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Introduction

The late 1920s witnessed the inauguration of one of the most colossal social engineering projects ever attempted. In a little more than a decade, Josef Stalin’s “revolution from above” initiated the transformation of the Soviet Union’s still largely rural and illiterate society into that of a relatively modern industrial state with a powerful arms industry. This was a full-scale socioeconomic revolution, accompanied by immense suffering on the part of a populace called upon to sacrifice elementary material needs, along with many of life’s other satisfactions, in the name of a better, socialist future.

To a considerable extent, Stalin was building on historical traditions and institutions already in place under his predecessors. Tsarist Russia had experienced a marked increase in industrialization after the middle of the nineteenth century. Coal and iron production rose significantly, and the Russian empire led the world in oil production by the turn of the century. European Russia’s railway network was almost complete, as was the Trans-Siberian Railroad, then and now the longest railroad line in the world. The empire’s great cities were deservedly world famous for their architecture, museums, and cultural life. The country’s well-educated and cultivated elite now included small but rapidly growing professional and business classes. The Soviet Union under Stalin also retained several other institutions from previous eras, including a one-party system, an arbitrary judicial system, and a secret police force. Thousands of citizens had already been arrested, accused of counterrevolutionary activities, and sentenced to forced labor.

Among the Bolshevik regime’s many victims was Gennady Andreev-Khomiakov, the author of these memoirs. His experiences during the first two decades of Stalin’s rule provided the material for this book as well as for several other autobiographical pieces. Andreev was living in West Germany when he wrote the earliest of these works, having remained there after his release from a German prisoner-of-war camp at the end of World War II. All of Andreev’s works were published for the relatively small readership of the Russian émigré press, and this memoir is the first of them to appear in English translation. Haunted by the traumatic events of his early manhood, Andreev would spend the last four decades of his life in the West as an editor  and author, fighting the Soviet system with his pen and assisting fellow Russian émigrés in their literary endeavors. Andreev had returned to his literary activities after an involuntary interruption of almost two decades.

After graduating from secondary school in Stalingrad in 1926, Andreev had found a job with a provincial newspaper: “We had a literary circle at the newspaper,” Andreev recalled, a group “without remarkable talents,” which, however, included “several young people who were devoted to literature, in love with it.”1 Andreev managed to publish several short stories before his arrest for “counterrevolutionary activities” the following year. He did not reveal the specific nature of the charges levied against him, charges that resulted in a sentence of ten years in a labor camp. There followed eight years of “being dragged through all the circles of labor-camp hell,” which included two terms on the Solovetskii Islands, a small archipelago in the western part of the White Sea. This former monastery and fortress was the most notorious of the Northern Camps of Special Designation (SLON). According to Andreev, there were about 10,000 prisoners in the islands during his first term (1927—1929).2

Andreev opens his memoirs with a graphic recollection of his sudden release from the camp in 1935, two years before he would have served out his ten-year sentence. “During the years of my imprisonment all my ties with freedom had been severed,” Andreev wrote, claiming that “it made absolutely no difference where I went.” His release on “general grounds” meant that he could settle anywhere in the Soviet Union, with the exception of forty-one cities and a two-hundred-kilometer-wide strip along Soviet borders. He chose a small steppe town in southeastern Russia. Unable to get his hands on anything but ragged camp garb, Andreev left with a travel warrant, twenty-five rubles, and a loaf of bread and five herring for “nourishment during relocation to the chosen place of settlement.”

Andreev’s release occurred during the respite of the mid-1930s—a respite only in relative terms, but nonetheless a respite, compared to the previous all-out push for industrialization. This temporary relaxation was signaled by a decline in the population of the labor camps around 1936.3 In addition, Andreev mentions several other signs of the relative lull: Ration cards were being abolished by stages, and the overall material situation in the Soviet Union was more tolerable. All of the basic necessities were available in his little steppe town, and even delicacies, such as jam produced by local cooperatives, were again appearing on the shelves. Collective farmers had recently gained the right to keep a cow and a few other domestic animals and to cultivate a small plot for crops that could be sold on the open market.  Fruit, vegetables, and dairy products, although available only in small amounts and at high prices, assured that in his area at least, “people needed not go hungry.” These products were easily accessible to Andreev after he found employment in the planning department of a small factory, because he earned a big salary by local standards and had only himself to provide for.

For the bulk of the population, however, goods remained expensive, although prices were somewhat lower than they had been a few years earlier. The free market prices charged by collective farmers had begun to fall from the astronomical heights of 1933, while some state-set commercial prices could at last be reduced. This upturn prompted Stalin’s famous slogan, “Life has become better, comrades, life has become more joyous.”4 This slogan must have had a hollow ring to many of his fellow citizens as Andreev began his reentry into civilian life, a reentry into a social system and economy vastly transformed from the one he had left eight years earlier.

Andreev thanked fate for releasing him at a time “when the storms of the First Five-Year Plan and ‘100-percent collectivization,’ which had so shaken our country, were dying down.” Because he had been in camp during the crash collectivization drive and the famine of 1932—1933, Andreev encountered those horrors only afterward and mostly secondhand, in the accounts of people who had survived them. The First Five-Year Plan had both sparked and accompanied an all-out push for industrialization and collectivization of agriculture, marked by unrealistic predictions and incredible confusion. It was an era when extremes became the norm; a period of the heroic and the horrendous, of industrial achievements amid terrible waste, miscalculation, and error; of hatred of the regime and dedication to the cause of building a socialist society. The Bolshevik revolution had not spread to the developed capitalist world as Lenin expected it to do. Turning the Soviet Union into a powerful industrialized society, whatever the cost in human terms, had become the regime’s top priority under Stalin.

Many Soviet citizens accepted Stalin’s argument that the Soviet Union had to embark on this crash industrialization program if it was to survive in a hostile, capitalist world. In the late 1920s, Stalin and his backers got Communist Party approval of their plans, even overruling critics in top Party-government circles who had expressed opposition to rapid industrialization at the expense of the peasants. The blueprint for this industrialization drive became the first in a series of Five-Year Plans—cumbersome and confusing documents that set production and other targets for Soviet farms, mines, factories, retail outlets, offices, and other institutions. The Five-Year Plans also became propaganda instruments, spurring on the citizenry to  strive to fulfill the regime’s economic and other goals. Shortened, simplified versions of the plans, with appropriate sloganeering, circulated widely, often in the quasi-military terminology so characteristic of Soviet propaganda: “win the battle of steel”; “engage in a truly Bolshevik struggle for grain”; “deal a smashing blow to the kulaks” (a word allegedly referring to wealthier peasants, but in actuality to those who resisted joining collective farms). Nor was such language confined to the nation’s economic and military sectors. In 1931, a general meeting of historians of the Institute of Red Professors lauded a recent directive of Stalin’s as a “militant political weapon” that played an “exceptional role in mobilizing the historical front” to “confront tasks of party and socialist construction.”5

However, drafting the First Five-Year Plan proved a more daunting task than its advocates had anticipated. Eventually, planners in the State Planning Commission (Gosplan) and the Supreme Council of the National Economy, the government agencies entrusted with the job, came up with two versions. Both were wildly optimistic, the first calling for an increase of 130 percent in industrial production, the second for an increase of 180 percent. The second version won the day as economists in these agencies found themselves under more and more pressure from committed planners: “We are bound by no laws. There are no fortresses the Bolsheviks cannot storm,” insisted S. G. Strumilin, a major architect of the First Five-Year Plan.6

Unrealistic production goals in the optimal version of the first plan (already in full swing at the time of its approval by the Communist Party’s Sixteenth Congress in April 1929) were soon discarded for even higher targets. Stalin himself discounted the views of comrades who were questioning the pace of the drive for industrialization: “The tempo must not be reduced! On the contrary, we must increase it,” he declared in a famous speech in early February 1931, almost exactly a decade before Hitler’s troops would cross Soviet borders. We are “fifty or a hundred years behind the advanced countries,” Stalin warned; we must “make good this distance in ten years, . . . or we shall go under.”7

These unrealistic goals forced people, including those directing the economy, to carry on in an economically irrational manner. Written from his vantage point in the planning-accounting departments of two provincial factories, Andreev’s memoirs provide a uniquely detailed portrayal of just what it meant to do business under the Stalinist system. In an allegedly planned economy, the plans for their enterprises proved so inoperative that he and his boss regularly found ways, some of them quite ingenious, to get around the plan in order to stay in operation. They fiddled with the books, lobbied  in Moscow, bartered construction materials produced in their plants for other essential (and sometimes not so essential) commodities. Andreev’s account thus provides grass-roots confirmation of Hungarian economist Janos Kornai’s analysis of the “socialist shortage economy” with its lack of normal budget constraints, inter-enterprise rivalry, gross inefficiency and corruption, and constant wheeling and dealing.8

Along with crash industrialization, a draconian campaign was waged for collectivization in rural areas. Millions of peasants died during the collectivization drive and the widespread famines that accompanied it in several regions. Although Andreev left camp after the worst of these terrible years, the resultant devastation and dislocation in rural areas is a recurrent theme in his memoirs. Andreev’s responsibilities often included business trips through the countryside, where he was shocked and saddened by the neglected buildings, the crippling shortages of consumer goods, and the generally meager living standards of the downtrodden and demoralized inhabitants.

The leadership’s constant proclamations that a marked increase in per capita consumption would follow all these sacrifices proved even more of a chimera than earlier, as the emphasis on the nation’s military-industrial capacity prevailed over all facets of the economy. Heavy industry must not lag behind, so the disadvantaged consumer goods sector was even more neglected. New housing, needed desperately to shelter a rapidly expanding urban population, was not constructed. Trade distribution networks remained woefully inadequate, and shortages of basic items worsened, as living standards plummeted for urban workers and peasants alike. Yet, amid all this hardship, “a great industry” was built, to quote economic historian Alec Nove, although only as the result of sacrifices “on a scale unparalleled in history in times of peace.... The resultant bitterness, disloyalty, repression also involved a heavy cost.”9

Stalin’s revolution from above nonetheless had many supporters. Among the proponents of these vast changes were cynical careerists and dedicated Communist Party activists, non-Party opportunists, and ordinary people who sincerely believed that they were helping to build a more just, equalitarian world or that their country was endangered by “capitalist encirclement.” Support came from some though by no means all of the millions of former imperial subjects who were experiencing upward social mobility. A host of new jobs were opening up for many in the rapidly industrializing and urbanizing society. Educational opportunities were also on the rise—never adequate to fill the growing demand for trained personnel, but nonetheless providing a gateway to a better job for thousands every year.

In addition, by the time Andreev left camp, in the middle of the Second Five-Year Plan (1933—1937), the situation in both urban and rural areas had settled down and improved somewhat. Agricultural output, decimated during the early thirties, had begun slowly to recover. The drive for industrial development was less frenetic. When finally adopted, the Second Five-Year Plan indicated more modest production targets than had its predecessor. Declines in monthly industrial output during the last months of 1932, involving “even such goods as steel and coal, so dear” to Stalin’s heart, help to explain the partial retreat from the wildly optimistic production goals of the First Five-Year Plan (1928—1932).10

While many of the targets of the first two Five-Year Plans (1928—1937) were not met, the achievements in heavy industry were nonetheless impressive, even taking into account the chaos and enormous waste. The “planned, command economy” had demonstrated one thing: targeting key sectors and neglecting others could bring results. To paraphrase American historian Michael Kort, it was easier to build all those steel mills if planners need not worry about shoes and housing for the plant workers. Steel production rose from 4 to 17 million tons, coal from 35.4 to 128 million tons, and electricity from 5.5 to 36.2 billion kilowatt hours. Several new industrial complexes and whole new industries, such as aviation and automobile construction, came into existence. Railroad and canal networks were greatly extended, sometimes by prison labor. Moreover, because the central authorities planned and guided this industrialization drive, they deliberately located much of the new development in previously less developed regions to the south and east, areas safer from Western Invaders.11

By the end of 1935 the Soviet Union was also the world’s leading military power: It had 1,300,000 men in the armed forces, and 5,000 tanks, 112 submarines, and over 3,500 military aircraft. After 1936, military spending weighed ever more heavily on the economy, as the threat of a two-front war with more industrially advanced nations to the west and east loomed on the horizon. Soviet leaders were aware of a secret protocol of the Anti-Comintern Pact, signed by Germany and Japan in 1936, which explicitly mentioned the USSR: If either of those powers became involved in a war with the Soviet Union, they would confer with each other about measures safeguarding their mutual interests. Subsequent increases in military expenditures took scarce resources from an already overstretched Soviet economy. Overall, growth rates stagnated or declined from 1936 on, giving the lie to Stalin’s promises, based on impressive 1934 and 1935 production figures, of  future “miracles” and “great breakthroughs.” On the contrary, from 1936 until Hitler’s invasion in 1941, the general slowdown extended into ever more sectors of the economy.12

Andreev points up many of the consequences of this emphasis on defense. “The closer we came to war,” the more strangers turned up at the sawmill, carrying briefcases bulging with rubles, at a time when such cash payments were strictly forbidden by law. Andreev and his boss sometimes found it difficult to weed out the swindlers from among the generally upstanding folk who were forced by circumstances to engage in illegal deals. Everyone needed lumber. And as military construction swallowed up more and more of the lumber, the state of civilian construction progressively worsened.

Thus, although the German invasion came to a nation much better prepared for war than it had been at the beginning of the decade, the industrial achievements of Stalin’s command economy must be weighed against wasted resources and terrible human dislocation, suffering, and premature death in an often ill-directed and constantly overstrained Soviet economy and polity.

Among the brutal methods used to achieve these changes were extensive political purges. The onset of what Russians refer to as the Great Purges was marked by the June 1936 arrest of two formerly influential old Bolsheviks, Lev Kamenev and Grigory Zinoviev. By then, key areas of the economy were already suffering from major problems. The mass arrests of 1936—1938 were thus both a response to and a contributor toward the plummeting industrial growth rates, which had come as a shock to Soviet leaders who had been encouraged by the double-digit growth rates of the mid-1930s. Equally discouraging was the fact that after some progress toward mechanization of agriculture and a good harvest in 1935, in the midsummer of 1936 exceedingly unfavorable weather conditions were pointing toward a disastrous harvest that year. In addition, drought in many regions rendered rivers unnavigable, putting an additional strain on the already overburdened railroads and hindering deliveries of available raw materials.

Throughout the remainder of the summer a purge of many former Party oppositionists followed in the wake of the June arrest of the two famous old Bolsheviks. The terror of 1936—1937 would soon engulf many thousands accused of economic sabotage or “wrecking,” as mounting shortages of vital materials, such as timber and coal, wrought havoc in widening sectors of the economy.13 Gennady Andreev recalls that cries about the need for vigilance against spies, wreckers, and saboteurs began to dominate in the newspapers at this time.

To mastermind the campaign to “weed out the wreckers,” Stalin appointed a man whose name was to become synonymous with the Great Purges (also known as the Yezhovshchina). Nikolai Yezhov, head of the Industrial Department of the Communist Party Central Committee at the time, took charge of the political police (NKVD) after an explosion in the Kemerovo Coal Mine in late September 1936. Under Yezhov, the accusations against most purge victims shifted from conspiracy against the Soviet regime to economic sabotage. Increasingly, industrial managers, engineers, factory and farm administrators, and Party and government personnel in charge of overseeing the economy became the NKVD’s main targets. Evidence of failures and problems was widespread in this new, supposedly planned but in actuality very chaotic system. Many Soviet leaders as well as ordinary citizens tended to blame malevolent human design instead of more plausible causes such as sheer incompetence and human error; the economic impossibility of continuing to import large amounts of foreign technology indefinitely; irrational pressure to achieve the impossible; and forces beyond the planners’ control, such as world economic conditions and the weather.14

As Andreev remembered it, the Great Purge trials and the Yezhovshchina had “almost no echo in our plant.” Andreev himself remained untouched, and not one of the factory’s employees was arrested, although district Communist Party propagandists held meetings at the sawmill to explain the search for enemies of the people. Aware only of the arrests of two high-level regional officials whom they did not know personally, “we tried not to pay too much attention to what was going on in higher circles.” Andreev’s recollection that “the violence was occurring far away somewhere, at some inaccessible height” supports the arguments of Roberta Manning, Robert Thurston, J. Arch Getty, and other scholars that the vicious cycle of denunciations, arrests, and trials, however horrendous, was confined to certain elements of the population and less widespread than is often alleged.

The international climate of the mid- to late thirties increased the insecurity of the regime and heightened the terror. The Soviet press emphasized the tense situation on the country’s long border with Japan after the latter’s recent conquest of Manchuria, as well as aggressive actions and expansionist saber rattling by fascist Germany and Italy. Soviet citizens in responsible positions began to be “unmasked” as agents of the Japanese and German intelligence services. The terror exacerbated the country’s economic difficulties, as arrested technicians and managers had to be replaced by less trained and more inexperienced people. Efforts to cope with declining production by raising work norms led to more problems due to frustrated managers and  technical personnel, who were forced to impose higher production targets on their already overextended workers, and to the resentful workers, who were incapable of meeting the new, unreasonable goals.15

All these cataclysmic developments of the 1930s take on concrete reality in Andreev’s memoirs. Their author gives readers an overall view of the era by telling his own individual, yet not atypical, story. And he tells it well. His poetic descriptions of northern forest landscapes and southern steppe lands reflect the deep love of so many Russians for their vast land. Gennady Andreev had a keen eye and was an effective raconteur with a fine sense of the ludicrous, the ironic, and the amusing. The memoirs open with the author’s discharge from concentration camp in 1935 and conclude with a marvelously vivid portrayal of a bewildered and terrified people during the first weeks after the German invasion of 1941: refugees fleeing eastward; empty store shelves; jammed train stations; and apparatchiki and their families fleeing Moscow in overloaded automobiles. Andreev is at his best when writing about the human side of historic events, and he lived through a host of them.

The author breathes life into textbook accounts of the Soviet “planned, command economy” through well-chosen incidents and deftly drawn characters: A concentration camp inmate driving down a desolate road sells him fifty liters of gasoline, then shrugs off Andreev’s concern. Who’s to discover the shortage upon his return to the camp? A chap in charge of “out-of-plan” procurements arrives at the sawmill, authorized to pay in cash from a bulging valise “without a bill of sale, at any price you choose.” (Mission not accomplished.) Andreev brings the reader into his planning department, right onto the mill floor, out into logging regions. At one timber operation their factory had to get by with twenty horses instead of seventy, and less than a fifth of the necessary workers.

As a result of the labor shortage, Andreev wrote, the lumber industry began to use women both for hauling and for felling timber, a practice that had not existed in the Russian empire. Reflecting women’s diverse roles in the rapidly changing Soviet economy, a variety of women—from a young female truck driver “of Herculean strength” to Aunt Pasha the cleaning woman—frequent the pages of this memoir. They work on kolkhozes (collective farms), in day-care centers, at various factory and office jobs; however, undoubtedly reflecting reality in traditionally male-dominated industries, there is no mention of a woman working in management in any of the plants where Andreev was employed. Some of Andreev’s stories convey traditional male attitudes toward women in the workforce. His boss once tossed out a public reprimand, in jest, to a “pug nose” in the front row for laughing during  his presentation at a plant meeting, and then followed this up with the suggestion that the male workers “see to” those chatterbox girls. On another occasion, the wives of the director and head mechanic were waiting impatiently for a male-only discussion of upcoming affairs in the sawmill to end. Finally, losing her patience, the director’s wife threw a bundle of office papers onto a desk to get the men’s attention. Unfortunately, one cannot tell whether the wives of the management team were a part of the workforce because Andreev made little or no mention of their careers or contributions.

Incidents from Andreev’s own experiences, along with well-chosen anecdotes about the people he encountered, reveal much about Soviet society. He selected each character and incident carefully, to make a point, and his account never rambles. Unlike most Soviet memoirs, these are the recollections of an ordinary citizen who, aside from a year in an unspecified regional capital and a period working in Moscow just before the German invasion, spent his time outside the Soviet Union’s large urban centers. Bitter Waters: Life and Work in Stalin’s Russia thus sheds considerable light on provincial life in the 1930s.

Focused largely but not exclusively on his experiences in the timber industry, Andreev’s account corroborates 1936 Soviet press stories bemoaning the fact that the output of lumber, a key construction material as well as a fuel, was lagging behind plan targets and failing to attain the growth rates achieved in certain other sectors of the economy. Moreover, demand was on the upswing, and persistent lumber shortages were causing disruptions and hardships in many a factory and collective farm. To cite a couple of rural examples: Herds of animals had to spend harsh winters in the open or in half-built barns. Sick and healthy animals were often housed together, sometimes bringing charges of “wrecking” because government quarantine regulations were not being enforced. (“Enforce the unenforceable” suggests itself as an appropriate slogan.) Timber shortages were exacerbated by the mounting labor crunch in an industry with an excessively high rate of worker turnover, due largely to the unusually poor working and living conditions in remote lumbering regions.16

Andreev’s experiences in the timber industry provide specific examples of these general trends as well as an insider’s view of Soviet planning. As the head of planning departments in two different plants, Andreev was one of about a half-dozen people on their management teams. Andreev was on excellent personal terms with the director, who kept him well informed about the whole operation and relied on him heavily. In the second plant, a sawmill, it was Andreev’s job to keep track of daily production figures, draw up the  annual plan, and then defend his figures in bargaining with Moscow. The people’s commissariat in turn defended their interests—higher growth indices—while Andreev attempted to provide for reserves to give the plant more slack and maneuvering room during the coming year. In the event, like everyone else in a position similar to theirs, the mill management team then expended much energy getting around the plan in order to locate needed resources and supplies in a desperately straitened economy. Their access to lumber, which as a defitsitnyi item could command high prices or be used in barter exchanges, was a great boon. In theory, supplies could be obtained and paid for only in the quantities and at the rates designated by the Plan. In reality, plant managers regularly turned to agents who specialized in obtaining scarce commodities for a fee. Andreev’s portrayal of a couple of these talented procurement agents are among the most colorful sketches in his memoirs.

However, Andreev’s memoirs are much more than an account of daily operations at the factory. A restless and adventuresome sort, our author was very creative at thinking up reasons for leaving planning department routines behind and going on business trips that took him into remote corners of the Russian countryside. An astounding zest for these adventures in the boondocks of the Soviet Union sparkles throughout what might otherwise be depressing accounts. Some of the author’s recollections are hilarious.

Gennady Andreev was a great storyteller who would have spent has entire life as a writer, had not circumstances intervened. The thirties in the Soviet Union was hardly the time for a former internee accused of counterrevolutionary activities to resume a writing career. With survival the issue, Andreev sought work using skills he had reluctantly acquired in the camps: “By a quirk of fate and against my will, I had come to master the art of bookkeeping,” although before his imprisonment, the “prospect of an accounting office evoked waves of revulsion in me.” Stable employment as a planner came only after a discouraging series of rejections, short-term jobs, and an arbitrary firing. Andreev spent four months in an unnamed regional capital, making the rounds of hundreds of institutions and enterprises. Often they had a great need for workers in his specialty; however, once potential employers saw his camp release paper, their friendly manner would turn cool. As in the nearby steppe town where he lived before moving to the regional center, “no one refused me outright, but no one hired me, either.” Discouraged, Andreev nonetheless empathized with those who refused work to a stranger with his past: “Who would be inclined to risk his position, maybe even his neck, by hiring a suspicious and unfamiliar person like me?” One temporary job came to an abrupt end when his employer, who had scarcely  looked at Andreev’s documents when hiring him, considered shifting him to more permanent status. As soon as Andreev filled out a personnel card, he was fired for “concealing” his past: “My coworkers stared at me in terrified disbelief. At that time, few people were acquainted with the camps.”

By lucky coincidence a telegram with a job offer, signed “Neposedov” (a coined name, meaning one who cannot sit still), arrived shortly after that dismissal. Andreev had worked for Neposedov for a year and a half in the steppe town, his first locale upon release from the camp. Boss, friend, and fellow adventurer, Grigory Petrovich Neposedov is a main character in these memoirs. It was Andreev’s wonderful portrayal of this vital little man that first inspired me to translate these memoirs. An amazing fellow who would have been outstanding in any society, Neposedov was also a typical product of his era. He was a prime example of what social historian Moshe Lewin called praktiki, Soviet citizens with no formal preparation for employment, who were forced to learn on the job because the schools could not yet satisfy the voracious demand for trained cadres (the Soviet term for skilled workers). Such persons were promoted en masse during this period to fill ever more complex jobs in the industrial sector.17

A self-educated orphan who grew up in children’s homes, Neposedov was the manager of a factory by age twenty-five. He had joined the Komsomol, the Communist Party’s youth organization, at the electric motor factory where he began working as a teenager, and somehow caught the eye of an official who occasionally visited the factory. Under his patronage, Neposedov rose rapidly from his position as the director of small workshops to the position of plant manager. Membership in the Communist Party, as well as the increasing need for people in a widening range of jobs, opened doors for Neposedov and many of his fellow citizens of humble origins. Not surprisingly, many of these new cadres, whose formal training was often nonexistent, were ill fitted for their positions as technical personnel, administrators, political leaders, indoctrinators, and educators.

In that respect, however, the rash, dynamic, and resourceful Neposedov was atypical. Highly energetic, in love with technology, Neposedov also had a valuable talent for small-scale wheeling and dealing within the constraints of a supposedly centralized, planned economy. He and Andreev regularly bartered valuable lumber to procure commodities for the mill and its employees. On a small scale this bartering paralleled transactions still taking place in the higher echelons of the Soviet economy fifty years later. As Boris Yeltsin recalled, he and Mikhail Gorbachev got acquainted when they were Party bosses of their respective regions in the Urals and the Kuban: “Our  first conversation was on the telephone. Quite often we needed to extend each other a helping hand.” Gorbachev would often supply his future rival with food products from Stavropol in return for Sverdlovsk metals or timber. While Yeltsin claimed that “anything over and above the limits imposed by Gosplan” seldom arrived, he also admitted that Gorbachev’s shipments nonetheless “did help us build up our stocks of poultry and meat.”18

Neposedov originally hired Andreev because he needed a literate employee. He was ashamed because he himself was practically illiterate and wrote in an unimpressive, childish script, making awful mistakes. But Neposedov made up for his inadequate formal education with his native ability and great practical know-how, which enabled him quickly to absorb new information and practical skills. Neposedov was constantly designing and working out the technical aspects of various new projects. However, not one of these projects could be set in motion without various reports, explanations, and estimates being approved by the appropriate bureaucracies in Moscow. This is where Andreev came into the picture. Andreev had luckily found a bold and courageous boss who appreciated his abilities and was willing to overlook his camp background. The two became fast friends, working as a team until shortly after the beginning of World War II, when their paths separated forever.
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A Second Birth

There is nothing new in these memoirs. But time takes its toll, and our view of past experiences tends to become not only fixed but distorted; therefore it does not hurt on occasion to recall the recent past, which in many ways remains our present, alive and in motion. To that purpose I have dedicated these sketches—which perhaps might better be called “notes,” as they were written in both the memoirist and journalistic genres, with no attempt being made to fit them into a literary mold.




Leaving the Netherworld 

I have long been haunted by a memory from my early childhood: Along the dusty streets of the city where I was born and grew up there wandered a moss-grown old man with a twangy hand organ. This simple, one-legged box dolefully revealed a pearl of wisdom to us children, till then innocent of fate’s existence:Fate toys with a man,
 She is fickle always.





This hand organ’s truth could never be erased. The revolution blazed up; there came years of unrest, famine, firing squads, gallows. Life, rearing up on its haunches under the powerful whip of some unknown driver, jerked free and bolted ahead like a whirlwind, pummeling its passengers mercilessly along countless bumpy roads—and the ride has not yet ended. One had no choice but to submit to this wild galloping, surrendering to the will of an incomprehensible, inscrutable fate.

Caught up in the insane whirlwind, in the second half of the 1920s I found myself in a penal labor camp. The hand organ’s motif also followed me there. “Fate toys with a man,” sang thieves who’d been thoroughly trounced at  cards or locked in a punishment cell for stealing. Fate was written, too, on the faces of innocent people dying in the camps by the hundreds, marked for sacrifice—to whom, for what? In most cases, they died submissively, without a murmur. They no longer had the strength to murmur, and doing so was useless. For these people there was no other consolation but simply to say, it’s all up to fate!

Recalling the hand organ’s motif, one moment bobbing to the surface, the next down in the most abject depths, the netherworld of camp existence, I constantly defied fate, walking the tightrope between life and death. More than once I miraculously evaded the grim reaper. But in the end, I, too, resigned myself to it: well, that’s fate! How many incomprehensible tricks I’ve endured at the hands of that villainess!1

Everything comes to an end, and fate’s wrath sometimes turns to kindness. After I was twice threatened with execution and had spent eight years being dragged through all the circles of the labor-camp hell, in 1935 fate suddenly summoned me to the office that issued release papers, in the registration-distribution department of one of the large camps.

In anticipation of this day, I had long pondered what I would do next. During the years of my imprisonment all my ties with freedom had been severed, and it made absolutely no difference where I went. I might just as well pick up a map, close my eyes, and randomly point—wherever my finger landed was where I would go.

The worker at the release office, also a prisoner whom I knew well, greeted me lightly: “Enough idling your life away, I am releasing you to the four winds! Tell me, where will you go?”

“To Moscow,” I said, jesting halfheartedly.

“Fat chance. Talk sense!”

“All right then, you tell me on what grounds they’re releasing me,” I retorted angrily.

“General grounds.”

I understood: I was free to settle anywhere in the Soviet Union, with the exception of forty-one cities—Moscow, Leningrad, the capitals of the Union republics, and other large manufacturing centers—and a two-hundred-kilometer—wide strip along Soviet borders. I chose a small town in a rural district of southeastern Russia.

Two days later I received my documents and left the camp. I wore a plain black work jacket, trousers that were none too skillfully patched in the rear, and a pair of serviceable shoes. I did not want to return to freedom in ragged camp garb but I had been unable to get my hands on anything else. In my  pocket lay my release paper, a travel warrant, and twenty-five rubles. Under my arm was a packet with a loaf of bread and five herring issued “for nourishment during relocation to the chosen place of settlement.” With these provisions I was to begin my new life.

During my last years of imprisonment I had thought agitatedly about the new life in store for me. Although reason told me otherwise, I couldn’t imagine it being anything but wonderful. It seemed that there could not be a more joyous day than the one when I would leave the camp. I imagined that I would be dancing instead of walking, that when I finally got my freedom I’d be drunk with it. But when I actually was released, I felt none of this.

I walked through the gates and past the last guard, experiencing no happiness or sense of uplift. With a heavy feeling, I left the camp, repeatedly looking back at the long barbed wire fence with towers at the corners, at the rows of unseeing barracks, pressed low to the earth as if by a heavy fate. I was leaving a large part of myself there. Eight years earlier I had entered one such compound as a youth, still understanding nothing of life. In the camp I learned about life. Now freed, I was still a very young man, but could I really experience again the strength, health, and confidence in self that make youth what it is, that lend it wings? I certainly could not leave the ever-present barbed wire behind, nor the heavy burden of what I had endured, seen, and experienced. What was there to be happy about if I, only one of millions, could finally go beyond the fence, when my friends and acquaintances, millions exactly like me, remained behind it? No, there was no reason to be joyous.

Feeling tense, I boarded the train. Among other passengers in the car was an artel2 of seasonal laborers carrying saws and axes. I felt I was seeing them through a transparent shroud, which imperceptibly separated me from everyone else. Beyond the window, forests, lakes, and granite cliffs floated past—that gloomy, wild, northern landscape, so familiar in its smallest detail. To me it seemed a lifeless image painted on canvas. In the stations people were coming and going. I looked at them as though they were wax figures in a museum. Were they really—actual people? There along the sun-drenched platform ran two young girls in light dresses, merrily laughing about something. I looked at them in astonishment. How could they laugh? How could all these people walk around conversing and laughing as if nothing unusual was happening in the world, as if nothing nightmarish and unforgettable stood in their midst? Did they really know nothing, truly not sense the barbed wire and the man with a rifle at their backs? I was numb, almost as though I were paralyzed, unable to feel what those around me were feeling.

I had to spend the night in Leningrad, waiting for a connecting train. I walked the streets of the Northern Palmyra till morning, bathed in the irresistible soft charm of a white Petersburg night. I sauntered down Nevsky Prospect toward the Neva. The city was slumbering. From time to time I met a solitary pedestrian or heard the rustle of a passing motorcar. I stood on the embankment and stared a long time at the movement of the wide river’s silvery waters, as illusory as the city itself, magnificent and regally cool. The Admiralty’s spire, familiar from postcards, pierced the sky; the bulky Peter and Paul Fortress loomed ahead blackly. A drawbridge along the dark roadway led across to the other bank. Frozen in silent dreaming stood the city of Peter, itself a wondrous and mysterious dream, a symbol of the empire. The city slept—or could it be that it did not exist, that it was only a specter, a moonlight mirage evoked by the witchcraft of the darkly and inconceivably beautiful white night? Perhaps I, too, was a ghost, having fallen under the spell of this beauty so soon after leaving the netherworld. Could it be that I was only dreaming and that the very next moment, the harsh, shrill cry, “Fall out!” would resound, breaking the magic spell and melting away the mirage, and I would awaken again in a plank bed and run like a crazy man, in formation, toward the man with the rifle?

Early the next morning I boarded the train and traveled farther. Toward evening of the third day, I arrived at my destination.




First Steps 

My first task was to seek out the only hotel in town, as night was falling. The young woman on duty at the desk surveyed my release paper and explained that she could not check me in: They only rented rooms to people on business trips. The prospect of spending the night on the street, however, was not a pleasant one. No, I had to make a better arrangement. I would find out exactly what my new life held in store for me: Having thought it over, I went to the police.

The sleepy duty officer perked up a bit after he’d read my document. He turned it this way and that, and then inspected the newcomer curiously. His curiosity was transformed into astonishment when I told him I had nowhere to spend the night.

“So what do you want from me?” the policeman inquired.

“Surely you will help me find a place to stay for the first few days, until I get settled,” I replied, a little surprised by my own audacity. Like it or not, to  some extent I was still a prisoner. So to clarify matters, I added, “I did not exactly come to you of my own free will.”

The officer scratched the back of his head and said indecisively, “I don’t know how I can help you.”

“Telephone the hotel and have them give me a room.”

“Oh, you can stay in a hotel?” exclaimed the policeman, obviously delighted at the prospect of disposing of his strange visitor.

“I should think so, but they won’t let me in because the hotel is only for those on business trips.”

“They won’t let you in?” frowned the officer. “I’ll just see about that!” And he snatched up the telephone receiver with a resolute gesture.

About ten minutes later I settled myself onto a cot in the hotel dormitory. After three days and nights on the train, that night I slept like the dead and did not even dream about the camp.

In the morning I thought things over. On the way there I had gone on a bit of a binge—I bought white buns and spent a tenner on beer and sausage, the taste of which I had long since forgotten in the camp. In all, I had only about ten rubles left. The cot cost three rubles a day, and I had to eat. I was going to have to look for work. We had no unemployment in Soviet Russia, there was work enough for all; but for me, newly released from the camp, and given “the organized recruitment of the work force,” it would hardly be easy to get a job.

First, though, according to the instructions on my release paper, I had to present myself to the local authorities. I again went to the police station, where they pointed me toward the district representative of the NKVD. A young man in a crisply pressed military uniform greeted me pleasantly, invited me to take a seat, and in a friendly tone asked about my offenses against Soviet power. “What do you intend to do?” asked the official at the end of this conversation, smiling sympathetically.

“Live, work,” I answered vaguely.

“You won’t return to your old ways?” he inquired, smiling even more broadly.

“No, thanks to you, I’ve had it up to here.” Smiling back at him, I pointed to my release paper.

“I can readily believe that. So I wish you success in your new work life.” The official got up from his chair. “Did they warn you that it would be better not to spread the word about what life was like there?”

“Oh, I took that for granted!” I also stood up. “Can I ask you one question?”

“Of course, ask away!”

“I fear that I may have difficulty getting hired. If they will not take me because of my past, can I turn to you?”

“Yes, yes, of course!” the official exclaimed warmly.

Well, my backside was covered. It was not so bad to have a firsthand knowledge of the NKVD—we understood each other perfectly. You could get right to the point with them. “Even a mangy sheep yields a little wool,” thought I, leaving the attractive NKVD building in its verdant setting. “And now we plunge into battle.”

And I took off. The little town, its only charm being its location on the banks of a large river, had about 20,000 inhabitants and some thirty different enterprises and institutions. The latter included everything you’d expect to find in a southern steppe town: a creamery, a steam-powered mill, a winery, various workshops and artels of craftsmen and handicapped workers, district commerce and consumer goods bureaus, a branch of the state bank, financial and statistical bureaus, and other district institutions. Mountains of paper were generated by all of these institutions. It would not be difficult for me to get a job in one of them, I thought. In the camp, through a quirk of fate and against my will, I had come to master the art of bookkeeping, although before my imprisonment the prospect of an accounting office evoked waves of revulsion in me. At a time like this, there was no question of changing my specialty; I had to get established very quickly. Furthermore, as was customary almost from the beginning of the revolution, the jobs of bookkeeper, planner, accountant, and store-room attendant provided a piece of bread for “suspicious elements.” Former White officers,3 merchants, peasants who were evading dekulakizatsiia,4 priests, and members of the intelligentsia who were considered undesirable frequently sought refuge in these occupations. Far be it from me to change established tradition and avoid the common lot!

Within three days I had made the rounds of almost all the city enterprises—and found a job in none. No one showed any confidence in my release paper. Two or three suggested that I stop back in a week, but in such a tone that only a child could fail to understand that returning was fruitless. I did not have even a kopeck left. Yet I had no grounds for going to the NKVD official for assistance. No one had turned me away because of my past; they rejected me without offering a reason. I was sinking into deep depression, when on the fourth day, fate unexpectedly smiled on me.

The chief bookkeeper at a sawmill inspected my release paper thoroughly, but without subjecting me to the usual song and dance. He seemed to be  eyeing me sympathetically. Looking thoughtful, he went in to see the director. I waited, a bit agitated: The director was a Party member, and this was no cause for optimism.

About five minutes later I was summoned to the director’s office. He turned out to be a very young fellow, about my age, small in stature and skinny, wearing an embroidered shirt with an open collar. His keen eyes were alert and full of life.

Sunken into an easy chair behind a desk, under a portrait of Stalin, the director was holding my release paper. Inviting me to sit down, he said: “This little paper of yours is pretty frightening. How did you manage all that?”

The director’s eyes were laughing, so I smiled back at him. “It’s a long story. If you find it frightening, then we have nothing to talk about.”

“Perhaps I am not among the fainthearted,” laughed the director. “I need workers, but only good ones. If you have such a paper, that means you have a head on your shoulders,” he blurted out, apparently unaware of the double meaning that could be inferred in his words. I could only smile in response.

“What can you do?”

I told him about my work experience.

“What about planning? We need a planner.”

“I have never worked in planning,” I admitted.

“Eh, it’s nonsense, foolishness,” he replied scornfully, waving his hand and nodding at the head bookkeeper. “You will quickly become familiar with it; Ivan Ivanovich here will explain.”

“Nothing we do is very complicated. For the time being you will just be doing some statistics, and you’ll soon catch on. Agreed? What kind of salary would you expect?”

To refuse when a job for pay was in front of me would be frivolous. I said that I would agree to take a job there, not as a planner but in some other, minor position and at the lowest salary level. Even a hundred rubles a month, just enough to live on, would satisfy me. Later, say in a month, once they saw whether I was capable, we could talk about the future.

The director laughed. “Okay, we will see, as they say. It’s settled. Come to work tomorrow.”

The next morning I learned that the director had not agreed to my proposal. Instead, he had allotted me 250 rubles a month. This was as high a starting salary as I could have anticipated.

“It doesn’t take a genius to make a pot,” as they say. Planning, especially for an experienced bookkeeper, proved uncomplicated. After a couple of months I completely mastered it, and two months later I was already the director  of the planning department and earning 500 rubles a month. I could only thank fate, which continued to protect me.




Freedom 

The beneficence of fate was reflected also in the fact that it released me from the camps at a time when the storms of the First Five-Year Plan and “100-percent collectivization,” which had so shaken our country, were dying down. Ration cards had already been abolished and the material situation in the country was tolerable. I had been in the camps during the terrible famine of 1932—1933 and could judge it only from the terse accounts of townspeople, who unwillingly recalled the overwhelming hunger and instances of cannibalism. Thank God, I was seeing the town in different times. One could buy all the basic necessities in the local stores. Local artels even began to sell delicacies like jam, halvah, and other confectionery. Not long before my release, Stalin had decided to permit kolkbozniki—that is, workers on collective farms—to own one cow and a few small livestock and chickens per family, and freely to dispose of what they grew in their tiny private garden plots. Neighboring kolkhozniki brought butter, milk, eggs, meat, and vegetables to the market. And although all this was available in meager amounts and at high prices, nonetheless people in our town need not go hungry. I had even less reason to be hungry than most: I was single, and by local standards I received a big salary, which even permitted me gradually to acquire a wardrobe of sorts and a respectable appearance.

These circumstances facilitated my mental recovery after the camp. I settled into a little room in the small home of a worker’s widow. The house had a typical provincial yard, spacious and thickly covered with a shaggy grass—called “broomstraw” by the locals—lilac bushes, and dozens of fruit trees. In the back yard the widow kept a goat and five or six chickens. The animals, the fruit trees, her handknitting, and my rent were her livelihood. Constantly busy with her domestic chores, the fussy old woman inaudibly and unhurriedly moved about the house, accompanied by a lazy old cat whom fate also smiled upon.

Evenings I went out into the yard, lay down in the grass, and for hours idly gazed upward at the magnificent sky, the brilliant, starry abyss. I left the camp behind. Alone with the rustling grass, the lilac bushes, and the dark foliage of the trees in the quiet reverie of the southern night, I slowly shed my disfigured camp hide, becoming accustomed once again to the eternal and simple elements of life.

The process of internal liberation took quite awhile. For a long time I still looked incomprehendingly at people and things, watching them from the sidelines. Words and actions all seemed unimportant and inessential because inside me remained the unanswered question: What is it all for? Why bother, if somewhere back there what I cannot, must not forget still exists? I was unable to share the interests of people around me, and my life became sharply divided into two parts. At work I tried to act like everyone else; but only at home, in the company of the quiet old woman and the silent grass, lilacs, and stars did I feel truly at ease.

My remoteness was noted in the factory, and at first I was considered an unsociable crank. But my past, which soon became known to everyone there, evoked their sympathy. After a short time I began to detect this in the glances of the workers and from the fact that in our factory neighborhood, women that I had never met, workers’ wives, gave me a friendly nod in passing. No one asked me about anything, no one directly expressed their sympathy, but it hung in the air, it was evident from their glances and the tone of their voices. And this sympathy from simple, good-hearted people really bolstered my spirits.

The town had a movie theater, a park, and a workers’ club that was uncomfortable and always empty. The young people preferred the dance floor in the park or the furnished foyer of the movie theater, where they also could dance. There was a small but decent library with a reading room. Of an evening one could sit on the lush cliffs above the river, forgetting about everything, calmly yet excitedly watching as the dark tent of the velvet night covered the river and the expanses beyond. Life flowed on peacefully. People worked at their jobs during the day, and in the evenings they visited each other, gossiped good-naturedly, sat over tea, bared their souls in long conversations, and like their bureaucrat predecessors, spent hours playing preference or mouse for small stakes.5 Events far away in the regional capital, in Moscow, and in other big cities seemed to bypass our backwoods corner, hardly touching us—or perhaps bouncing off the solidly entrenched daily routine that in many respects echoed the previous good life of the provinces.

I can never thank fate enough for freeing me at that period, in those brief two or three years when the country was slowly recovering from the upheavals of the first onslaught of “building socialism” and people could catch their breath for a minute—before they were again besieged by the authorities, and before that other terrible event, that destructive maelstrom we call war, which erupted four or five years later. I was very happy to spend a year  and a half in a quiet steppe town. Simple people, human relationships, and the uncomplicated, eternal beauty of the grass, sun, and stars, along with the tender care of my elderly landlady and her purring cat, helped me slough off my labor-camp hide, gradually convincing me that reality was not whence I had returned, but here.

I worked conscientiously, and after the numbness subsided, I even began to enjoy my work—thanks in large part to the director of the factory, Grigory Petrovich Neposedov.




Restless Neposedov 

Neposedov6 was an extraordinary fellow. He never knew his parents: His father was killed during World War I, and his mother died at the beginning of the revolution. Neposedov grew up in children’s homes, although he ran away from them more than once. In spite of all this, at twenty-five he was already the director of a factory. It was not because he was “devoted to the Party and the government,” but because he was an energetic and able man; and besides that, he “got lucky.”

As a teenager, Neposedov went to work in an electric motor factory. He soon became a fitter, joined the Komsomol,7 and somehow caught the eye of a people’s commissar who occasionally visited the factory. For some reason, he made a great impression on the people’s commissar, who took the young fitter under his wing. After two or three years, Neposedov became a director of small workshops, then of a small plant, after which he was appointed to run the factory where I met him. Neposedov raced ahead without stopping to catch his breath, constantly fired up and always in motion—and that’s just how he was all the while I worked for him.

He was unable to move quietly. Skinny and short, he moved around the plant so quickly that he seemed to be running, not walking. Keeping pace with the director, the fat chief mechanic would be steeped in perspiration. The shift foremen used to laugh at Neposedov, saying that he was “propeller driven.” He rarely sat in his office, and if he needed to sign some paper or other, you had to look for him in the mechanic’s office, in the shops, or in the basement under the shops, where the transmission belts and motors that powered the work stations were located. There you could often find him covered with grease, wrench in hand, cursing out the machinists and metal workers, furiously letting them know that they did not understand a damn thing and that it was essential to do what he said. He remained unflustered if the machinists managed to demonstrate that they were right. Without admitting  his error, Neposedov would rapidly make the adjustment suggested by his opponents. Only one thing could get to him. Dragging him away from a dispute with the “smudged faces,” as we called our brigade of metal workers, I would bring the director into the daylight and point to his recently snow-white trousers: “Your wife will bawl you out today!”

“She’ll make me take a bath, all right,” Neposedov would shake his head, examining the black spots on his pants and trying to remove them with a shirt sleeve, which also became black in the process. “So whoever thought up wives, anyway?” Nonetheless, Neposedov loved his wife and two children and was a good family man. After signing the paper, he would forget both his trousers and his wife and take off again for the depths of the basement.

This enthusiasm of his, this ability to lose himself completely in a genuinely creative exertion, to give his all selflessly, was contagious. It was impossible to be around Neposedov without being infected by his energy; he roused everyone, set them on fire. And if he did not succeed in shaking someone up, it could unmistakenly be said that such a person was either dead or a complete blob.

Neposedov made up for his inadequate education with native ability and great practical know-how, which enabled him to absorb knowledge in a flash. But he also delved into every detail. He wanted to get to the bottom of everything on his own, and if he encountered something he did not understand, his fidgeting quickly disappeared. He would sit down with books and charts or spend the whole night in conference with the chief mechanic, forcing him to explain matters until everything was clear. After this he would walk around beaming, with even more faith in his own powers and in the power of technology, striving rapidly to put what he had learned into practice, to apply it to life.

Technology, the factory, the shop—there Neposedov was in his element. Given these all-consuming passions, one might have thought he would scorn bureaucratic red tape. However, this was not at all the case. I was struck by the fact that his love for petty detail almost equaled his passion for technology. He liked the florid, elevated style of official documents. He had an even greater regard for imperceptible “underwater reefs” placed in agreements with our suppliers and purchasers. Whenever we succeeded, thanks to some trick of pettifoggery, in winding a client around our little finger, Neposedov would be delighted, and his face would take on the look of a sharp lawyer. Moved by his propensity for hairsplitting, Neposedov pressed the head accountant to teach him bookkeeping. Afterward, to his great satisfaction, he could use his knowledge to impress the other bookkeepers, most of whom thought directors did not have even the slightest understanding of accounting.

Neposedov wrote in an unimpressive, childish scrawl, making dreadful mistakes. He was ashamed because he was almost illiterate. Nor did he possess verbal eloquence, although he loved to attend meetings. In general he liked to swagger a little, to project a “this is how we folks are!” image. But all this came out ingenuously, without the slightest sense of superiority or the least desire to put down or humiliate his fellows.

So Neposedov needed a literate assistant. He was constantly full of new projects and ideas, since he could not be satisfied with what already existed. He conjectured and experimented; he designed and worked out the technical aspects of his projects with the mechanic; but he still needed help in preparing the financial and other paperwork—the reports, explanations, and estimates for Moscow, without which none of his projects could be set in motion. In addition, Neposedov had no special liking for either the head bookkeeper or the technical director, who were elderly and sluggish fellows. He needed people who quickly responded to his feelings and ideas. Even a negative reaction stimulated Neposedov. Fate designated me for this role, as Neposedov quickly sensed that I found his enthusiasm catching. Over the course of time, we also became friends.

Neposedov’s enthusiasm and restlessness were harmless and only evidenced his strength and health. Although he generally liked to use cunning and play a trick when the opportunity arose, he was a wholehearted and guileless man with an open and sympathetic nature. As I got to know Neposedov better, I realized that his attitude toward the Party was similarly original. He submitted to the orders of the district Party committee and fulfilled his Party obligations, but when alone with me he would growl that the district committee was pestering him with “all kinds of nonsense” and hampering his work. He had no liking for politics; and although he had been promoted by the Party and it would appear that he should be thankful for this, he felt no gratitude toward the Party. Neposedov seemed subconsciously certain that he had achieved his position on his own strength and that it suited him and his abilities perfectly. He took the system that afforded him this station completely for granted, as though it were borne of life itself. He never stopped to ponder the matter.

I must admit that we botched things up a lot during the first year and a half that Neposedov and I worked together. We were still inexperienced with lumbering. Moreover, the factory was old, with equipment that was worn out and functioning only so-so. Nonetheless, Neposedov was able to modernize the equipment so that we almost doubled production and fulfilled our annual plan in less than eight months. Everyone was satisfied: the People’s  Commissariat of Forestry;8 the district and regional organizations, because an enterprise under their supervision was producing at a remarkable tempo; the workers, with their raises; and we, with our success and bonuses. Neposedov felt like the birthday boy, walked around for awhile with a grin on his face, and tried to raise production even higher. We were still pouring on the steam when we noticed that our raw materials were almost gone, and it looked as if no one was going to give us more. And that’s exactly what happened: The people’s commissariat, viewing our factory as relatively unimportant, decided not to send us raw materials, which were in short supply, and ordered the factory to “conserve.” We settled accounts with the workers, paying them the prescribed severance allotment, and drew up a liquidation order two months later. Then we withdrew our own severance pay and said farewell to each other and the factory. We felt awful. We had not anticipated such an outcome. The factory could have operated at least another half-year, and during that time we might have succeeded in obtaining raw materials. Now all we could do was blame ourselves and vow never to overdo things in the future.

They summoned Neposedov to Moscow as one of the reserve workers in the people’s commissariat, and I decided to move to the regional capital.




More Tricks of Fate 

By this time, I had all of the documents that a normal citizen needed in order to survive—passport, workbook,9 and military and trade union cards. Once again I appeared to possess all the legal rights of citizenship. Thinking that I could count on finding work without too much difficulty, I moved to a city with a large university. I intended to enroll in evening courses in order to continue my education, which had been interrupted earlier by my arrest. I would work days and go to school nights—in my mind, everything fell into place perfectly.

I rented a room from another working-class family. The husband and wife had a separate room, a bit larger than mine, and their teenage son slept in my room. He was a quiet fellow and did not disturb me.

Filled with the best of intentions, I began to look for a job. Now fate again turned villainess. For four months I walked around in search of work and could not find it.

I made the rounds of hundreds of institutions and enterprises. Everywhere it was the same story. First, I would ask whether they needed workers of my specialty in their enterprise. Usually it turned out that they had a great need,  since enterprises were always short of workers. Next, I would offer my services, which were readily accepted; but then came the process of surveying my documents and the inevitable question. Where was I employed before being let go from the factory? Once more, I had to show my release paper from the camp. They would read it as if they were holding a bomb that was about to explode. Their friendly manner would suddenly turn dry and official, and I would hear that they could still manage without new workers, or that they would need time to consider whether to hire me or someone else. As in the steppe town, no one refused me outright, but no one hired me, either.

I could worry about it all I liked, try every possible approach—nothing helped. I understood those who turned me down. The newspapers had begun to be filled with cries for vigilance and warnings about spies, saboteurs, and wreckers. Once they knew I had been in a labor camp for counterrevolutionary activities, everyone was afraid to hire me. Who would be inclined to risk his position, maybe even his neck, by hiring a suspicious and unfamiliar person like me? As for acquaintances in that city, I had none. Only such personal networks might have helped me at that time. I recalled a saying that was common in the camps: “Blat (pull) is higher than the Council of People’s Commissars.”10

I made no progress at the university, either. It was impossible to study without being employed, anyway, so I gave up on enrolling in classes there. However, I did manage to register as a correspondence student at an economic-planning institute that had opened recently in the city.

Fortunately, my previous modest lifestyle had enabled me to accumulate savings. These small reserves, along with my severance pay, enabled me to survive for four months without work. But no matter how much I economized, I finally used up all my resources. It might have been possible to locate some kind of menial job, but with my past even that was not easy. There was no way to conceal my past. Even if there had been, there were no opportunities that held any promise of building for the future; and I was still entirely too young not to count on the future.

The endless search for work wore me down. Having no prospects, I finally decided to return to the steppe town, where they already knew me. But fate once again struck with a bolt from the blue.

While walking down the street one day, I saw a notice on a door: “Urgent need for accountants.” I looked up and read a sign over the entry: “Regional Branch of the All-Union Fish Trust.” I mechanically opened the door, located the head bookkeeper, and offered my services. And then a miracle happened. Barely glancing at my workbook, the head bookkeeper said that he  had an immediate need for temporary workers at a rate of 300 rubles a month, and that if I agreed I could come to work the very next morning. This all happened in no more than five minutes, and I was a little stunned. I left, still not fully realizing what had happened, forgetting to rejoice at finally locating work.

The miracle was clarified the next day. It was a simple matter: The regional branch of the all-Union fish trust had totally muddled its accounts with its contractors and received a stiff reprimand from Moscow with orders to straighten out the mess quickly. The administration had no time to be interested in the pasts of those who were offering their services, especially since the job was temporary, to last only three or four months; so the first four persons who turned up were taken on. This was a lucky break for me.

The work was excruciatingly dull. For two years, the would-be recordkeepers before us had misrecorded shipments. Goods that had been directed to Moscow, for example, were entered under Yaroslavl or Rostov, and those sent to Rostov were entered under Tambov or Penza. Goods received were recorded in exactly the same fashion. The region contained more than thirty districts, and the records of shipments to and from the thirty receiving and distribution centers were so completely muddled that one might well be driven to despair. This could hardly have been a surprise to anyone: The young girls who had kept these accounts, barely out of high school, undoubtedly had had no knowledge of or interest in their work. We had to go through a mountain of documents, check each entry, and verify the new data with the contractors, all of which took a tremendous amount of time. The contractors’ situations frequently proved no better than ours, as they had the same kind of young girls working for them.

As for balancing the accounts between the various offices, while still in the camp I had developed a kind of special flair for catching mistakes, so I got right down to business. Like people everywhere who are inclined to introduce order, I systematized the checking process. I also suggested speeding it up by going directly to the contractors. The administration approved my work, gave me a little raise, and designated me “head of the brigade of controllers.” Their approval of my travel proposal pleased me. It would be far more pleasant to visit the various towns and villages than to sit in the office of the fish trust. I felt almost as free as a bird.

For three months, I traveled around by automobile, train, and ship, visiting several large towns and many rural district villages. Sometimes I got so far into the “boonies” that there was no passenger service. Then I had to hitch a ride on the cart of a passing kolkhoznik or go to the nearest highway  and patiently await the occasional motorized vehicle. When one approached, I would flag down the driver, who would stop to pick me up, and we would take off, sending up clouds of dust.

These drivers were like the coachmen of yore—they generally drove like the whirlwind. I remember one time when I thought I wasn’t going to make it. The young woman at the wheel, of Herculean strength and deeply tanned, had been busy at some urgent task and had not slept for two nights. She kept dozing off, drooping over the steering wheel, but the vehicle would race along as if we were riding on a smoothly paved runway rather than a bumpy steppe road. Twice we drove into the shallow ditch along the road, and several times we scraped the truck’s sides against telegraph poles. Whether saved by a miracle or the strength of the handmade sides of that three-ton truck, we escaped accident. The driver would shake her head to clear it, rub her half-closed eyes, curse out whoever in the world had moved that pole out of place, and drive on, her head again slumped over the wheel.

People who have ridden only in city traffic cannot comprehend what our drivers are like; this can be experienced only on the steppe expanses. Only there can one fully appreciate what old foxes these people are. They keenly sense who can afford to pay what, and if they could wrest a ruble from a kolkhoznik for a ride, then they knew they could pry ten out of me. But I wasn’t too upset by it: The bureau paid for my transportation at the going rate, and this stipend, combined with my living allotment, provided ample funds. The drivers had to make a buck, too.

As a teenager I had been a great wanderer and loved to spend the whole day out in the steppes. Traveling around the district, my former passion was rekindled. Sometimes I would walk ten or fifteen kilometers just to feel again the thrilling closeness to nature that I have fully experienced only in the steppes: the road, weaving in and out among the hills and foothills; the endless hum of wires buzzing overhead; a dung beetle suddenly appearing out of nowhere, droning resonantly; the song of an invisible bird filling the endless sky. Vast expanses, and in my chest the exact same expansiveness, happiness, and light, peaceful calmness. No one is visible for tens of kilometers around. I walked alone, with nothing but the eternal quiet and calm of the steppe surrounding me—no fish trust, no past, no future. Walks like these are like a bath. You are absorbed in them, cleansed; and afterward, you breathe more easily.

Instead of three or four months, the verification process took more than five. I finished up alone, as the other three bookkeepers had already been let go. My position in the branch office had become more secure and I was now  a member of their regular staff. I was slated soon to take up the post of senior bookkeeper in one of the departments. But for some reason, I had a dark premonition that I would not be entering the inner circle of the fish trust.

The premonition proved accurate. One day, the office secretary approached me, put a form in front of me, and said, “For some reason we don’t have a personnel record for you; please fill this out.”

I filled out about sixty sections on the form, tracing my genealogy and my every step, thinking that this was surely my last task at the fish trust. After I handed the form back in to the secretary I soon noticed that the head bookkeeper was staring at me, panic-stricken. Before, no one had taken much interest in me. Now, the assistant to the director went wandering by, then the secretary, just to have a look—or so it seemed. They peered at me as if they had never seen me before, as if I had become someone else. I concluded that the form had made a strong impression.

Our head bookkeeper was a heavy-set, mellow, and reasonably good-hearted man, but in the director’s presence he became timid and totally subordinate. He detained me after work, and after everyone had left, inquired, his eyes popping out: “How can this be, old fellow? Why didn’t you say so earlier?”

“And what should I have said?”

“What do you mean, what? That you were in a labor camp!”

“But no one asked me about that,” I objected. “If they had asked, I would have said something, but why should I broadcast it of my own accord?”

“Well—but why didn’t you even breathe a word to me?” the bookkeeper offered reproachfully. “Do you know what went on in there?” He nodded in the direction of the director’s office. “Such a storm God has never seen. Everyone got it, especially me. ‘Why did you hire him without a background check?’ Why me? Checking up on employees is their job, not mine. He’s going to fire you for sure.”

I shrugged my shoulders. Fate would decide.

Before that, I’d had no occasion for close contact with the director. From the accounts of my coworkers I knew that he had served as a sailor in the Baltic fleet, that he had been a member of the Party since 1918, and that he was an obtuse and hidebound fellow. Stubborn and narrow-minded, he was wholly devoted to fulfilling the orders of the Party and the higher authorities and would permit no deviation from them. With subordinates he was cold, often rough, and he had no contact with them outside of work. As an old Bolshevik, he had close connections to the regional Party committee.  There was no reason to hope for humane treatment at his hands. I knew that my employment at the fish trust was over.

The next morning, they sent me official notification that I was fired “for concealing my past.” My coworkers stared at me in terrified disbelief. At that time, few people were acquainted with the camps.




A Fateful Summons 

My discharge was illegal. Shortly before, in one of his speeches, Stalin had announced that the “son did not answer for the father” and that it was forbidden to judge a man by his past. My discharge also ran contrary to the spirit of the “Stalin constitution,” which had just been published. In addition, a decree had been issued by the Soviet Control Commission to the effect that a previous conviction could not be an obstacle to employment, whatever the job. The director must have known that his order was against the law. But he was just as surely aware of the worth of Soviet legality—and so was I, he must have thought—so he must have expected me to submit quietly to his will.

But I decided not to do that. There were reasons for my decision. One was frivolous. I was simply fed up and thus opted to measure swords of unequal strength with one of the new petty tyrants. The second reason was more serious. If the director himself entered a discharge order in my workbook, it would be impossible for me to find other employment. I would be turned into a suspicious character once and for all; such an order would add an even more frightening aspect to the blot on my record, and the document would get me blacklisted for sure. I had to try at least to get the wording of the order changed.

I saw a way to do that. Because I was a “counterrevolutionary,” it would be too risky for me to bring a lawsuit against the director—I might again be summoned to the NKVD. However, knowing the mechanics of the Soviet bureaucratic machine, I hoped to avoid that outcome. I would make cautious use of all the circumstances in my favor, proceed quietly, and try to get the matter resolved locally and by lower-level bureaucrats, on a strictly documented, legal basis: The red tape and the fine print in the laws could actually work to my benefit with such people. It was crucial that I preserve the strictly labor-oriented nature of the conflict in order to avoid arousing the interest of the NKVD. In this effort I knew I would be aided by the increasing alarm among Party members due to the Yezhovshchina.11 If the director decided to denounce me to the NKVD and have me arrested, he could not  guarantee that I would not in turn maliciously slander him and his office to the NKVD; and while they were sorting it all out, he might well be sitting in prison. So the director would hardly be likely to turn to the NKVD for a minor affair like mine.

Having weighed all the pros and cons, I lodged a complaint about my discharge with the Rates and Disputes Commission (RKK) of the director’s office. Our RKK consisted of the assistant to the director, also a Party member, as a “representative of the administration”; the secretary of the local trade union committee (he was also the office secretary), as a “representative of the trade union”; and a female accountant, as a “representative of the workers.” I knew that the last two would not dare go against the director’s wishes, and that as a result, the RKK would deny my request. Nevertheless, I had to go through all the proper channels, beginning with those at the lowest level.

That very day, the RKK issued a confirmation of the director’s order. The next day, I lodged a protest against their decision with the regional committee of our trade union, which was presided over by a woman who was also an old Bolshevik and a personal friend of the director’s. I had no doubt that she, too, would deny my request; but this was a necessary step. About five days later, I received a notice from the regional committee of the trade union to the effect that it found the RKK’s decision correct.

I had one last resort—the central committee of the trade union. What were the relations of our regional committee with the central committee? This I did not know. But I was aware of the central authorities’ general tendency to treat their subordinates in a condescending manner so that they would not get too cocky. I also knew that one could hope for an objective hearing of this sort of case in Moscow. The higher authorities sometimes liked to demonstrate their “fairness,” which they hoped would make people recognize they were not guilty of being arbitrary. Arbitrariness went on without their knowledge, at a lower level. Did the president of the regional committee have “a lot of pull” in Moscow? How would they receive me there? I had to see my case through to the end. Of course, I could simply have written a letter to the trade union’s central committee; but then I most likely would have had to wait months for a response, or my appeal might easily have sunk without a trace into the sea of paper. Having thought it over, I boarded a train for Moscow.

During all this time I had strange, contradictory feelings. I felt like a dwarf going into battle against a giant. To the huge government machine, I was a nonentity. The machine could wipe me out at any minute and leave no trace, as though I had never existed. So I acted cautiously; but of what use was caution, when I would be confronting a soulless, irrational machine, the conduct  of which I could not predict? The movement of its levers was imperceptible, and I could neither modify it nor defend myself from it. The machine would swallow me up. I was nothing to it, a nonentity. At times, I even felt like a “nothing,” and this really seemed strange: There I was, sitting on the train, but at the same time it was as if I did not exist. I felt as if I were slipping now to one side, now to the other side of the borderline between the real and the unreal, existence and nonexistence. One might well be surprised that this “nothing” was still trying to oppose reality; but I was merely acting on the stubbornness that I felt inside, which was irrational. I decided to pursue the matter to the end, regardless of the consequences.

In Moscow, I went straight from the train station to Solyanka Street, to a huge House of Edification, the “Palace of Labor.” Wandering along endless, dark corridors, I located the offices of our trade union’s central committee and, a bit diffidently, eased open the heavy door.

The chief counsel for labor conflicts, a fat man with a flabby, markedly indifferent face, received me. Immobile, deeply ensconced in his armchair, almost merging with the dusty furniture, he appeared to have been sitting there for many a year. He had grown gray anchored in his post, and he certainly knew it no worse than I knew inter-office accounts. My impression proved accurate. The trade union bonze barely glanced at my papers, and without raising his head or looking at me, he intoned in a deep basso: “These decisions run counter to the labor laws. The matter will be reviewed tomorrow in the meeting of the presidium of the central committee. Stop back in two days.”

I left with a feeling that a mountain had slid from my shoulders: I had made my case.

For two days I lightheartedly wandered around Moscow, going through all the rituals appropriate for a provincial visiting the heart of his homeland. I went to the Tretyakov Gallery and the Historical Museum, saw the Kremlin, took a jaunt through the Vorobev Hills, strolled the streets in the evening. Moscow was changing. Older buildings were being demolished and moved and new ones constructed; but it was still the same old mishmash, bustling, yet also homey and intimate. I did not get to the Khudozhestvennyi or the Bolshoi theaters; the tickets were all sold out, and I could not afford the scalpers’ prices. Instead, I went to the people’s commissariat that oversaw Neposedov and me and learned that he had recently been appointed the director of another sawmill, not far from Moscow.

Two days later, the same trade union bonze, again without looking up from his desk—as if I really were a nonentity to him—silently handed me a copy of a resolution of the union’s central committee. Thanking him, I went out into the corridor and read it: “On the basis of such-and-such regulations,  the decisions of the RKK and regional committee of the trade union concerning the complaint of Citizen Andreev are rescinded and he is granted the right to appeal to a people’s court with a complaint against the unjust action of the administration.”

I returned from Moscow in buoyant spirits. I had won my head-to-head battle on all counts. On my copy of the resolution was a stamp with the words “central committee” and “Moscow.” It stated that the action of the administration was illegal. What judge in the provinces could refuse me and go against those magic words? If the director did not pull something unexpected, my success was guaranteed.

Immediately after arriving home, I filed suit. The case came to court two weeks later. Legal counsel for the defense was an elderly lawyer from the fish trust, a kind and goodhearted fellow. While awaiting the court’s settlement of the case, we sat together in the corridor and talked about my trip, about Moscow, about my reception by the central committee’s legal counsel. The advocate sighed. “I have never seen such a blockhead,” he said of the director. “Stand firm, like a stump; you should win your case. How could I win, going up against a decision made in Moscow?”

The hearing lasted all of five minutes. The document from Moscow was incontrovertible. The decision of the court read: “The discharge was improper. Citizen Andreev shall be reinstated in his job, and the administration shall be obligated to pay his salary from the day of discharge because his absence was the fault of the administration.”

With the lawsuit resolved in my favor, the next day I went to the fish trust and delivered two papers to the head bookkeeper: the court’s decision and a request that I be released from employment. There was no sense in testing fate further. After this, it would have been risky for me to continue working for the fish trust.

The head bookkeeper disappeared into the director’s office for a long time. Then they summoned their legal counsel. Finally, the chief bookkeeper returned and whispered to me: “Another storm. He shouted, insisted on filing a complaint. Surely this undermined his authority, undermined discipline. You see what’s at stake here! We finally convinced him that we would just lose anyway and only waste more money.”

A half-hour later I received my back wages and signed the newly phrased order. Paragraph 1 read: “Bookkeeper Andreev reinstated in his job. Basis: Court decision.” And Paragraph 2: “Bookkeeper Andreev discharged from work at his initiative. Basis: His resignation request.” The secretary wrote what I demanded in my workbook: “Discharged at his own request.” I exchanged good-byes with my coworkers and left the fish trust forever.

At home I found a telegram awaiting me. Several days before my case came up, I had sent Neposedov a letter saying that life in this city was not to my liking and asking whether he had a job for me. Tearing open the telegram, I read: “Come at once. I will pay your way. Neposedov.” I smiled, thinking that under the Soviet system I could apparently work only for Neposedov. I went to the station to buy a ticket.




Neposedov’s Misadventures 

Neposedov and I greeted one another like old friends. He brought me to his apartment to rest up from the trip. He was still as explosive and restless as ever, but I noticed a change in his appearance. If he’d been thin before, now he was emaciated. Hollow cheeks, wrinkled brow—he looked five years older, as though he’d had a serious illness. I asked about the reason for this alteration. Pacing around the room, Neposedov related what he had been doing during the interim.

“At first, they designated me an employee for special assignments. I did not like trouble-shooting: today here, tomorrow there, like an errand boy. All the while I kept insisting that they give me my own responsibility, put me into production. And I got what I wanted, to my great misfortune—they gave me a task fit for a Goliath.

“They sent me to Noginsk to manage a brick works. I arrived and looked it over: the factory was fine, fully mechanized—a plum. So why was it fulfilling only 30-40 percent of its plan, and why was it as silent in there as the graveyard? What’s the matter, I inquired. No workers. Technical personnel were available, skilled workers as well, but there was no permanent force of unskilled workers to haul clay. Why not? Because, they said, the factory does not have money to pay wages. Utter nonsense, bricks are worth their weight in gold, and you do not have money? The reason, they answered, is very simple: We supply a carload of bricks according to the fixed price of 200 rubles; according to our plan it costs us 250, but in reality the cost is 500—600. Well, clearly the factory has nothing but debts. In debt to the bank, in debt to the central board, in debt to tens of other enterprises; and we ourselves have gone two to three months without wages. And you understand, they say this in such a hopeless tone, like a bunch of dead flies, that I explode. You aren’t worth a damn, yourselves! You’ve got to get to work instead of chasing butterflies; then there will be money. ‘You try,’ they say; ‘maybe you will succeed.’

“So I set myself to task. First, I had to get workers. I went to the regional soviet executive committee [Oblispolkom] and put on the pressure. They gave me two districts for recruiting. I mobilized my staff and threw them into recruiting, but the districts wouldn’t give us any workers. So I went to them myself, applied some pressure through the district Party committees, got the backing of the district soviet executive committees, and they referred me to some village soviets—but then the kolkhozes wouldn’t give us anyone either. Nothing could be done about it, they had no labor to spare. For a month I made the rounds of the kolkhozes, talked, grew hoarse, cussed, plied the chairmen with vodka, and extracted three or four workers from each. By hook or by crook I collected about a hundred workers. I bought their tickets myself and put them on the train. To prevent their running off along the route, I sent one of my own people along with each group. We did everything but wipe their noses for them!

“Well, now I’d brought people to the factory. But they had to be fed, and they hadn’t a kopeck on them. What was I going to feed them? Our dining room was closed, there wasn’t a coin in the cashbox, and we were overdrawn at the bank. What was I to do? I felt sorry for these people. They were half starved—what kind of workers would they be?

“I galloped off to Moscow, to the central board, to the people’s commissariat: save us; extend a hand! I got nowhere with them. ‘Our funds,’ they said, ‘are exhausted; we can give you no more credit. Try to find the resources locally, show initiative’—the usual runaround. I argued that this was impossible, that with such a gap between selling price and cost, the factory could not survive. ‘Fine,’ they said, ‘we will take this into account when composing next year’s plan and we’ll bring up the question in the people’s commissariat of raising the price of bricks and increasing your loans.’ They, as you know, look at things on an all-union scale; you can’t get through to them. And what would I do until next year?

“I could think of nothing else to do. The factory is a good one, but what headway can it make without funds? We ship out bricks, but the bank won’t leave us a kopeck for them; everything goes to pay off our loans. The sons of bitches won’t even allow us a wage exemption; they dispense as little as possible. And our debts are so huge that we would have to work about two years just to pay them off. What could we do? There was only one recourse: We’d have to sell bricks for cash on the side, skirting the bank.

“So we got by for three months. Bricks are a defitsitnyi12 item, so people grabbed them up. You sell a carload or two to some craftsmen’s artel, not at the fixed price, but for what they are worth; and then you pay off the workers  with a tenner each, and they are satisfied. And then, another two or three carloads sold on the side—and you survive another week.

“So we carried on. Carried on, and got burned. A son of a bitch of a bank inspector got wind of it, checked our shipments through railroad documents at the station, compared them with our records of shipments at the bank, and reported that we had disposed of about a hundred carloads on the side. What an uproar! It was against the law, a scandalous violation of financial discipline. We were in a real pickle! They handed the matter over to the public procurator. The director of the bank hauled me before the district Party committee for punishment. The committee chewed me out for illegal activities. My feathers were flying! Well, they were not attacking a docile fellow. I also raised such a stink that you could not tell who was the guilty party. How often, I asked, did I turn to you? And did you help me? I struggled so desperately, I did everything I possibly could to increase production. Would you lift a finger to help me? It didn’t matter how much I suffered, so long as your red tape wasn’t disturbed! And who do you think I did it for, anyway—do you really think I was trying to line my own pockets? In short, I got off with a tongue-lashing, on the condition that I sell no more bricks on the side.

“The affair was hushed up, but there was still no money at all. And although the workers in the barracks were under guard, they still ran away. And why wouldn’t they run off, with nothing to eat?

“So we rolled along for another three months, I’m not sure how, myself. You beg at the central board for a thousand or two; you bring it to the plant. It all disappears like water. I go to the bank, grapple with the director to the death—scratch out another thousand. They were stealing the bricks themselves: Someone would arrive from Moscow at night with a couple vehicles, quietly load them up, and take off, unseen by a single eye.

“I got completely worn out by such dealings, started having bouts of insomnia. I couldn’t sleep nights, thinking about the factory. As soon as I dozed off, some kind of demons would appear. I lost my appetite and walked around as if in a fog. Once I was going to Moscow in a taxi and suddenly I felt sick—nauseated, dizzy, weak all over. Well, I thought, I am sick, and I have to go to bed. As if that weren’t enough, there was a terrible gnawing feeling in my stomach, so awful that I could hardly stand it. What was this knot in my stomach, and what was causing it? I recalled that I hadn’t used the toilet in three days. Well, that was it—I was sick! I must go to the doctor. I told the driver, ‘Pal, take me to an internist, I’m not well.’

“We went to the doctor. I explained to him that my stomach hurt. I undressed, and he examined me, poked around, listened, and asked, ‘Have you  eaten today?’ No, I replied—not enough time. Besides, I have no appetite, I don’t feel like eating. ‘And you ate yesterday?’ I thought about it for a minute—no, I hadn’t eaten then, either. ‘And the day before?’ I got furious. Why are you asking me about what I ate days ago, when I have a stomachache now? If you can cure it, then do so. If not, I will go to another doctor. And he laughed heartily. ‘You,’ he said, ‘are as healthy as a bull; however, for the last few days you have apparently only been drinking a little tea. This is what’s causing your pain. You have an empty stomach—that’s all there is to it. Go and eat a hearty meal, and you will feel better right away. Maybe you don’t have enough money for dinner, and I’ll have to loan you some?’ he added, jokingly.

“From the doctor’s office I went directly to the people’s commissariat. Either get me out of this situation, I said, or in a month you will have to put me in a mental institution. They laughed too, the devils. ‘Ah,’ they said, ‘so the brick factory is too much even for you! Not one of our directors can last there for more than half a year.’ They let me go, I took a month’s vacation, and then they sent me here.”

We both laughed over the tale of Neposedov’s ailment.

“The hell with it, that brick factory,” Neposedev concluded his story. “That was in the past. Now this factory is a different matter. A picture! Here is the kind of operation that can really be developed. You are nodding off!” Neposedov had again come to life, and his eyes sparkled. “First-rate mechanization, modern, rapid frames. Here we’ll show them what a hundred blades can do! There is one catch, but we can manage. I just arrived two weeks ago. Tomorrow I will show you the factory and you can roll up your sleeves! Here, dear friend, you will never be bored. This is not your little burg in the steppe.”

“And what about raw materials?” I inquired, recalling the embarrassing debacle in which our previous efforts had ended. Neposedov disdainfully waved his hand: “Here we are rolling in raw materials. We are in a forested area, in the very heart of timbering operations. Don’t worry your head about raw materials.”

Forgetting that he had brought me there to rest, Neposedov got out a map of the region and set about showing me which districts were in our territory and would supply us with raw materials. We sat up until midnight, making plans for our future work.
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