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Author’s Note

Readers may wonder, quite justifiably, how much of this book is truth, and how much is fiction. The answer is that there is no fiction at all: I do not have enough imagination for it.

The only liberty I have permitted myself is to change some names: not the names of my fellow-prisoners in the Small Zone, nor the names of our tormentors, but the names of those who sympathised with us and helped us secretly. The reason is obvious: to protect them from reprisals. Therefore, I have changed the names of almost all the criminal prisoners, the warders and some of the officers. In a number of instances I have also altered the sequence of events, to prevent the KGB from working out how, despite all their efforts, we managed to maintain contact with the world outside the camp. In making these small changes I have taken great care not to distort, in any way, the true picture of our camp existence. It remains for me to offer my sincere apologies to the many thousands of victims of Soviet women’s camps for omitting from this book so many other events due to limitations of space. And finally, to offer my deepest gratitude to those people who, although not mentioned in this book, helped me to survive everything, regain my freedom, and, therefore, to write my testimony.

I.R.


Poems

 Don’t attempt to coerce

I see a household cat in my despairing

A clumsy saw

So tomorrow, our little ship, Small Zone

I sit on the floor, leaning against the radiator

When you comb your hair, the forgotten lock
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1

So here I am, riding along in a black Volga. They said that they are taking me home. For good. A ‘clean’ release. They have even returned my passport without any entry about my criminal record. And to cap it all, they even offered generously to drive me home – in a KGB car. What can all this mean? I sit in the car, trying to gather my wits. They are watching me, so I must not show any sign of confusion, any emotion at all. The reflexes evolved during four years of imprisonment function automatically – never trust them! Never drop your guard!

The KGB man sitting beside me makes small talk. Of course, he knows exactly what is going on, whether I am really being released or whether this is just another exercise in psychological pressure. As yet, I am not privy to his knowledge. I will not know for another half hour. There are plenty of reasons for my doubts: after all, did they not tell me, three months ago, when I was taken away from the Mordovian labour camp, that I was going home? Yet instead of home, I was brought under guard to the KGB prison in Kiev. ‘So, you’ve come to be released, Irina Borisovna?’fn1 they said to me upon arrival. ‘But you still have three years of camp and five of exile to serve. Now, if you were to write a clemency plea, who knows what might happen …?’

I remember how furious I felt at that moment – not with them, but with myself. For two whole days I had travelled on a special transport believing that I was going home. Home to Igor, home to Mama, home to our dog, Ladushka …

What a gullible fool! Just as well I did not let them see at the time that I believed them: gave no start of surprise, maintained a stony face and a steady voice – the Stanislavsky method of acting par excellence. So their psychological gambit did not pay off. They got no pleas for clemency out of me. Nor will this latest trick, if it is a trick, gain them anything. But maybe, just maybe, this time it is for real. After all, is it likely that they would try the same deception twice? On the other hand, they do so many idiotic things.

Don’t think about it! Look, instead, at the falling leaves outside: yellow, red: it’s October. My fifth October as a prisoner – can it be the last? Don’t think! Listen to what the KGB man is saying … What on earth is he on about? About radical changes in the education system. Fine. Respond in top form: discuss language study, physics, maths. And indeed, some changes would not come amiss, the existing system is useless. But what direction should those changes take? Ah, there’s the rub!

We move on to the weather: green grass, blue skies. A black Volga. But where is the prison grey to which I have become so accustomed? Here it is, right beside me – my prison uniform. Strange that they did not take it away as they usually do before releasing a prisoner … Stop thinking about that!

Let’s talk about literature. Don’t you think Bulgakov is a wonderful writer? Yes, he did live in Kiev, his house is on the Andreyevsky Incline. Lovely place, Kiev, by any standards. No, I can’t say I like Boroday’s contemporary sculpture: a big statue is not necessarily a beautiful one. You don’t care for it either? What an amazing likeness in tastes – and between whom! We laugh a little.

The car window is open a crack and, oh, the smells, the heady smells. Forbidden smells, free ones: that one, now, that’s freshly cut grass. And this one – almost like mushrooms, or maybe it’s just damp earth? Here’s a familiar one – petrol. Pull yourself together! Remember, you’re travelling under guard, even if it is for the last time. I wonder what the driver is thinking about?

As if on cue, he joins in the conversation. We discuss Gorbachev’s anti-alcohol campaign and the clandestine ‘moonshine’ industry which flourishes alongside it:

Moonshine liquor, moonshine liquor,

We’ll just have to make you quicker!

The driver introduces a historical note: this is not a new ditty, he tells us, it dates back to Khrushchev’s time. History repeats itself … We laugh again. Isn’t this trip fun? And what’s that building over there? Oh, that’s a new one, Irina Borisovna, it was built when you were no longer here. Brief silence. We pass a young couple, arms entwined around each other, but too quickly to see their faces.

The driver makes no unnecessary detours: here is our street, Vernadsky Prospekt. Just a few blocks from home now … Anyone can stop their hands from shaking if they try … Well, almost anyone. Heartbeat and pulse are harder to control, but controlled they must be – I’m as thin as a rail, you can see the tremor of the smallest vein in my neck. The best thing to do at such a time is to start playing Tchaikovsky’s First Piano Concerto in your head, that makes everything inside slow down. There, that’s better. Now everything is as it should be. Well, comrades, what next?

They open the door for me.

‘Here, Irina Borisovna, let me help you with that bag … On which floor is your flat?’

Good heavens, on which floor is it? I can remember the address and telephone number – those I have given to so many people at so many times. But the floor? A blank …

‘The fifth,’ I say suddenly, the words floating up out of my subconscious. And the fifth it is. Our door, the doorbell, Ladushka barking inside. What if there is nobody home? I don’t have a key! Still, maybe KGB men always carry something that will open any door.

‘Who’s there?’ That is Mama’s voice. She is really Igor’s mother, but I have called her Mama ever since they arrested me. From the time I sat in the court-room and heard her frantic cry in the corridor: ‘Let me in! My daughter is in there!’

Of course, they did not let her in. They did not let anybody in. But from that moment, I became a daughter to her, and she became a mother to me.

‘Who’s there?’

What should I say? ‘Ira’? Or should I call out a warning: ‘House search!’ After all, I still do not know for sure why they have brought me here.

‘Ira.’

Our hallway, with familiar clay dishes decorating the walls. The smell of home. Ladushka jumps around, barking. Either she has forgotten me – four years is a long time – or the strange man is upsetting her.

Mama stands there, frozen in shock.

‘For good?’ she manages finally.

‘For good,’ I tell her.

Only now does she let herself burst into tears. My nieces peer out of their room: slim, and so much older than I remember … They were such tiny creatures when I was taken away, the youngest had not even started to talk. They are silent now, too, watching me with big, round eyes. In any case, there is enough confusion around without their adding to it.

Mama keeps crying and hugging me, I mutter something in response. This is just the moment for my escort to depart if I am really going to be left here. On the other hand, how is he to take me if not? The driver did not come up with us, and a KGB escort always consists of at least two. Moreover, it would be rather beneath his dignity to drag me out of the house by force, he is a KGB general, no less. Well, let events take their own course.

‘Thank you for the lift,’ I say in the manner of a social hostess. ‘Would you like a cup of coffee?’

He responds in the same vein. ‘Thank you, no. I don’t want to be in your way.’

He really leaves. I hope that a few transgressions will be forgiven him, come Judgment Day, for declining that cup of coffee. There follows a confused telephone conversation with Igor. He’s leaving work straight away and rushing home, right across town. And I sit in something soft, nursing the receiver against my cheek, even though it is now silent. Now I can let myself go. Mama is fussing around in the kitchen, I ought to go and offer to help. What a silly thought – help. How can I possibly help when I have forgotten even simple household tasks, cannot even remember where everything is kept? Still, I ought to go there, be beside her. Instead, I wander over to the mirror. Well, Madam, how do you like what you see? Mirrors are not permitted in prison. In the last three months I have only seen my reflection once, in an open mirror door of one of the prison offices. A thin, close-cropped urchin looks back at me now, with very dark eyes.

What of it, that I offered a KGB man a cup of coffee? I am the victor, not he! Igor will be here any moment, then a horde of friends, and I shall be able to look them in the eye without flinching: everything is in order, there has been nothing in these four years of which I need to feel ashamed.

I will tell them everything, I think, not knowing yet how difficult that is, to tell everything: how you want to leave out all that was so terrible, and dwell only on the funny moments! Even now, as I sit down to write this book, a small voice whispers at the back of my mind: leave it, forget about it, enough is enough! But I will remember. I know what must be done.


2

For seven months now, I have been living like a queen: doors are flung open before me wherever I go – into cells, interrogation rooms, the court-room … Other hands close these doors behind me, too. Not that I do much walking these days, just the odd stretch now and then along some corridor. Still, I maintain the correct regal bearing. Mostly I am driven from place to place. An impressive number of people are employed in ‘serving’ me: just to get a pencil sharpened I summon a junior officer of the guard. Should the Queen desire to have a fresh pair of socks issued out of her personal effects, any number of minions must spring into action, including the prison governor (he has to sign all paperwork, and Her Majesty’s demand for socks must, of course, be duly recorded). The prison in which I am being held is called the Isolation-Interrogative Prison of the KGB, but during the Second World War, under German occupation, it was used by the Gestapo. Here, for the very first time in my life, I have a room all to myself. It is even furnished with a steel cot, a small night-table, and a slop-bucket which serves as a lavatory. All the Queen’s papers, in view of their importance to the state, are regularly scrutinised by ‘competent persons’. For this very reason, my first collection of poems written in prison is not committed to paper, but has been memorised painstakingly, word for word. In principle, heads are also subject to scrutiny in this place, but the principle has not been enforced in my case because of my very decisive ‘veto’. This privilege was not easily won, and gives me the right to walk proudly. Make the best of it, gentlemen: such is my royal will.

Today I am leaving my Kiev residence for one in Mordovia. Today is the start of my journey to labour camp, a van will deliver me to the station in an hour’s time. All my papers, I have been told, will be sent on separately ‘so that you won’t have to cart them around yourself’. The papers in question are my sentence, my appeal against it, my statement at my trial, my notes concerning the official record of the trial, and poems by Tyutchev, Pushkin, Shevchenko, Lermontov and Zhukovsky, copied out of books from the prison library. Oh, well, I would probably not get a chance to read them during transportation to the camp. I feel a slightly feverish exhilaration, as always before a journey. Of course, I know full well that this will be no ordinary trip: guard dogs, yelling guards armed with machine-guns, the stuffiness and oppression of Stolypinfn1 railway cars, the stench of transit prisons … Nevertheless, my spirits are high: these first seven months have not passed too badly. They did not get so much as a word out of me under interrogation, I did not make a single plea to my captors, all they got out of me was the statement I made at my trial and a flat refusal to take any part in the proceedings. Quite an acceptable beginning for a political prisoner. Now comes the next step – transportation to the camp. My services to the Motherland have received the highest accolade: seven years of strict regime camps to be followed by five years of internal exile.

The sentence came as a twenty-ninth birthday present. But I got another present on that day: Igor was summoned as a witness to my trial. From the doorway, he called out to me: ‘Hold steady, darling, I love you!’ And then, turning to the judges, he told them exactly what he thought of them and their proceedings. Among other things, he threw at them that I am a member of International PEN (news to me!) and then, just before they managed to hustle him out, one last look at me. Tell me, dear comrade-judges, has anyone ever looked at you like that? Or at you, my warder-escort? Or at you, Prison Governor Petrunya? No, of course they haven’t. And that is why you cannot understand how I can face the journey to the camp with a smile.

They issue me rations for the journey: half a loaf of black bread and some herring. From my former reading of samizdatfn2, I know that this means twenty-four hours of travel before the first transit stop. Eating the herring is inadvisable, because it makes you terribly thirsty, and there will be nothing to drink. Thank you, Alexander Solzhenitsyn, for your priceless counsels! Who can say whether Igor and I would have had the presence of mind to burn all letters and addresses while the KGB hammered on our doors, had we not read your works? Or would I have been able to summon sufficient control not to bat an eyelid when they stripped me naked in prison? Without you, would I have grasped that cardinal principle for all prisoners of conscience: ‘Never believe them, never fear them, never ask them for anything’? Thanks to you, even such trivia as the business with the herring is known to me in advance. A zek’sfn3 light body, a zek’s light bundle … The carriage is waiting, a Black Maria. Oh, well! It’s April. The journey lies before me. The van is brought right up to the railway carriage, so you step straight from one into the other. A guard-dog barks frenziedly somewhere below: yes, I have read about all this. Here they are, the crowded Stolypin compartments. A welter of female bodies and faces penned up in a wire enclosure measuring three cubic metres. How many prisoners can there be in here, crammed in on two tiers? About fifteen? The next such ‘cage’ is full of men. A clamour goes up as they see me.

‘Look, here’s a young one!’

‘Hey, sweetheart, where are you headed for?’

‘Girlie, look at me!’

Someone proffers a sweet through the wire mesh. The guard lashes out, the sweet falls to the floor and the hand is hastily withdrawn – it lacks several fingers and is covered with tattoos. The sun sets behind the hills. We all look each other over, smiling.

‘No talking!’

We continue to exchange smiles. They are zeks, and so am I. Later, when the train gets under way and the guard is replaced by a less obnoxious one, they get him to pass me another sweet, and I reciprocate with a pack of cigarettes (I knew these must be bought before the journey, whether one smokes or not). Soon, I learn my first word of ‘zek-speak’: a ‘warmer’. A ‘warmer’ is the acquisition of something not officially permitted, such as our exchange of a sweet for cigarettes. The first, obvious interpretation of this word strikes me immediately – something to warm the heart. A further interpretation was to come some six months later: when you eat, you feel the cold less than when you are hungry. So a ‘warmer’ can, quite literally, be calories …

I have an enclosure all to myself. According to the regulations, especially dangerous state criminals must not be allowed to mingle with other prisoners and exercise a bad influence on them. Who knows, ordinary criminals might just take it into their heads to stop stealing and robbing, and take to writing poetry! Or, worse still, start coming out in support of that traitor, Sakharov. In reality, however, what price isolation, when every compartment consists of three walls and a wire-mesh front? It is relatively easy, with a bit of dexterity, to pass notes through the wire from one enclosure to another, up and down the length of the carriage. And every word can be clearly heard.

‘Hey, Number One, why are you travelling alone?’

Number One – that’s me, because it is the number of my enclosure, right at one end of the carriage.

‘I’m a “political”.’

‘Go on! Was it you, then, who took a shot at Andropov?’

‘Why, has someone taken a shot at him?’

This is news to me. I was allowed no newspapers in the KGB prison and, anyway, this is not something that would have been mentioned in the press. I went into prison under Brezhnev, and only learned from the prosecutor’s speech at my trial that we were now ruled ‘by comrade Andropov himself’.

‘You bet they did, but missed, worse luck.’

‘No they didn’t, he was hit in the knee.’ This is another enclosure joining in.

‘No, I’m here because of my poems.’

‘How’s that? Your poems against the government, were they?’

‘No, independent of the government, so they took offence.’

‘About God, eh?’

‘About God, too.’

‘Yeah, they wouldn’t like that. Say, how about reciting some of them? Remember them, don’t you?’

How could I forget? I recite the poem I dedicated to Sakharov:

Don’t attempt to coerce,

If a boy flies the nest and bereaves you –

Write it off as a loss, you exemplary homeland and nurse!

You are quick to forget how to bless your own son as he leaves you,

And instead you have learned the cruel art of pronouncing a curse!

What you put in your bread –

So that no one looks elsewhere for savour,

How you loose on the trail your swift dogs and their practical art,

And poverty, jail and the nightmare asylum for ever –

Cease to harp on those strings.

We have studied and learned them by heart.

Those with wide-spreading wings,

Who from birth have been stubborn and awkward –

Don’t attempt to coerce, using bribes or the menacing word –

We’re not reached by such things.

We leave and go onward and onward …

People say that a shot in the back simply cannot be heard.

They are all quiet, listening. Heavens, what do they make of it? These are common criminals, half of them would not have so much as read a book in their lives. On the other hand, maybe they are not all like that: how varied are the people who have passed through our prisons! These listen avidly.

‘No talking!’

I fall silent without demur: it is wiser to wait until the early vigilance of our guards loses its edge. This won’t take long. Some ten minutes later, a voice calls out: ‘Number One, you write it out and pass it along to us in Number Six, okay? What’s your name?’

‘Ira.’

‘Start writing, Irinka!’

Generally speaking, writing is a bit risky. Under Soviet law it qualifies as ‘dissemination of slanderous documentation in poetic form’. Discovery can lead to the institution of new criminal proceedings. On the other hand, I have no intention of spending the next seven years in camp cowering in silence like a frightened mouse. That would be playing right into the hands of the KGB, whose aim was to make me fear giving my poems to anyone. As for my travelling companions – well, they are human, too, criminals or not, and I am not the Almighty to sit in judgment on them. For better or for worse, they are my people, just as the young guard in his military uniform is, too. No, I shall not stoop to self-censorship!

Writing is difficult, though, because the train jerks and words jump on the paper. Better wait until the train stops. What should I write, so that they will all understand? I know – the one about the prison gnome. And something light-hearted – say, the poem about the flying cat. And the one about the old lady, who waits for the return of her son. The next halt is a long one, and I cover a double sheet of paper ripped out of an exercise book.

‘Girls, pass this on to Number Six, will you?’

‘How about something for us?’

‘You can have this when they finish reading it. I can’t write it all out ten times!’

‘Is it all right if we copy it out for ourselves?’

‘Of course. But you could get into trouble if the guards find it.’

‘Bugger-all is what they’ll find.’

‘Another word out of any of you, and nobody will be allowed out to the toilet until tomorrow!’

This last remark is from the guard. The threat is a weighty one. What are you supposed to do if they don’t let you out of the pen to use the toilet? Moreover, trips to the toilet are regarded by the guards as a nuisance: one of them stands watch outside the lavatory, one plays sentry in the passageway, and a third must open every enclosure in turn and escort the prisoners to the toilet and back, one by one. So from the point of view of the guards, the fewer trips there are to the toilet, the better, and toilet detail is kept to a minimum, driving the prisoners to desperation. The men occasionally cannot hold out and urinate into plastic bags, if there are any around, or into their boots. The women weep and wail, but hang on. However, this fair-haired youngster is clearly not one of the nasty ones, and has issued his threat simply to restore order. The women in Number Three sense this immediately: ‘Hey, there, my fair little soldier-boy. Why are you so cross, eh? Come here and I’ll give you a kiss!’

‘Behave, will you.’

‘But I’m not misbehaving, am I? I’ll just give you one kiss, and it will make your whiskers grow like anything. Do you want fair whiskers, or ginger ones?’

‘That’s enough of your chattering, you hear?’

‘Oh well, if you don’t want us to talk, we’ll sing you a song. Come on, girls, all together now:

Valentina Tereshkova

Stupid bloody fool

Went to suck milk from a cow

But got under a bull …’

‘Watch it, girls, don’t try my patience too far.’

‘We’ll try you, all right, and get a bun in the oven. All the better, it means we’ll get out come the next amnesty.’

‘Yes, we’ll have nice little fair-haired girls out of you!’

‘Shut up, will you! The convoy commander will be coming through any minute now!’

This appeal works, for the prisoners know that the young guard could get into trouble for talking to them. Everyone quietens down. In any case, it must be time to bed down now: they loaded us on to the train in the evening, and how much has happened since then! It would be interesting to know what the time is. This interest is purely academic: prisoners are not allowed to have watches or clocks. You are wakened when necessary, and taken where necessary. How strangely reality narrows in prison. I know nothing: not where I will be tomorrow, not the direction in which I am travelling, nor what is going on there, in the outside world. I don’t even know anything about Igor, whether he has been arrested or not. A month has passed since my trial, and we have not been allowed to exchange letters or see each other in that time. Where is he now? Probably getting ready to go to sleep, too – but where? On our folding couch at home, or on a plank bed in prison? Sleep, my dear one. May the Lord give you strength.
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