern portion of the Archipelago sprang
from Solovki. But not from there alone. In response to the great
appeal, Corrective Labor Camps (ITL’s) and Corrective Labor
Colonies (ITK’s) burst out in a'rash throughout our whole great
country. Every province acquired its own ITL’s and ITK’s. Mil-
lions of miles of barbed wire ran on and on, the strands criss-
crossing one another and interweaving, their barbs twinkling
gaily along railroads, highways, and around the outskirts of cities.
And the peaked roofs of ugly camp watchtowers became the
most depeadable landmarks in our landscape, and it was only by
a surprising concatenation of circumstances that they were not
seen in either the canvases of our artists or in scenes in our films.
As had been happening from the Civil War on, monastery
buildings were intensively mobilized for camp needs, were ideally
adapted for isolation by their very locations. The Boris and Gleb
Monastery in Torzhok was put to use as a transit camp (still -
there today), while the Valdai Monastery was put to use for a
colony of juveniles (across the lake from the future country
house of Zhdanov). Nilova Hermitage on Stolbny Island in Lake
Seliger became a camp. Sarovskaya Hermitage was used for
the nest of Potma camps, and there is no end to this enumeration.
Camps arose in the Donbas, on the upper, middle, and lower
Volga, in the central and southern Urals, in Transcaucasia, in
central Kazakhstan, in Central Asia, in Siberia, and in the Far
East. It is officially reported that in 1932 the area devoted to
Agricultural Corrective Labor Colonies in the Russian Republic

4. Vyshinsky, op. cit., p- 429.
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alone—was 625,000 acres, and in the Ukranian Republic 138,-
000.5

Estimating the average colony at 2,500 acres, we learn that at
this time, without counting the other Soviet republics, there were
already more than three hundred such Selkhozy alone, in other.
words the lowest grade and most privileged form of camp.

The distribution of prisoners between near and distant camps
was easily determined by a decree of the Central Executive Com-
mittee and the Council of People’s Commissars of November 6,
1929. (How they do manage to hit the anniversary dates of the
Revolution!) The former “strict isolation”—detention—was
abolished (because it hindered creative labor), and it was or-
dained that those sentenced to terms of less than three years
would be assignetl to the general (near) places of imprisonment,
while those sentenced to from three to ten years would be sent
to distant localmes“ Since the 58’s never got less than three
years, that meant that they all flocked to the North and to Siberia
—to open it up and to die.

And the rest of us during those years were marching to the
beat of drums!

~

A stubborn legend persists in the Archipelago to the effect that
“The camps were thought up by Frenkel.”

It seems to me that this fanciful idea, both unpatnotlc and
even insulting to the authorities, is quite sufficiently refuted by
the preceding chapters. Even with the meager means at our dis-
posal we succeeded, I hope, in showing the birth of camps.for
repression and labor back in 1918. Without any Frenkel what-
soever they arrived at the conclusion that prisoners must not
waste their time in moral contemplation (“The purpose of Soviet
corrective labor policy is not at all individual correction in its
traditional meaning”)” but must labor, and at the same time
must be given very severe, almost unbearable work norms to
achieve. Long before Frenkel they already used to say: “correc-

5. Ibid., pp. 136-137.

6. Sobraniye Zak v SSSR (Collection of Laws of the U.S.S.R.), 1929, No.
72.

7. Vyshinsky, op. éit., p. 384.
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tion through labor” (and as far back as Eichmans they already
understood this to mean “destruction through labor™).

Yes, and not even contemporary dialectical thought processes
were needed to arrive at the idea of using prisoners sentenced to
heavy labor for work in remote, little-settled areas. Back in 1890,
in the Ministry of Railroads they decided to use hard-labor exiles
in the Amur region for laying rails on the railroad. They simply
forced the hard-labor prisoners to work, while exiles and de-
portees were permitted to work at laying rails, and in return got a
reduction in their terms by one-third or one-half. (However, they
preferred to get rid of their whole term all at once by escape.)
And from 1896 to 1900, work on the Lake Baikal shoreline
sector of the Trans-Siberian was carried- out by fifteen hundred
hard-labor prisoners and twenty-five hundred compulsorily re-
settled exiles.® Therefore the idea was by no means new, and not
founded on progressive educational theories.

Nonetheless, Frenkel really did become the nerve of the Archi-
pelago. He was one of those successful men of action whom
History hungrily awaits and 'summons to itself. It would seem
that there had been camps even before Frenkel, but they had
not taken on that final and unified form which savors of perfec-
tion. Every genuine prophet arrives when he is most acutely
needed. Frenkel arrived in the Archipelago just at the beginning
of the metastases.

Naftaly Aronovich Frenkel, a Turkish Jew, was born in Con-
stantinople. He graduated from the commercial institute there
and took up the timber trade. He founded a firm in Mariupol
and soon became a millionaire, “the timber king of the Black
Sea.” He had his own steamers, and he even published his own
newspaper in Mariupol called The Kopeck, whose function was
to slander and persecute his competitors. During World War'I
Frenkel conducted some speculative arms deals through Gallipoli.

8. However, generally speaking, the course of development in nineteenth-
century Russian hard labor was in just the reverse direction:. labor became
ever less obligatory, withered away. By the nineties, even at Kari, hard-labor
camps had been transformed into places of passive detention and work was
no longer performed. By this time, too, the demands made on workers had
been eased at Akatui (P. Yakubovich). So the use of hard-labor prisoners on
the Lake Baikal shoreline sector of the railroad was most likely a temporary
necessity. Do we not observe here once -again the “two horn” principle, or
that of a parabola, just as in the case of the long-term prisons (Part I, Chap-
ter 9): onc prong of increasing leniency and one of increasing ferocity?
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In 1916, sensing the pending storm in Russia, he transferred his
capital to Turkey even before the February Revolution, and in
1917 he himself went to Constantinople in pursuit of it.

And he could have gone on living the sweetly exciting life of
a merchant, and he would have known no bitter grief and would
not have turned into a legend. But some fateful force beckoned
him to the Red power.? -

The rumor is unverified that in those years in Constantinople
he became the resident Soviet intelligence agent (perhaps for
ideological reasons, for it is otherwise difficult to see why he
needed it). But it is a fact that in the NEP years he camie to the
U.S.S.R., and here, on secret instructions from the GPU, created,
as if in his own name, a black market for the purchase of valu-
ables and gold in return for Soviet paper rubles (this was a
predecessor of the “gold drive” of the GPU and Torgsin). Busi-
ness operators and manipulators remembered him very well in-
deed from the old days; they trusted him—and the gold flowed
into the coffers of the GPU. The purchasing operation came to
an end, and, in gratitude, the GPU arrested him. Every wise man
has enough of the simpleton in him.

However, inexhaustible and holding no grudges, Frenkel,
while still in the Lubyanka or on the way to Solovki, sent some
sort of declaration to the top. -Finding himself in a trap, he evi-
dently decided to make a business analysis of this life too. He
was brought to Solovki in 1927, but was immediately separated
from the prisoner transport, settled into a stone booth outside
the bounds of the monastery itself, provided with an orderly to
look after him, and permitted free movement about the island.
We have already recalled that he became the Chief of the Eco-
nomic Section (the privilege of a free man) and expressed his
famous thesis about using up the prisoner in the first thrée months.
In 1928 he was already in Kem. There he created a profitable
auxiliary enterprise. He brought to Kem the leather which had
been accumulated by the monks for decades and had been lying
uselessly in the monastery warehouses. He recruited furriers and
shoemakers from among the prisoners and supplied fashionable
high-quality footwear and leather goods directly to a special shop
on Kuznetsky Most in Moseow. (The GPU ran it and took the

-

9. I have a personal hypothesis about this, which I will mention elsewhere.
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receipts, but the ladies who bought their shoes there didn’t know
that, and when they themselves were hauled off to the Archi-
pelago not long after, they never even-remembered the shop.)

One day in 1929 an airplane flew from Moscow to get Fren-
kel and brought him to an appointment with Stalin. The Best
Friend of prisoners (and the Best Friend of the Chekists) talked
interestedly with Frenkel for three hours. The stenographic re-
port of this conversation will never become public. There simply
was none. But it is clear that Frenkel unfolded before the Father
of the Peoples dazzling prospects for constructing socialism
through the use of prisoner labor. Much of the geography of the
Archipelago being described in the aftermath by my obedient
pen, he sketched in bold strokes on the map of the Soviet Union
to the accompaniment of the puffing of his interlocutor’s pipe.
It was Frenkel in person, apparently on that precise occasion,
who proposed the all-embracing system of classification of camp
prisoners into Groups A, B, C, D, which left no leeway to the
camp chiefs and even less to the prisoner: everyone not engaged
in providing essential services for the camp (B), not verified
as being ill (C), and not undergoing correction in a punishment
cell (D) must drag his workload (A) every day of his sentence.
The world history of hard labor has never known such universal-
ity! It was Frenkel in person, and in this very conversation, who
proposed renouncing the reactionary system of equality in feed-
ing prisoners and who outlined a unified system of redistribution
of the meager food supplies for the whole Archipelago—a scale
for bread rations and a scale for hot-food rations which was
adapted by him from the Eskimos: a fish on a pole held out in
front of the running dog team. In addition, he proposed time off
sentence and release ahead of term as rewards for good work
(but in this respect he was hardly original—for in 1890, in Sa-
khalin hard labor, Chekhov discovered both the one and the
other). In all probability the first experimental field was set up
here too—the great Belomorstroi, the White Sea—Baltic Canal
Construction Project, to which the enterprising foreign-exchange
and gold speculator would soon be appointed—not as chief of
construction ‘nor as chief of a camp either, but to the post espe-
cially dreamed up for him of “works chief”—the chief overseer of
the labor battle.

And here he is himself (Illustration No. 11). It is evident
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from his face how he brimmed with a. vicious human-hating
animus. In the book on the Belomor Canal—the White Sea—
Baltic Canal—wishing to laud Frenkel, one Soviet writer would
soon describe him thus: “ . . . the eyes of an interrogator and a
prosecutor, the lips of a skeptic and a satirist . . . A man with
enormous love of power and pride, for whom the main thing is
unlimited power. If it is necessary for him to be feared, then let
him be feared. He spoke harshly to the engineers, attempting to
humiliate them.”°

This last phrase seems to us a keystone—to both the character
and biography of Frernkel.

By the start of Belomorstroi Frenkel had been freed. For con-
struction of the Belomor Canal he received the Order of Lenin
and was named Chief of Construction of BAMlag (“The Baikal-
Amur Main Line Railroad”—which was a name out of the fu-
ture, while in the thirties BAMlag was put to work adding a

“second track to the Trans-Siberian main line on those sectors
where there was none). And this was by no means the last item
in the career of Naftaly Frenkel, but it is more relevant to com-
plete the account in the next chapter.

The whole long history of the Archipelago, about which it has
fallen to me to write this home-grown, homemade book, has,
in the course of half a century, found in the Soviet Union almost
no expression whatever in the printed word. In this a role was
played by that same unfortunate happenstance by which camp
watchtowers never got into scenes in films nor into landscapes
painted by our artists.

But this was not true of the White Sea—Baltic Canal nor of
the Moscow-Volga Canal. There is a book about each at our
disposal, and we can write this chapter at least on the basis
of documentary and responsible source material.

In diligently researched studies, before making use of a par-
ticular source, it is considered proper to charactenze it. We
shall do so.

2

10. Belomorsko-Baltiisky Kanal imeni Stalina, Istoriya Stroitelstva (The
White Sea-Baltic Canal Named for Stalin; History of Its Construction), Chap-
ter 8. ’
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Here before us lies the volume, in format almost equal to the
Holy Gospels, with the portrait of the Demigod engraved in
bas-relief on the cardboard covers. The book, entitled The White
Sea—Baltic Stalin Canal, was issued by the State Publishing House
in 1934 and dedicated by the authors to the Seventeenth Con-
gress of the Soviet Communist Party, and it was evidently pub-
lished for the Congress. It is an extension of the Gorky project
of “Histories of Factories and Plants.” Its editors were Maxim
Gorky, L. L. Averbakh,* and S. G. Firin. This last name is little
known in literary circles, and we shall explain why: Semyon
Firin, notwithstanding his youth, was Deputy Chief of Gulag.”

The history of this book is as follows: On August 17, 1933,
an outing of 120 writers took place aboard a steamer on the
just completed canal. D. P. Vitkovsky, a prisoner who was a
construction superintendent on the canal, witnessed the way these
people in white suits crowded on the deck during the steamer’s
passage through the locks, summoned prisoners from the area of
the locks (where by-this time they were more operational workers
than construction workers), and, in the presence of the canal
chiefs, asked a prisoner whether he loved his canal and hls work,
and did he think that he-had managed to reform here, and did
the chiefs take enough interest in the welfare of the prisoners?
There were many questions, all in this general vein, and all asked
from shipboard to shore.in the presence of the chiefs and only
while the steamer was passing through the locks. And after this
outing eighty-four of these writers somehow or other managed
nonetheless to worm their way out of participating in Gorky’s
collective work (though perhaps they wrote their own admiring
verses and essays), and the remaining thirty-six constituted an
authors’ collective. By virtue of intensive work in the fall and
winter of 1933 they created this unique book.

This book was published to last for all eternity, so that future
generations would read it and be astounded. But by a fateful co-
incidence, most of the leaders depicted in its photographs and
glorified in its text were exposed as enemies of the people within
two or three years. Naturally all copies of the book were there-
upon removed from libraries and destroyed. Private owners also

11. Anguished by the vanity of authorship, he also wrote his own individual
booklet about the Belomor Canal.
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destroyed it in 1937, not wishing to earn themselves a term for
owning it. And that is why very few copies have remained intact.
to the present; and there is no hope that it may be reissued—and
therefore all the heavier is the obligation to my fellow country-
men I feel on my shoulders not to permit the principal ideas and
facts described in this book to perish. It would be only just, too,
to preserve the names of the authors for the history of literature.
Well, these at least: M. Gorky, Viktor Shklovsky, Vsevolod
Ivanov, Vera Inber, Valentin Katayev, Mikhail Zoshchenko,
Lapin and Khatsrevin, L. Nikulin, Korneli Zelinsky, Bruno Ya-
sensky (the chapter “Beat the Class Enemy to Death!”), Y. Gav-
rilovich, A. Tikhonov, Aleksei Tolstoi, K. Finn.

Gorky explained in the following way why this book was nec-
essary to the prisoners who had built the canal: “The Canal
Army Men'? do not have the necessary vocabulary to express the
complex feelings of reforging”—and writers do have this vo-
cabulary, so they will help. He explained as follows why the book
was necessary for the writers: “Many writers after becoming
acquainted with the canal . . . got ‘charged up’ as a result, and
this has had a very positive impact on their work. . . . 4 mood is
going to appear in literature which will push it ahead and put it
on the level of our great deeds” (My italics—A.S. And this is a.
level still palpable in Soviet literature today). And why the book
was necessary to its millions of readers (many of them were soon
to flow to the Archipelago themselves) requires no elaboration.

What was the point of view of the authors’ collective on the
subject? First of all: certainty as to the justice of all sentences and
the guilt of all those driven to work-on the canal. Even the word
“certainty” is too weak: for the authors this question is out of
bounds not only for discussion but even for mention. It-is as
clear to them as the fact that night is darker than day. Using
their vocabulary and their imagery to instill ‘in us all the mis-
anthropic legend of the thirties, they interpret the word “wreck-
er” as the basis of the engineers’ being. Agronomists who spoke
out against early sowing (maybe in snow and mud?) and irri-
gation experts who provided Central Asia with water—all were
indubitable wreckers to them. In every chapter of the book these

" 12. Tt was decided to call them this in order to raise morale (or perhaps in
honor of the labor army which was never created).
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writers speak only with condescension of engineers as a class, as
of a foul, low breed. On page 125 the book accuses a significant
segment of the Russian prerevolutionary engineering profession
of swindling. And this is not an individual accusation, not at all.
(Are we to understand that engineers were even engaged in
wrecking Tsarism?) And this was written by people of whom
not one was capable of extracting even the simplest square root
(which even certain horses do in circuses).

The authors repeat to us all the nightmare rumors of those
years as historical gospel truth: that workers were poisoned with
arsenic in factory dining rooms; that it is not just a piece of
stupid carelessness if milk from the cow on a state farm went
sour, but an enemy’s stratagem to compel the country to swell
up from starvation (and that’s exactly how they write). In in-
definite and faceless terms they write about that sinister collec-
tive kulak who went to work in a factory and threw a bolt into
the lathe. Well, after all, they are oracles of the human heart, and
it is evidently easier for them to imagine this: a person has man-
aged by some miracle to avoid exile to the tundra, has escaped
to the city, and by some still greater miracle has managed to get
work in a factory when he is already.dying of hunger, and at
this point, instead of feeding his family, he throws a bolt into the
lathe!

Then, on the other side, the authors cannot and do not wish
to restrain their admiration for the leaders of the canal works,
those employers whom they stubbornly call Chekists, although
it is already the thirties, thereby forcing us to use the name too.
They admired not only their minds, their wills, their organiza-
tion, but also them—in the highest human sense, as surprising
beings. Indicative was the episode with Yakov Rappoport. (See
Tliustration No. 12: he does not look to be stupid.) This student
at Dorpat University, who failed to complete the course there,
was evacuated to Voronezh, where he became the Deputy Chair-
man of the Provincial Cheka in his new homeland, and then
Deputy Chief of Construction at Belomorstroi. In the words
of the authors, Rappoport, while on an inspection tour of the
construction site, was dissatisfied with the way the workers were
pushing their wheelbarrows along, and he posed an annihilating
question to the engineer in charge: Do you remember what the
cosine of 45 degrees is equal to? And the engineer was crushed
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and put to-shame by Rappoport’s erudition,’® and immediately
made corrections in his instructions aimed at wrecking, and the .
movement of the wheelbarrows immediately moved onto a high
technological level. And with such anecdotes as these the au-
thors not only enrich their exposition artistically but also lift us
onto scientific heights!

And the higher the post occupied by the employer, the greater
the worship with which he is described by the authors. Unre-
strained praises are lavished on the Chief of Gulag, Matvei Ber-
man* (Illustration No. 13)."* Much enthusiastic praise is also
lavished on Lazar Kogan (Illustration No. 14), a former An-
archist who in 1918 went over to the side of the victorious
Bolsheviks, and who proved his loyalty in the post of Chief of
the Special Branch of the Ninth Army, then as Deputy Chief of
the Armies of the OGPU, and was one of the organizers of Gulag
and then became Chief of Construction of the Belomor Canal.
And it is even more the case that the authors can only endorse
Comrade Kogan’s words about the iron commissar: “Comrade
Yagoda is our chief, our constant leader.” That is what more
than anything doomed this book! The glorification of Genrikh
Yagoda was torn out, together with his'portrait, from even that
one copy of the book which survived for us, and we had to
search a long time in order to find this portrait of him (Illustra-
tion No. 15).

This same tone permeated the camp leaflets even more strongly.
Here, for example: “The honored guests, Comrades Kaganovich,
Yagoda, and Berman, arrived at Lock No. 3. (Their portraits
hung in every barracks.) People worked more quickly. Up above
they smiled—and their smile was transmitted to hundreds of
people down in the excavation.”*® And in officially inspired songs:

Yagoda in person leads and teaches us,
Keen is his eye, and his hand is strong.

13. And Rappoport got the meaning of the cosine all wrong. (Belomorsko- _
Baltiisky Kanal, op. cit., p.. 10.)

14. M. Berman—M. Bormann once again there is only a one- or two-letter
difference. R ber Eich and Eich

15. Y. Kuzemko, 3-i Shlyuz (The Third Lock), KVO Dmitlag Publishers,
1935, “Not to be distributed beyond the boundaries of the camp.” Because of
the rarity of this edition, we can recommend another combination: “Kagano-
vich, Yagoda and Khrushchev inspect camps on the Belomor Canal,” in D. D.
Runes, Despotism, New York, 1963, p. 262.
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Their general enthusiasm for the camp way of life led the
authors of the collective work to this panegyric: “No matter to
what corner of the Soviet Union fate should take us, even if it
be the most remote wilderness and backwoods, the imprint of
order . . . of precision and of conscientiousness . . . marks each
OGPU organization.” And what OGPU organization exists in
the Russian backwoods? Only the camps. The camp as a torch
of progress—that is the level of this historical source of ours.

The editor in chief has something to say about this himself.
Addressing the last rally of Belomorstroi officials on August 25,
1933, in the city of Dmitrov (they had already moved over to
the Moscow-Volga Canal project), Gorky said: “Ever since
1928 T have watched how the GPU re-educates people.” (And
what this means is that even before his visit to Solovki, even
before that boy was shot, ever since, in fact, he first returned
to the Soviet Union, he had been watching them.) And by then
hardly able to restrain his tears, he addressed the Chekists pres-
ent: “You devils in woolen overcoats, you yourselves don’t
know what you have done.” And the authors note: the Chekists
there merely smiled. (They knew what they had done. . . .) And
Gorky noted the extraordinary modesty of the Chekists in the
book itself. (This dislike of theirs for publicity was truly a touch-
ing trait.)

The collective authors do not simply keep silent about the
deaths on the Belomor Canal during construction. They do not
follow the cowardly recipe of half-truths. Instead, they write dir-
ectly (page 190) that no one died during construction. (Prob-
ably they calculated it this way: One hundred thousand started

. the canal and one hundred thousand finished. And that meant
they were all alive. They simply forgot about the prisoner trans-
ports devoured by the construction in the course of two fierce
winters. But this is already on the level of the cosine of the
cheating engingering profession.)

The-authors see nothing more inspiring than this camp labor.
They find in forced labor one of the highest forms of blazing,
conscientious creativity. Here is the theoretical basis of re-edu-
cation: “Criminals are the result of the repulsive conditions of
former times, and our country is beautiful, powerful and gener-
ous, and it needs to be beautified.” In their opinion all those
driven to work on the canal would never have found their. paths
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in life if the employers had not assigned them to unite the White
Sea with the Baltic. Because, after all, “Human raw material is
immeasurably more difficult to work than wood.” What language!
What profundity! Who said that? Gorky said it in his book, dis-
puting the “verbal trumpery of humanism.” And Zoshchenko,
with profound insight, wrote: “Reforging—this is not the desire
to serve out one’s term and be freed [So such suspicions did
exist?—A.S.], but is in actual fact a restructuring of the con-
sciousness and the pride of a builder.” What a student of man!
Did you ever push a canal wheelbarrow—and on a penalty ration
too?

This worthy book, constituting the glory of Soviet litetature,
will be our guide in our judgments about the canal.

How did it happen that the Belomor Canal in particular was
selected as the first great construction project of the Archipelago?
Was Stalin forced to this by some kind of exacting economic or
military necessity? Looking at the results of the construction, we
can answer with assurance that there was none. Was he thus in-
spired by his spirit of noble rivalry with Peter the Great, who had
dragged his fleet over portages along the same route, or with the
Emperor Paul, in whose reign the first project for such a canal
originated? It seems unlikely the Wise Man had ever even known
of this. Stalin simply needed a great construction project some-
where which would devour many working hands and many lives
(the surplus of people as a result of the liquidation of the kulaks),
with the reliability of a gas execution van but more cheaply, and
which would at the same time leave a great monument to his reign
of the same general sort as the pyramids. In his favorite slaveown-
ing Orient—from which Stalin derived almost everything in his
life—they loved to build great “canals.” And I can almost see
him there, examining with love the map of the North of European
Russia, where the largest part of the camps were already situated
at that time. And down the center of this region the Sovereign
drew a line from sea to sea with the end of his pipe stem.

In proclaiming this project it had to be proclaimed necessarily
as urgent. Because in those years nothing which was not urgent
got done in our country. If it had not been urgent, no one would
have believed in its vital importance, and even the prisoners, dy-
ing beneath the upturned wheelbarrows, had to believe in that
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importance. Because if it had not been urgent, then they would
not have been willing to die off and clear the way for the new
society.

“The canal must be built in a short time and it must be built
‘cheaply! These were Comrade Stalin’s instructions.” (And every-
one who was alive then remembers what the orders of Comrade
Stalin meant!) Twenty months! That was the time the Great
Leader allotted his criminals both for the canal and for their own
correction: from September, 1931, to April, 1933. He was in
such a rush he would not even give them two full years. One
hundred and forty tniles. Rocky soil. An area abounding in boul-
ders. *Swamps. Seven locks in the Povenets “staircase,” twelve
locks on the descent to the White Sea. And “this was no Dnepros-
troi, which was allowed a long time for completion and allotted
foreign exchange. Belomorstroi was entrusted to the OGPU and
received not one kopeck in foreign exchange!”

So the plan looms more and more clearly: This canal was so
badly needed by Stalin and the nation that it was not to get one
kopeck of foreign exchange. Let a hundred thousand prisoners
work for you simultaneously—what capital is more precious?
And deliver the canal in twenty months! Not one day later.

That’s when you rant and rage at the wrecker engineers. The
engineers say: “We will make the structure of concrete.” The
Chekists reply: “There is not enough time.” The engineers say:
“We need large quantities of iron.” The Chekists reply: “Replace
it with wood!” The engineers say: “We need tractors, cranes,
construction machinery!” The Chekists: “There will be none of
that, not one kopeck of foreign exchange: do it all by hand.”

The book calls this “the bold Chekist formulation of a techni-
cal assignment.”*® In other words, the Rappoport cosine.

We were in such a rush that we brought in people from Tash-
kent for this northern project, hydrotechnologists ‘and irrigation
experts (arrested, as it happened, at the most opportune time).
With them a Special (once again special, a favorite word!) Design
Bureau was set up on Furkasovsky Lane (behind the Big Lub-
yanka).'” (Incidentally, the Chekist Ivanchenko asked the en-

16. Belomorsko-Baltiisky Kanal, op. cit., p. 82.

17. This was thus one of the very earliest sharashkas, Islands of Paradise.
At the same time people mention one other like it: the OKB—the Special De-

sign Bureau—at the Izhora -‘Factory which designed the first famous blooming
mill for semifinished steel ingots.
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gineer Zhurin: “Why should you make a plan when there already
is a plan for the Volga-Don Canal project? Use it instead.”)

We were in such a rush that they were put to work making a
plan before surveys had been made on the ground. Of course we
rushed survey crews into Karelia. But not one of the designers
was allowed to leave even the bounds of the design office, let alone
go to Karelia (this was vigilance). And therefore telegrams flew
back and forth! What kind of an elevation do you have there?
What kind of soil?

We were in such a rush that trainloads of zeks kept on ar-
riving and arriving at the canal site before there were any barracks
there, or supplies, or tools, or a precise plan. And what was to
be done? (There were no barracks, but there was an early north-
ern autumn. There were no tools, but the first month of the twenty
was already passing.)'®

We were in such a rush that the engineers who finally arrived
at the canal site had no drafting papers, no rulers, no-thumbtacks
(1), and not even any light in their work barracks. They worked
under kerosene wick lamps, and our authors rave that it was just
like during the Civil War.

In the jolly tone of inveterate merrymakers they tell us: Women
came in silk dresses and were handed a wheelbarrow on the spot!
And “how many, many encounters there were with old acquain-
tances in Tunguda: former students, Esperantists, comrades in
arms from White Guard detachments!” The comrades in arms
from the White Guard detachments had long since encountered
each other on Solovki, but we are grateful to the authors for the
information that Esperantists and students also got their White
Sea Canal wheelbarrows! Almost choking with laughter, they tell
us: From the Krasnovodsk camps in Central Asia, from Stalina-
bad, from Samarkand, they brought Turkmenians and Tadzhiks
in their Bukhara robes and turbans—here to the Karelian subzero
winter cold! Now that was something the Basmachi rebels never
expected! The norm here was to break up two and a half cubic
yards of granite and to move it a distance of a hundred yards in a
wheelbarrow. And the snow kept falling and covering everything
up, and the wheelbarrows somersaulted off the gangways into the
snow. Approximately like this (Illustration No. 16).

1}
18. Plus several hidden—tukhta—months of the preliminary organizational
period not reported anywhere.
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But let the authors themselves speak: “The wheelbarrow tot-
tered on the wet planks and turned upside down.”® “A human
being with such a wheelbarrow was like a horse in shafts.”®® “It
took an hour to load a wheelbarrow like this”—and not even with
granite, merely with frozen soil. Or a more generalized picture:
“The ugly depression, powdered over with snow, was full of peo-
ple and stones. People wandered about, tripping over the stones.
They bent over, two or three of them together, and, taking hold
of a boulder, tried to lift it. The boulder did not move. They
called a fourth and a fifth.” But at this point the technology of
our glorious century came to their aid: “They dragged the boul-
ders out of the excavation with a ne”—the net being hauled by
a cable, and the cable in turn by “a drum being turned by a
horse”! Or here is another method they used: wooden cranes for
lifting stones (Illustration No. 17). Or here, for example, are
some of the first Belomorstroi machines (Illustration No. 18).

And are these your wreckers? No, these are engineering
geniuses! They were hurled from the twentieth century into the
age of the caveman—and, lo, they managed to cope with the
situation! ’

The basic transportation at Belomorstroi consisted of grabarki,
dray carts, with boxes- mounted on them for carrying earth, as
we learn from the book. And in addition there were also Belomor

. Fords! And here is what they were: heavy wooden platforms
placed on four wooden logs (rollers), and two horses dragged
this Ford along and carried stones away on it. And a wheelbarrow
was handled by a team of two men—on slopes it was caught and
pulled upward by a hookman—a worker using a hook. And how
were trees to be felled if there were neither saws nor axes? Our
inventiveness could find the answer to that one: ropes were tied
around the trees, and they were rocked back and forth by brigades
pulling in different directions—they rocked the trees out. Our
inventiveness can solve any problem at all—and why? Because
the canal was being built on the initiative and instructions of
Comrade Stalin! This was written in the newspapers and repeated
on the radio every day.

Just picture this battlefield, with the Chekists “in long ashy-

19. Belomorsko-Baltiisky Kanal, op. cit., p. 112.
20. Ibid., p. 113.
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18. The earliest machinery
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gray greatcoats or leather jackets.” There were only thirty-seven
of them for a hundred thousand prisoners, but they were loved
by all, and this love caused Karelian boulders to move. Here
they have paused for a moment (Illustration No. 19), Comrade
Frenkel points with his hand, and Comrade Firin chews on his
lips, and Comrade Uspensky says nothing (and is this that patri-
cide? that same Solovki butcher?). And thereby were decided the
fates of thousands of people during that frosty night or the whole
of that Arctic month.

The very grandeur of this construction project consisted in the
fact that it was carried out without contemporary technology and
equipment and without any supplies from the nation as a whole!
“These are not the tempos of noxious European-American capi-
talism, these are socialist tempos!” the authors brag.® (In the
1960’s we will learn that this is called . . . the “Great Leap For-
ward.”) The whole book praises specifically the backwardness of
the technology and the homemade workmanship. There were no
cranes? So they will make their own—wooden “derricks.” And
the only metal parts the “derricks” had were in places where there
was friction—and these parts they cast themselves. “Our own
industry at the canal,” our authors gloat. And they themselves
cast wheelbarrow wheels in their own homemade cupola furnace.

The country required the canal so urgently and in such haste
that it could not even find.any wheelbarrow wheels for the project!
It would have been too difficult an order for Leningrad factories.

No, it would be unjust, most unjust, unfair, to compare this
most savage construction project of the twentieth century, this
continental canal built “with wheelbarrow and pick,” with the
Egyptian pyramids; after all, the pyramids were built with. the
contemporary technology!! And we used the technology of forty
centuries earlier!

That'’s what our gas execution van consisted of. We didn’t have
any gas for the gas chamber. ‘

Just try and be an engineer in these circumstances! All the
dikes were earthen; all the floodgates were made of wood. Earth
leaks now and then. How can it be made watertight? They drive
horses over the dikes with rollers! (Stalin and the country were
pitiless to horses as well as to prisoners—because horses were a
kulak animal and also destined to die.) It is also very difficult to

21. Ibid., p. 356.
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eliminate leakage at contact points between earth and wood.
Wood had to be used in place of iron! And engineer Maslov in-
vented rhomboid wooden lock gates. There was no concrete used
in the walls of the locks. And how could they be strengthened?
They remembered the ancient Russian device called “ryazhi”—
cribs of logs fitted and joined, rising fifty feet high and filled with
soil. Make use of the technology of the caveman, but bear re-
sponsibility according to the rules of the twentieth century: if it
leaks anywhere, “Off with your head!”

The Iron Commissar Yagoda wrote to Chief Engineer Khrus-
talyev: “On the basis of available reports [i.e., from stoolies and
from Kogan-Frenkel-Firin] Jou are not manifesting and you do
not feel the necessary energy and interest in the work. I order you
to answer immediately: do you intend immediately [what lan-
guage!] . . . to set to work in earnest . . . and to compel that por-
tion of the engineers [what portion? whom?] which is sabotaging
and interfering with the work to work conscientiously? . . . ” Now
what could the chief engineer reply to that? He wanted to survive.
“I admit my criminal softness . . . I repent of my own slackness.

And meanwhile it is incessantly dinned into our ears: “The
canal is being built on the initiative and orders of Comrade
Stalin!” “The radio in the barracks, on the canal site, by the
stream, in a Karelian hut, on a truck, the radio which sleeps nei-
ther day nor night [just imagine it!], those innumerable black
mouths, those black masks without eyes [imagery!] cry out inces-
santly: what do the Chekists of the whole country think about
the canal project, what does the Party have to say about it?”” And
you, too, better think the same! You, too, better think the same!
“Nature we will teach—and freedom we will reach.” Hail socialist
competition and the shock-worker movement. Competition be-
tween work brigades! Competition between phalanxes (from 250
to 300 persons)! Competition between labor collectives! Compe-
tition between locks! And -then, finally, the Vokhrovisy—the
Militarized Camp Guards—entered into competition with the
zeks.” (And the obligation of the Vokhrovtsy? To guard you
better.)

But the main reliance was, of course, on the socially friendly

22. Ibid., p. 153.
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elements—in other words, the thieves! These concepts had al-
ready merged at the canal. Deeply touched, Gorky shouted:to
them from the rostrum: “After all, any capitalist steals more than
all of you combined!” The thieves roared with approval, flattered.
“And big tears glistened in the eyes of a former pickpocket.”?®
They counted on being able to make use of the lawbreakers’ ro-
manticism in the construction. And why shouldn’t the thieves
have been flattered? A thief says from the presidium of the rally:

“We didn’t receive any bread for two days, but there was nothing
awful in that for us. [After all, they could always plunder some-
one else.] What is precious to us is that people talk to us like
human beings [which is something the engineers cannot boast of].
There are such crags in our path that the- drills break. That’s all
right. We manage them.” (What do they manage them with?
And who manages them?)

This is class theory: friendly elements against alien elements as
the basis of the camp. It has never been reported how brigadiers
at Belomor ate; but at Berezniki an eyewitness (LD.T.) says
there was a separate kitchen for the brigadiers (all . . . thieves)
‘and rations—better than in the army. So that their fists would get
strong and they would know for what to put the squeeze on.

At the second camp there was thievery, grabbing dishes from
the prisoners and also ration tickets for gruel, but the thieves were
not expelled from the ranks of shock workers on that account; it
did not cast a shadow on their social image, or their productive
drive. They brought the food to the work sites cold. They stole
clothes from the drivers—that was all right, we'll manage.
Povenets was a penalty site—chaos and confusion. They baked
no bread in Povenets but brought it all the way from Kem (look
at the map!). On the Shizhnya sector the food norm was not pro-
vided, it was cold in the barracks, there was an infestation of lice,
and people were ill—never mind, we’ll manage! “The canal is
being constructed on the initiative of . . .” KVB’s—Cultural and
Educational Battle Points!—were everywhere. (A hooligan no
more than arrived in camp than he immediately became an in-
structor.) An atmosphere of constant battle alert was created.
All of a sudden a night of storm assault was proclaimed—a blow
against bureaucracy! And right at the end of the evening work the
cultural instructors went around the administration réoms and

23. Y. Kuzemko, op. cit.
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19. Frenkel, Firin, and Uspensky.

20. Distribution of the food bonus
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took by storm! All of a sudden there was a breakthrough (not of
water, of percentages) on the Tunguda sector. Storm attack! It
was decided: to double the work norms! Really!* All of a sudden,
without any warning, some brigade or other has fulfilled its day’s
plan by 852 percent! Just try to understand that! So a universal
day of records is proclaimed! A blow against tempo interrupters.
Bonus pirozhki are distributed to a brigade (Illustration No. 20).
Why such haggard faces? The longed-for moment—but no glad-
ness . .

It seemed that everything was going well. In the summer of '
1932 Yagoda, the provider, inspected the entire route and was
satisfied. But in December he sent a telegram: The norms are not
being fulfilled. The idle loafing of thousands of people must be
ended. (This you believe! This you see!) The labor collectives
are dragging their way to work with faded banners. It has been
learned that, according to the communiqués, 100 percent of the
total amount of earth to be moved to build the canal has already
been excavated several times over—yet the canal has not been
finished. Negligent sloggers have been filling the log cribs with
ice instead of stone and earth! And this will melt in the spring—
and the water will break through. There are new slogans for the
instructors: “Tufta® is the most dangerous weapon of counter-
revolution.” (And it was the thieves most of all who engaged in
“tufta”; filling the cribs with ice was, plainly, their trick.) And
there was one more slogan: “The cheater is a class enemy!” And
the thieves were entrusted with the task of going around o expose
“tufta” and verify the work done by KR brigades! (The best way
for them to claim as their own the work of the KR brigades.)
“Tufta” is an attempt to destroy the entire corrective-labor policy
of the OGPU—that’s how awful this “tufta” is! “Tufta” is the
theft of socialist property! That’s how terrible that “tufta” is! In
February, 1933, they rearrested engineers who had been released
early—because of the “tufta” they'd discovered.

There was such élan, such enthusiasm, so whence had come
this “tufta”? Why had the prisoners thought it up? Evidently they
were betting on the restoration of capitalism. Things hadn’t gone
that way here without the White emigration’s black hand being
Ppresent.

At the beginning of 1933 there was a new order from Yagoda:

24. Belomorsko-Baltiisky Kanal, op. cit., p. 302.
25. T accept “f” in “tufta” here instead of “kh” only because I am quoting.
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. All administrations were to be renamed staffs of battle sectors!
Fifty pefcent of the administrative staffs were to be thrown into
construction work (would there be enough spades?). They were
to work in three shifts (the night was nearly polar)! They would
be fed right on canal site (with cold food)! For “tufta” they
would be put on trial.

In January came the storm of the watershed! All the phalanxes,
with their kitchens and property, were to be thrown into one
single sector! There were not enough tents for everyone. They
slept out on the snow—never mind. We'll manage! The canal
is being built on the initiative of . . .

From Moscow came Order No. 1: “To proclaim a general
storm attack until the completion of construction.” At the end of
the working day they drove stenographers, office workers, laun-
dresses onto the canal site.

In February there was a prohibition on all visits from relatives
for the entire Belomor Camp system—either because of the dan-
ger of typhus or else because of pressure on the zeks.

In April there was an incessant forty-eight-hour storm assault
—hurrah! Thirty thousand people did not sleep!

And by May 1, 1933, People’s Commissar Yagoda reported
to his beloved Teacher that the canal had been completed on
time (Illustration No. 21: map of the canal).

In July, 1933, Stalin, Voroshilov, and Kirov undertook a pleas-
ant excursion on a steamer to inspect the canal. There is a photo-
graph that shows them sitting on deck in wicker armchairs,
“joking, laughing, smoking.” (Meanwhile Kirov was already
doomed but did not know it.)

In August the 120 writers made their excursion through the
canal.

. There were no people in the area to service and operate the
canal. And so they sent dispossessed kulaks (“special deportees™),
and Berman himself picked the places for their settlements.

A large part of the “Canal Army Men” went on to build the
next canal—the Moscow-Volga Canal.?®

26. At the August rally of the Canal Army Men Lazar Kogan proclaimed:
“Not far off is the rally which will be the last in the camp system. . . . Not far
off is that year, month and day when by and large corrective-labor camps will
not be needed.” He himself was probably shot, and never did find out how
sadly mistaken he was. And maybe when he said it, he did not believe it.
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Let us turn away from the scoffing collective writers’ volume.
No matter how gloomy the Solovetsky Islands seemed, the
Solovetsky Islanders who were sent off on prisoner transports to
- end their terms (and often their lives) on the Belomor Canal
only there really came to feel that joking had ended, only there
discovered what a genuine camp was like, something which all of
us gradually came to know later. Instead of the quiet of Solovki,
there were incessant mother oaths and the savage din of quarrel-
ing mingled with indoctrinational propaganda. Even in the
_barracks of the Medvezhyegorsk Camp in the Administration of
BelBaltlag people slept on “vagonki”—double-tiered wooden
bunks anchored in pairs (already invented), not just by fours but
by eights, two on each single bunk panel—head by feet. Instead of
stone monastery buildings; there were drafty temporary barracks,
even tents, and sometimes people out on the bare snow. And those
transferred from Berezniki, where they had also worked a twelve-
hour day, found it was worse here. Days of work records. Nights
of storm assaults. “From us everything, to us nothing.” Many
were crippled and killed in the crowding and chaos in the course
of dynamiting rocky crags. Gruel that had grown cold was eaten
among the boulders. We have already read what the work was
like. What kind of food—well, what kind could there have been
in 1931-1933? (Anna Skripnikova reports that even in the
Medvezhyegorsk mess hall for free voluntary employees they
served only a murky dishwater with fish heads and individual
millet grains.)*" Their clothing was their own and was worn till
it was worn out. And there was only one form of address, one
form of urging them on, one refrain: “Come on! . . . Come on!
.Come on! . ..” '

They say that in the first winter, 1931-1932, 100,000 died off
—a number equal to"the number of those who made up the full
working force on the canal. And why not believe it? More likely
it is an understatement: in similar conditions in wartime camps
a death rate of one percent per day was commonplace and com-
mon knowledge. So on Belomor 100,000 could have died off in
27. However, she recalls that refugees from the Ukraine came to Medvezhye-
gorsk in order to get work near the camp and by this means save themselves
from starvation. The zeks called them over and brought some of their own food

from the camp compound tor them to eat. And all this is very likely. But not
all were able to escape from the Ukraine.
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just three months plus. And then there was another whole sum-
mer, and another winter.

D. P. Vitkovsky, a Solovetsky Islands veteran, who worked
on the White Sea Canal as a work supervisor and saved the lives
of many prisoners with that very same “tukhta,” the falsification
of work reports, draws a picture of the evenings:

At 'the end of the workday there were corpses left on the work site.
The snow powdered their faces. One of them was hunched over be-
neath an overturned wheelbarrow, he had hidden his hands in his
sleeves and frozen to death in that position. Someone had frozen with
his head bent down between his knees. Two were frozen back to back
leaning against -each other. They were peasant lads and the best
workers one could possibly imagine. They were sent to the canal in
tens of thousands at a time, and the authorities tried to work things
out so no one got to the same subcamp as his father; they tried to
break up families. And right off they gave them norms of shingle and
boulders that you’d be unable to fulfill even in summer. No one was
able to teach them anything, to warn them; and in their village sim-
plicity they gave all their strength to their work and weakened very
swiftly and then froze to death, embracing. in pairs. At night the
sledges went out and collected them. The drivers threw the corpses
onto the sledges with a dull clonk.

And in the summer bones remained from corpses which had not
been removed in time, and together with the shingle they got into
the concrete mixer. And in_this way they got into the concrete of the
last lock at the city of Belomorsk and will be preserved there forever.?

The Belomorstroi newspaper choked with enthusiasm in des-
vibing how many Canal Army Men, who had been “aesthetically
carried away” by their great task, had in their own free time
(and, obviously, without any payment in bread) decorated the
canal banks with stones—simply for the sake of beauty.

Yes, and it was quite right for them to set forth on the banks of
the canal the names of the six principal lieutenants of Stalin and
Yagoda, the-chief overseers of Belomor, six hired murderers each
of whom accounted for thirty thousand lives: Firin—Berman—
Frenkel—Kogan—Rappoport—Zhuk.

Yes, and they should have added there the Chief of VOKhR of
BelBaltlag—Brodsky. Yes, and the Curator of the Canal repre-
senting VTsIK—Solts.

28. D. Vitkovsky, Polzhizni (Half a Lifetime).
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Yes, and all thirty-seven Chekists who were at the canal. And
the thirty-six writers who glorified Belomor.* And the dramatist
Pogodin should not be forgotten either.

So that tourists on steamers would read and think about them.

But that’s the rub. There are no tourists!

How can that be?

Just like that. And there are no steamers either. There is nothmg
there that goes on a schedule.

In 1966, when I was completing this book, I wanted to travel
through the great Belomor, to see it for myself. Just so as to
compete with those 120 others. But it was impossible. . . . There
was nothing to make the trip on. I would have had to ask for
passage on a freighter. And on such vessels they check your
papers. And I have a name which had been attacked. There would
immediately be suspicion: Why was I going? And, therefore, so
that the book remained safe, it was wiser not to go.

But, nonetheless, I did poke around there a bit. First at Med-
vezhyegorsk. Even at the present time many of the barracks have
still survived. Also a majestic hotel with a five-story glass tower.
For after all, this was the gateway to the canal! After all, things
would buzz here with Soviet and foreign visitors. . . . But it stayed
empty forever and ever, and finally they turned it over to a board-
ing school. -

The road to Povenets. Stunted woods. Stones at every step.
Boulders.

From Povenets I reached the canal straightaway and walked
along it for a long stretch, keeping as close as possible to the
locks so as to look them over. Forbidden zones. Sleepy guards.
But in some places things were clearly visible. The walls of the
locks were just what they had been before, made from those very
same rock-filled cribs. I could recognize them from their pictures.
But Maslov’s rhomboid gates had been replaced by metal gates
and were no longer opened by hand.

But why was everything so quiet? There were no people about.

29. Including Aleksei N. Tolstoi, who, after he had traveled over the canal
(for he had to pay for his position), “recounted with excitement and inspira-
tion what he had seen, drawing attractive, almost fantastic, and at the same
time realistic pictures of- the prospects of the future of the region, putting into

- his narrative all the heat of his creative passion and writer’s imagination. He
literally bubbled with enthusiasm in speaking of the labor of the canal build-
ers, of the advanced technology [my italics—A.S.].”
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There was no traffic on the canal nor in the locks. There was no
hustle and bustle of service personnel. There were no steamer
whistles. The lock gates stayed shut. It was a fine serene June
day. So why was it?

And so it was that I passed five locks of the Povenets “stair-
case,” and after passing the fifth I sat down on the bank. Por-
trayed on all our “Belomor” cigarette packages, and so desper-
ately needed by our country, why are you silent, Great Canal?

Someone in civilian clothing approached me with watchful
eyes. So I played the simpleton: Where could I get some fish?
Yes, and how could I leave via the canal? He turned out to be the
chief of the locks guard. Why, I asked him, wasn’t there any pas-
senger traffic? Well—he -acted astonished—how could we? After
all, the Americans would rush right over to see it. Until the war
there had been passenger traffic, but not since the war. Well,
what if they did come and see it? Well, now, how could we let
them see it? But why is no one traveling on it? They do. But not
very many. You see, it is very shallow, sixteen feet deep. They
wanted to rebuild it, but in all probability they will build another
next to it, one which will be all right from the beginning.

You don’t say, boss! We've long since known all about that:
In 1934, no sooner had they finished passing out all the medals
than there was already a project for reconstructing it. And point
No. 1 was: to deepen the canal. And the second was: to build a
deep-water chain of locks for seagoing ships parallel to the exist-
ing locks. Haste makes waste. Because of that time limit imposed
on its completion, because of those norms, they not only cheated
on the depth but reduced the tonnage capacity: there had to be
some faked cubic feet in order to feed the sloggers. (And very
soon afterward they blamed this cheating on the engineers and
gave them new “tenners.”) And fifty miles of the Murmansk Rail-
road had had to be moved to make room for the canal route. It
was at least a good thing that they hadn’t wasted any wheelbarrow
wheels on the project. And what were they to haul on it anyway
—and where? They had cut down all the nearby timber—so
where was it to be hauled from? Was Archangel timber to be
hauled to Leningrad? But it was sold right in Archangel; foreign-
ers had been buying it there since long ago. Yes, for half the year
the canal is frozen anyhow, maybe more. So what was it needed
for anyway? Oh, yes, there was a military necessity: in order to
be able to shift the fleet.
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“It’s so shallow,” complained the chief of the guard, “that not
even submarines can pass through it under their own power; they
have to be loaded on barges, and only then can they be hauled
through.”

And what about the cruisers? Oh, you hermit-tyrant! You
nighttime lunatic! In what nightmare did you dream up all this?

And where, cursed one, were you hurrying to? What was it that
burned and pricked you—to set a deadline of twenty months?
For those quarter-million men could have remained alive. Well,
so the Esperantists stuck in your throat, but think how much work
those peasant lads could have done for you! How many times you
could have roused them to attack—for the Motherland, for
Stalin!

“It was very costly,” I said to the guard.

“But it was built very quickly!” he answered me with self-as-
surance.

. Your bones should be in it!

That day I spent eight hours by the canal. During this time
there was one self-propelled barge which.passed from Povenets
to Soroka, and one, identical in type, which passed from Soroka
to Povenets. Their numbers were different, and it was only by
their numbers that I could tell them apart and be sure that it
was not the same one as before on its way back. Because they
were loaded altogether identically: with the very same pine logs
which had been lying exposed for a ]ong time and were useless
for anything except firewood.

And canceling the one load against the other we get zero.

And a quarter of a million to be remembered.

And after the White Sea—Baltic Canal came the Moscow-Volga
Canal. The sloggers all moved over to it immediately, as weli as
Chief of Camp Firin, and Chief of Construction Kogan. (Their
Orders of Lenin for Belomor reached both of them there.)

But this canal was at least needed. And it gloriously continued
and developed all the traditions of Belomor, and we can under-
stand even better here how the Archipelago in the period of rapid
metastasis differed from stagnant Solovki. Now was the time to
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remember and regret the silent cruelties of Solovki. For now
they not only demanded work of the prisoners, they not only
demanded that the prisoners break up the unyielding rocks with
their failing picks. No, while taking away life, they even earlier
crawled into the breast and searched the soul. .

And this was the most difficult thing to bear on the canals:
They demanded that in addition to everything else you chirp.
You might be on your last legs, but you had to make a pretense.
of participation in public affairs. With a tongue growing numb
from hunger you had to deliver speeches demanding over-
fulfillment of plan: and exposure of wreckers! And punishment
for hostile propaganda, for kulak rumors (and all camp rumors
were kulak rumors). And to be on the lookout to make sure that
the snakes of mistrust did not entwine a new' prison term about
you.

 Picking up these shameless books where the life of the doomed
is portrayed so glossily and with such admiration, it is almost
impossible to believe that they were written in all seriousness and
also. read in all seriousness. (Yes, and circumspect Glavlit de-
stroyed the printings, so that in this case too we got one of-the
last existing copies.)

And now our Virgil will be the assiduous pupil of Vyshmsky,
I. L. Averbakh.®

Even dnvmg in a single screw takes at first some special
effort: The axis must be kept straight, and the screw has to be
kept from leaning to one side. But when it has already begun
to take hold, one can then free one hand, and just keep screwing
it in and whistling.

We read Vyshinsky: “Thanks in particular to its educational
task, our Corrective Labor Camp (ITL) is fundamentally
counterposed to the bourgeois prison where raw violence
reigns.”® “In contrast to bourgeois states, the use of violence in
the struggle against crime plays a role of secondary importance,
and the center of gravity has passed over to organizational-
material, cultural-educational, and political-indoctrinational
measures.”* (You r