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 MIKHAIL CHERNOV 
 
 Civil Engineer 
 M.S., Kiev Civil Engineering Institute, 1951 
  
 
 
BIRTH: 1920, Roumania 
 
SPOUSE: Lyuba B. Chernov 
   
  Married in 1945 
   
CHILDREN: Svetlana C. S., born 1946 
   
  Natalie C. P., born 1956 
   
   
PARENTS: Samuel C., 1888-1940 
   
  Rosa H. C., 1895-1983 
   
   
   
SIBLINGS:  
   
   
   
   
   
MATERNAL GRANDPARENTS: 
   
   
   
   
   
   
PATERNAL GRANDPARENTS: 
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NAME:  MIKHAIL 'CHERNOV' 

Date:  June 4, 1990 

Interviewer:  Elaine Snyderman 

Translator:  Henrietta Williams 

 

[His wife Lyuba is present.] 

 

 I was born in a well-to-do family in Akkerman in Ruma-

nia.  When I was one year old my family moved to Bolgrad, 

which was a center of Bulgarian colonists at that time.  My 

grandfather was the head of the Jewish community there.  

There were 1,500 Jews, out of 25,000 people.  At city hall 

all of the minority groups had a representative.  There was 

no antisemitism between the Bulgarians, Greeks, Jews and 

other nationalities.  There were many Bulgarian, German, 

Albanian, Moldavian, Gagausian, Ukrainian colonies in south 
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Bessarabia, between the rivers Danube, Prutt and Dniester.  

There were even a few agricultural Jewish colonies grouped 

around this 'New Jerusalem'.  Until 1940 it was a 

capitalist country here.   

 

 From 1933 we felt what was happening [the rise of 

Hitler] in Germany.  On June 28, 1940, Russians took a big 

chunk of Romania named Bessarabia, according to a pact with 

fascist Germany.  

 

 My father had graduated from school in Switzerland and 

he got his highest degree from a Commerical Academy in 

Belgium.  I was the only child.  I was in public school, 

gymnasium, and lyceum in Bolgrad.  We studied and spoke 

only Rumanian there.  Despite the rule that five percent 

was the limit on minority groups in Rumania, I managed to 

achieve a bachelor's degree, and entered this five percent 

at the University of Bucharest.  I was a student in my 

third year of training when, in June 1940, I came to 

Bessarabia to see my father who had fallen ill.  This time 

our town was suddenly occupied by the Soviet Army and I was 

not able to leave this place. 
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 My father was financially successful and the Russian 

government put him on a departure list to move to Siberia.  

He fell under a great deal of pressure in 1940 which has-

tened his death in December of that year.  He was fifty-two 

years old.  My mother and I were left alone and broken-

hearted.  I was not allowed to leave Bolgrad.  My mother 

had been a housewife all those years and she needed my 

help. 

 

 After my father died, I worked as a technician to 

repair roads.  My work was not physically hard.  Since 

Bessarabia became a part of the Soviet Union, I was sent 

into the Red Army to the western border where my 

engineering skills in road building and tunnel construction 

were needed. 

 

 I was eight miles away from the border when war 

started on June 22, 1941.  Very many people were killed 

right away because the artillery and bombing were so heavy. 

 

 I managed to get away from this hell and in July moved 

to the Ukraine, to Odessa, and worked on fortifications 

there.  In August, when the German army came toward Odessa, 
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we were moved by sea to the Northern Caucasus, the port of 

Novorossijsk.  By October 1941, I was one of those people 

assigned to a special engineering battalion of Army #56.  

We were working strictly with mines, one battalion for this 

whole army.  The majority of people from this battalion 

were killed because of danger and unsafe conditions. 

 

 What kept me going?  My love for life, my optimism.  

Fascists tried to burn antisemitism into the Russian Army.  

Before going into the attack, German bombers dropped flyers 

that said in Russian, "Kill the Jews."  I am sure that 

Russian deserters were in those planes with the Germans.  I 

wasn't worried about being harmed by the soldiers around me 

because they had the same fate that I had - death.  We 

needed each other.  Those of Russian origin, I trusted them 

more than other nationalities.   

 

 The anti-Semites used to say after the war, leading 

workers say you fought your war in Central Asia where 

everybody had been evacuated.  We are defending Tashkent 

instead of making war. 
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 Statistics say that before the war there were two 

million, four hundred thousand Jews that were registered in 

Russia [about half of them women].  Four hundred thousand 

of them were actually in newly occupied provinces from 

Poland, Romania and the Baltic.  They were occupied in the 

first days of the war.  So people were mostly killed in 

different concentration camps. 

 

 Five hundred thousand Jews fought at the front in the 

war.  Two hundred thousand were lost.  Three hundred thou-

sand survived.  The population in all of the Soviet Union 

was 178 million.  The remaining two million Jews were only 

1.12 percent of the population, but the highest honor, Hero 

of the Soviet Union, was earned by 11,000 soldiers and 

officers and 137 of them were Jewish, about two percent. 

 

 When I was getting ready to leave, OVIR, the agency 

that processes visas, did not permit me to leave the 

country without giving up my orders, my medals, and other 

military regalia.  I had to give up everything that I 

cherished. 
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 War made people realize that human abilities are far 

above those of animals.  Despite the fact that I worked in 

a special battalion, building temporary bridges after the 

others were destroyed, despite the fact that we didn't have 

enough food, that we were cold, standing in water in freez-

ing weather, I never got sick.  We lived in trenches, used 

hay and wore all the clothes we had to keep warm, went 

without bathing.  There were kitchens on wheels.  If they 

could get us at the front line, we could get a cup of hot 

soup.  Otherwise we ate frozen bread. 

 

 Four Jewish people had made decisive changes in 1943.  

General Vannikov was a minister who designed new weapons 

for the army.  New weapons and tanks made a difference.  

Isaac Zaltsman produced new T-34 tanks.  New kinds of 

planes were produced by Rubinchik.  General Jacob Grigorich 

Krazer saved Stalingrad.  Until that time the Russians had 

been retreating and the Germans advancing.  Now the 

situation was reversing. 

 

 In 1942 I went to Stalingrad.  I was an assistant 

commander of the technical and engineering forces.  I car-

ried weapons and participated in the battle with the army.  
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We were training people how to cross the mine fields.  When 

retreating, you plant the mines, when you go forward you 

remove them. 

 

 In January 1943, I suffered a contusion when a mine 

exploded.  Then I became frozen and got pneumonia.  Three 

of my comrades died.  I was ten feet from the explosion, 

standing in a crater made by a previous explosion.  It was 

a miracle I survived.  I spent four months in a mobile 

hospital.  There were many nice people there.  The hospital 

was chiefed by a Jewish doctor, Voronov.  I received blood 

transfusions.  After I developed pneumonia, I was in such 

poor condition that tuberculosis started.  After I 

improved, the medical committee decided I could not return 

to the front.  It was now April 1943.   

 

 I was sent to Baku, the captial of Azerbaijan, then to 

Dushanbe, capital of Tadjikistan in Central Asia.  I was 

working in a weapons factory by the Amu-Darya (wild Water) 

river at the Afghan-Tadjikistan border.  On the opposite 

side of the river was a 50,000 person Army of Buchara 

Prince, waiting to recover their territory from the 

Soviets.  They made persistent raids on our frontier post 
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and killed many people.  During the day we worked in the 

weapons factory.  At night we guarded the border to prevent 

people from invading.  There were individual incidents but 

no open war.  There was no reporting about these incidents 

anywhere. 

 

 In the last year of the war I was sent to the Kara-Kum 

desert to build a new factory.  A special cotton grew in 

the fields that was used for explosives.  Even though the 

war was winding down we were building new factories, 

probably because of concern about Japan.  Germany was no 

longer a threat.  We were building five identical factories 

at the same time in this place.  The cotton was also used 

for other purposes such as clothing.   

 

 On May 5, 1945 we knew the war was over.  The treaty 

with Germany was signed on May 9.  Our happiness was over-

whelming.  For all the poor, hungry, suffering people, it 

was joyful.  At the end of the war they tried to take ex-

perts to rebuild the cities and factories.  In 1945 I was 

sent to the border town called Kiliya, on the Danube river, 

near Romania, to rebuild a grain processing factory.  
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 At the building in the Kara-Kum desert in 1944, Lyuba 

and I met.  We were married in 1945 after the end of the 

war.  Lyuba had no dress for the marriage.  It was a small 

wedding.  She had been evacuated there. 

 

 Before the war, anti-Semitism wasn't very strong.  The 

Germans left it behind.  [For that reason] it was important 

to me to marry somebody Jewish.  The last time I had seen 

my mother was in 1940.  I didn't see her again until 1944.  

My mother was with her sister and her family and they also 

were evacuated to Central Asia. 

 

 Everything had been destroyed during the war when the 

Germans retreated.  As supervisor of this rebuilding I had 

control over all the materials, including the grain, wood, 

metal and other supplies.  There were people who worked for 

the KGB who wanted to get hold of some of this free for 

their personal use.  When I wouldn't cooperate by giving 

them what they wanted, they began to make trouble for me.  

At that time a cousin of mine was put in prison in Siberia 

by Stalin (he was there a total of fifteen years) for 

undermining the Soviet system, for Trotskyism.  At that 

time if you had a relative in prison for political 
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dissension you could lose your job and perhaps be sent to 

prison also. 

 

 The year 1945 produced a tremendous grain harvest.  

The reason the government insisted that people build those 

huge grain process factories quickly was to fill them with 

grain before the grain would spoil.  People were working 

twentyfour hours a day.  The KGB pressured them to work 

overtime.  From 1945 to 1956 Lyuba and I both worked in 

construction.  I was in charge of a construction site and 

she was in charge of an engineering planning department. 

 

 Because of the inefficiency in the delivery of certain 

construction materials the whole mood of the construction 

work became unbearable, and heated up to the highest 

degree.  We got everything we wanted with great difficulty 

but we got it, even if it came late.  Time was of the 

essence.  Under regular circumstances the construction 

would have taken two years.  We were forced to make the 

commitment to finish it up in eight months.  The weather 

was not the greatest.  We worked near the Danube River.  

Because we didn't have enough stones and construction 
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materials to build the base, we took apart an old fortress 

for the materials. 

 

 I was under terrible stress because the KGB didn't 

trust me personally because of my cousin, who was a 

Trotskyite.  We had no right to write to each other. 

 

 Because of tremendous pressure, the people I worked 

with built a temporary gallery to the Danube River, a sort 

of wooden bridge, because time didn't allow us to build 

something more substantial.  I tried my best because we 

desperately needed it to move grain from the factories to 

ships. 

 

 One night a large truck loaded with grain, from the 

Fourth Ukrainian Army, broke one of the supports of the 

wooden bridge and the KGB blamed me.  They said I was like 

my cousin - that I did it on purpose.  Prison threatened 

me, but the man in charge of a huge construction site in 

Kiev, who had been my supervisor and knew me, went through 

high channels to clear my name.  But after that I was not 

allowed to leave Kiliya until I finished the construction 

in 1947.  In 1947 I was sent to Ismail also in the Ukraine, 

https://collections.ushmm.org 
Contact reference@ushmm.org for further information about this collection



 Mikhail 'Chernov' 
 

 

 
 

J C C /W A  

 13 

on the Danube River in the Odeska province.  Ismail was the 

same in terms of stress and I had to finish a grain 

processing factory there as well.  In 1949 I was sent to 

Kiev.  Again I worked on construction of the same type of 

factory.  In 1949 in Kiev, after having a career in 

construction for so long, we were finally faced with the 

very uncomfortable thought that neither my wife nor I had 

completed our degrees.  After working so many years on 

construction sites and being in high positions in charge of 

other people, both of us due to different circumstances 

were not able to finish college before the war. 

 

 In 1951 both of us joined Higher Engineering courses 

which prepare engineers for the coal industry.  But Jews 

were not permitted.  We brought all our papers in and 

wanted to take the exams but were not allowed to do so.  At 

the last minute after we went to the highest officials, we 

finally got permission to do so - but in one day!  All six 

exams in one day! 

 

 Both of us took the exams and passed with success.  

This was done through the Kiev Civil Engineering Institute.  

We were the only two Jewish students - no one else.  Both 
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of us graduated from this university with honors.  It gave 

us an engineering license.  Without it we could not reach 

certain levels. 

 

 Because we graduated with honors, we had the right to 

choose where we were to go.  We were given five places.  

Three of them were very far north - by the glacial 

ocean - in Siberia, and the fifth in Asia.  We decided to 

go to Asia simply because we didn't have winter clothes.  

So we found ourselves near the border with China.  There I 

became the chief engineer of coal mine construction.  After 

two years near the Chinese border, we moved to Tashkent, 

the largest city in Asia.  There was a huge construction of 

many places in Asia. 

 

 In Tashkent I worked again in coal mining.  I was in 

charge of a production project.  In this specific project 

there were 40,000 Japanese soldiers - prisoners of war with 

Colonel Kato, chief of political workers of [Cvantun] Army. 

 

 There were some Jews there because during the war 

there were a lot of people brought in from different places 

in the Soviet Union to Tashkent and Asia.  There still were 
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some people sort of left over who did not have a chance to 

go back home, or some just stayed.  I left Tashkent because 

my superiors in Moscow asked me to return to Kiev to 

continue to work. 

 

 My mother lived in Kiev with our older daughter.  They 

missed us so much.  Our daughter was only ten years old 

when we returned.  If all of us had moved to the places we 

went - in Asia - we would have lost our apartment.  When we 

came back we would have had no place to live.  We came back 

to Kiev but regretted it because we were faced with serious 

anti-Semitism.  This was left over from the Second World 

War.  We were not treated like other citizens, we were 

avoided.  By the way, we were not treated like that in 

Asia. 

 

 Anti-Semitism was so strong in 1952, Jewish children 

were not able to get into any universities or institutes in 

Kiev at all.  Just before the "Doctors' Plot"...  That 

forced young Jewish people to go to Siberia or to all those 

places where they still had a chance to get into universi-

ties.  They had to go somewhere very far away to be able to 

get higher education.   
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 When we came to Kiev it was very hard for us to find a 

job despite our excellent diplomas and greater experience.  

The tone was, you don't get a job... you don't get a promo-

tion even if your work is excellent.  I thought that was 

the same notion in 1985.  I went back to the same kind of 

work, building grain process factories.  In Kiev they 

needed me - they needed my skills.  I would have liked to 

go back to Tashkent.  There were much better conditions for 

Jews there.  I just wanted to work where your passport with 

the nationality didn't have to be so important.  In Kiev, 

without a job you cannot get permission to live.  Without 

permission to live in certain cities you can't get a job, 

so you cannot decide yourself where to live. 

 

 I worked [with grain processing factories] for twenty-

seven years in the same Republican Unification project as a 

technical leader for construction sites all over the 

Ukraine, but based in Kiev.  My wife was working also at 

the Kiev Project Institute.  She was in charge of a big 

construction bureau.  Despite the fact that we were 

financially all right - we were never hungry - we could not 

allow ourselves any luxuries. 
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 We were concerned with the label of being called Zion-

ists.  We were very cautious.  We did not express any Jew-

ishness at all. 

 

 We first tried to leave the Soviet Union in 1979 but 

could not.  The doors were closed.  They didn't even reply 

to us.  All those who did try to apply for a visa, OVIR 

informed their workplace and they lost their jobs.  As soon 

as was possible, in six months my family drew up our docu-

ments for departure.  We could take two suitcases per per-

son, and $141 cash.  That was our whole estate.  We passed 

through Czechoslovakia, Austria, Italy over two-and-a-half 

months, and arrived at last in America where in November 

1989, we started our new life. 

 

 First, I want to say that not everyone should come to 

America.  Not everybody is ready to withstand the difficul-

ties here.  Second, those who are ready for emancipation, 

and to find a job and try hard to be skillful should come.  

Third, you have to get the children ready in English so 

they'll be on the same level as the other children.  It's 

crucial.  Our granddaughter in 6th grade has nothing to do 
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because the math they're doing is taught in the 4th grade 

in the Soviet Union.  You have to prepare children for 

that.  But they have to have good English and a good 

profession. 

 

 Russia has a lot of shortcomings, but music, litera-

ture, poetry, art - it'd be a sin to let that go. 

 

 * * * * * 
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From Russian Military Encyclopedia (get exact title) 

 

Contributions of Jewish military heroes. 

 

p. 246 Dovator, Lev Mikhaylovich (1903-1941) 

p. 253 Dragunskiy, David Abramovich (1910-) 

p. 818 Erenburg, Il'ya Grigor'yevich (1891-1967) 

p. 207 Ginzburg, Semyon Zakharovich (1897-) 

p. 222 Grechko, Andrey Antonovich (1903-1976) 

p. 303 Ioffe, Abram Fyodorovich (1880-1960) 

p. 371 Kosberg, Semyon Ariyevich (1903-1965) 

p. 373 Kotlyar, Leontiy Zakharovich (1901-1953) 

p. 380* Kreyzer, Yakov Grigor'yevich (1905-1969) 

p. 390 Kunikov, Tsezar' L'vovich (1909-1943) 

p. 398 Levitan, Yuriy Borisovich (1914-1983) 

p. 608 Reyter, Maks Andreyevich (1886-1950) 

p. 623* Rubinchik, Yefim Emmanuilovich (1903-) 

p. 653 Sirota, Naum Abramovich (1900-) 

p. 120* Vannikov, Boris L'vovich (1897-1962) 

p. 138 Vovsi, Miron (Meyer) Semyonovich (1897-1960) 

p. 277* Zal'tsman, Isaak Moiseyevich (1905-) 

p. 287 Zel'dovich, Yakov Borisovich (1914-) 
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photo of headquarters of 57th army 
Kreyzer is mentioned. 
 
56th army. 
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