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00 00 (Your full name, date and place of birth) Valentin: My surname is 

RabinOvich, or RabInovich, as they say here in Canada. My first and second 
names are Valentin Isaakovich. My father’s name was Isaak Rabinovich. 00 
23 

 
00 23 My mother’s name was Perelman, Hanya Moiseevna. I was born in Riga, in 

the Russian Soviet Embassy where my father worked as an import operations 
manager. At that time importing was going through Riga, the only place 
where purchasing in Europe was possible for the starving country. 00 55 

 
00 55  When I was 8 months old my father had an argument with the ambassador, 

who at that time was called a “Polpred” – a political representative of the 
Soviet Union in Latvia, who was a big friend of Trotsky’s. 01 17 

 
01 17 My dad had an argument with him resulting in my father’s transfer… the 

ambassador – the political representative said: “It’s me or Rabinovich”. They 
decided that would be him. He remained at his post while my father was 
recalled to Moscow. 01 34 

 
01 34 That’s where I lived all my childhood and youth years until the fall of 1940, 

when after graduation from high school I was drafted. At that time the Soviet 
government issued an order… in view of the necessity of preparation for the 
war and due to the fact that there was shortage in the number of platoon 
commanders…02 08 

 
02 08 … in the army because Stalin did away with the top commanders which meant 

that generals came to occupy marshals’ positions, colonels came to occupy 
generals’ positions, lieutenant colonels replaced colonels, and majors replaced 
lieutenant colonels, further on captains, senior lieutenants, lieutenants, and 
finally sublieutenants’ positions were vacant. 02 30 

 
02 30 So in order to train platoon commanders the decision was made that training 

companies and training batteries, as well as training flotillas and training 
squadrons be organized in the army, and first of all in the Leningrad Military 
District – because of the recent Finnish war and the combat experience, 
although it was a very sad combat experience. 03 01 

 
03 01 And that’s how I was sent to a training battery in Leningrad anti-aircraft 

artillery corps which was to occupy positions both in and out of the city of 
Leningrad in order to fight against the enemy aviation. 03 32 

 
03 23 The enemy… it was absolutely clear that the enemy was Germany and that 

the war was imminent. Two weeks before the war my Moscow friends 
informed me that everyone in Moscow was talking about the war beginnig in 2 
weeks. 03 43 

 
03 43 Later on they started saying that the invasion was unexpected. That’s a real 

crap. In fact everyone realized what was going to be. I was very lucky in that 
the Leningrad Front was only partially demobilized, while the sergeant 
personnel was the old one which was during the Finnish war. 04 08 
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04 08 In the anti-aircraft artillery the personnel consisted of students of the 
Institute of Mines and the Ship-Building Institute, which were very good 
Leningrad institutes. Those were “our guys” (chuckling) like ourselves, high-
school graduates, we were on very good terms and we got an excellent 
training. 04 33 

 
04 33 They gave us a really good training. Some of the classes were stupid though, 

like jogging or hiking in full marching order which only made sense for 
infantry, while the anti-aircraft artillery was truck driven and didn’t need it at 
all. 04 50 

 
04 50 Nonetheless they didn’t bother us too much with that stuff and the marching 

exercises. My regiment commander was very smart. He had been in combat 
in China and Mongolia, fighting against Japanese airplanes. 05 05 

 
05 05 He was an experienced career officer. Therefore 3 months after the war 

began he was promoted from a major to a lieutenant general, a commander 
of Leningrad anti-aircraft defence corps.05 20 

 
05 20 His name was Ryzhkov, a very good man, a very cultured man. His mistress 

was an opera singer, one of the leading Leningrad singers. He was a cultured 
man.     05 33 

 
05 33 What else would you like to know? (Please state your name, date and place of 

birth). Rabinovich, Valentin Isaakovich. I was born on December 25th, 1922 in 
the city of Riga, Latvia. 06 04 

 
06 04 (Interesting war stories) I am a writer. I was at a real front line on 2 

occasions and not for too long. Those were the battles to breach the siege of 
Leningrad. 06 29 

 
06 29 Those were heavy fightings: near Nevskaya Dubrovka where innumerable  

losses occurred. The very first day we occupied our position 800 metres from 
Nevskaya Dubrovka which was situated on the southern bank of the river 
Neva …06 53 

 
06 53 …the very first day of fighting when we didn’t let the Germans to bombard the 

patch of land captured by our troops, the very first day we lost all of our 
officers… they weren’t called officers, they were called commanders…the 
battery commander was killed, the platoon commander was killed, the one 
who managed artillery guns…07 22 

 
07 22 Practically no one was left. There weren’t commissars at that time. We had a 

political supervisor, a very nice guy from a working class family. He made 
himself a separate trench beyond the battery but within the range of voice 
audibility. 07 48 

 
07 48 When another raid was over… we were bombarded all the time…when another 

raid was over, he used to shout “Rabinovich, are you alive?” I shouted back 
“I’m alive”. 07 57 
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07 57 “What’s going on at the battery?” I reported what was going on at the 
battery. So all the commanders were gone. A commander of one of the two 
unscathed guns took the command. His name was Valery Lapshin. He was a 
terrific guy. He was drafted after graduation from high school. We’d been 
together on the train. 08 26 

 
08 26 He was from a very good merchant’s family. He was a very quiet and brave 

man. He was one of the few people I knew, who was with a woman at the 
front and didn’t leave her afterwards. When she got pregnant, he sent her to 
his parents in Moscow. Later she gave birth to his child, a son. 09 03 

 
09 03 So Valera took the command right before the next dive bombers’ raid. That 

was the most deadly German weapon, the dive bombers, Junkers-87. They 
were able to dive vertically... 09 27 

 
09 27 …unlike any other bombers. Other bombers used to move along a straight 

trajectory. That’s why they needed to calculate where a bomb was going to 
fall. With Junkers-87 there was no need in calculations: the bomb went 
straight down on the object. 09 42 

 
09 42 That explained the dreadful losses. Valery was capable of overcoming fears, 

he managed to do whatever he was supposed to. His gunlayer sent the shell  
straight at the dive bomber with a 0.5 ton bomb sitting underneath. So they 
hit the bomb with direct laying. 10 05 

 
10 05 The plane fell into pieced right above the battery. The pilot’s arm fell down 

into his gun’s trench. We were surprised with the size of the arm, it was so 
big with a watch on, the watch was still ticking. 10 23 

 
10 23 Our guys were surprised with that. That’s how we fought. I was so lucky. 3 

quarters of our battery were killed or injured. They were taken to a medical 
battalion or a hospital. 10 47 

 
10 47 I was so lucky, I don’t know why, probably thanks to my guarding angel 

taking care of me. It was only once that a shrapnel hit me in the eyebrow 
cutting it slightly.11 01 

 
11 01  As I wasn’t supposed to leave the battery because I was the only one at the 

battery who was able to give altitude and range of the flight, otherwise there 
was no sense in being at the battery. Without defining the altitude and range 
of the flight there was no way of  setting up a fuse on the shell, it was about 
defining where and what time it was going to explode…11 25 

 
11 25 That was the reason why I wasn’t supposed to leave the battery. And so I 

stayed with my head bandaged. They stopped the bleeding quickly. They took 
out a piece of shrapnel. 11 35 

 
11 35 That’s why on all the photos… our regiment commander visited us soon 

after…and some other bosses visited us too to see how we were fighting…my 
photo with my head bandaged hit all the books… my name was never 
mentioned in any of the books though. 11 58 
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11 58 That’s because anti-Semitism was always raging much more in Leningrad 
than in Moscow, especially during the war. In particular, when the war was 
over and war vets were getting their deserved medals, I was called by my 
commissar friend, a good man by the name of Dima Solosnikov, a mining 
institute graduate, so he told me “Valentin, you see, your named happened to 
be crossed out from the list of candidates for medals”. 12 36 

 
12 36 The reason was that according to Stalin’s secret order the number of the Jews 

to be recommended for awards was to be as small as possible. This applied to 
all the cases.12 50 

 
12 50 For instance, the case of my institute mate Volodya Epstein who, unlike 

myself, got to be in the infantry, and who due to his bravery had risen from 
the ranks being promoted to battalion commander. During the crossing of the 
river Dnieper, when the Germans were being forced to retreat, he was among 
the first soldiers to capture a part of the river bank on the other side. 13 19 

 
13 19 All the soldiers and commanders who managed to do that were recommended 

to receive the Gold Star of Hero of the Soviet Union. His name wasn’t crossed 
out, instead they said “We don’t need this large number of Heroes, all of 
whom are the Jews”. 13 43 

 
13 43 Of course all the battalion commanders were Jews. “Epstein doesn’t sound 

proper. Let us give you a rare medal – The Alexander Nevsky Order”. That’s 
true, there was the Suvorov Order only given to marshals and generals…14 
01 

 
14 01 The Kutuzov Order was also given to top marshals and generals…The 

Alexander Nevsky Order was specifically designed to be given to the ranks 
below the battalion commanders. 14 15 

 
14 15 That’s why the Order was very rare. They were just a few. But the staff 

generals would never include some battalion commander on the 
commendation lists with all-generals names. No way. 14 32 

 
14 32 That’s why… that was a very rare Order. It was very valuable. They liked my 

friend Volodya Epstein very much in Ukraine. He was always invited to all 
kinds of celebrations. 14 50 

 
14 50   Unfortunately he passed away. But that’s only natural, he was born in ’22 

like myself. Everything… (Interrups: explain about Volodya’s heroism). Let me 
explain. 15 20 

 
15 20 It concerned the crossing of the river Dnieper which was very wide and very 

swift at the place. There were no engineering structures there. They had to 
cross the river using whatever they had available. 15 36 

 
15 36 That’s why they used pieces of wood or whatever. They inflated balloons or 

pillow cases. Do you know how they used pillow cases for swimming? No? 
They flapped a pillow case on the water surface. The pillow case became 
inflatable. 15 57 
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15 57 They squeezed it to stop the air from getting out. After that they used it as a 
swimming… swimming… a life buoy. That’s how they used a life pillow case, 
holding it in front of them and swimming on it. 16 12 

 
16 12 That’s how they swam with grenades and submachine guns on them, some 

took only grenades. That’s how they reached the land on the other side, 
whoever was lucky to survive, as they were under fire all the time… 16 32 

 
16 32 Those who were lucky reached the other side to secure themselves on the 

land. They had their digging shovels to dig a small trench or an obstacle in 
the ground. 16 46 

 
16 46 They held their positions until the sappers built a real crossing to let a major 

unit cross the river. That was a very risky undertaking, crossing the river 
Dnieper. 17 10 

 
17 10 (any more stories about the siege period?) (Sighs). In my book, I gave a 

detailed account of one of my war days. The book was published in Leningrad. 
I’d like to gift the book to your Archives. 17 37 

 
17 37 There are some additional details in the big book entitled “I am an 

Encyclopaedia”. I told a detailed story of my life, including my life in the war. 
I’d like to gift the book to your Archives too. 17 58 

 
17 58 (Tell us about one day of your war) That’s what I’ve already told you. That 

took place during the breach of the siege of Leningrad. It’s about us firing at 
airplanes. 18 15 

 
18 15 The difficulty… what was my participation in the war about? It was about the 

fact that I was given… I was sent… due to my acute vision, unusually acute as 
compared to other people’s it was much more acute, I was given the best 
range finder. 18 42 

 
18 42 It was called a height finder. It was utilized by anti-aircraft defence troops. 

The device was delivered to us several weeks before the war began. It was 
made in Jena, Germany, and it was an excellent optical device. 19 05 

 
19 05 The user’s guide was in German. I had a decent knowledge of German at that 

time. After the war I didn’t want to continue my studies of German. Although 
when I had my Institute admission examinations it was the German language 
that I had to pass to be admitted. 19 24 

 
19 24   I didn’t want to continue my studies of German, it made me sick. The 

language and its speakers became disgusting to me during the war and there 
was nothing I could do about it. 19 35 

 
19 35 The war makes you feel bitter. I renewed my studies of English at the 

Institute. What can I say? My responsibility in the war was to maintain the 
device in a workable condition. 20 01 
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20 01 It wasn’t…It was designed for stationary operation on a concrete foundation 
some place far from the front line fighting off any raids against the city. 
That’s what it was designed for. 20 19 

 
20 19 We were surrounded by quaking swamps shaking from shells hitting in the 

vicinity. It was all shaking. My remarkable Zeiss device shook. And every time 
I had to find a way to bring it to a combat-ready condition. 20 44 

 
20 44 … a combat-ready condition. That was very difficult. I had to be figuring out 

all the time. I was trying to do some figuring out on the go. I made protective 
glasses. I blackened watch glasses given to me by my comrades. Basically 
watches were rare at the time. 21 11 

 
21 11 They weren’t too eager to give me the glasses. I blackened them. I knew how 

to blacken the glass because my mother, who was a scientist… once in my 
childhood there was a total eclipse of the sun… and so she taught me how to 
blacken glasses to be able to observe the eclipse of the sun. 21 38    

 
21 38 And that’s why I knew how to blacken glasses. I blackened watch glasses. I 

had to hold them with my hands, I couldn’t do it with my gloves on, otherwise 
the gloves would have burnt down. 21 51 

 
21 51 I hold them with my hands and I burnt my hands of course. Those were the 

difficulties. (Any heroic stories?) There are stories in the book I’m going to 
gift to your Archives. 22 15 

 
22 15 There are stories in it about all my school mates, most of them being Jewish, 

I mentioned their names in the book. All of them were in combat. The 
Germans broke through one of my friend’s battalions, they broke through to 
Volga. 22 43 

 
22 43 They cut his battalion into 2 parts, he was an assistant of the battalion’s HQs 

commander. Nonetheless he survived and made it to Berlin. He made it to 
Berlin. He participated in the taking of Berlin. 23 02 

 
23 02 He didn’t have a single injury. God protected him like no one else. Most of the 

rest of them were injured, they were good soldiers too. One of my friends I 
wrote about, Zakhar Ilyich Fainberg, was a remarkable person. I wrote in 
detail about his combat experience. 23 30 

 
23 30 This book has many stories about my Jewish friends’ combat experience. (Tell 

some stories). Well, let me tell you about Zakhar Ilyich Fainberg. His parents 
were prominent party members in Minsk, Belarus. 24 16 

 
24 16 They were sent to Birobidzhan to organize the Jewish Autonomous Republic. 

They stayed there until ’37. During the mass Stalin’s repressions of ’37 
against the party elite, which is known from the trials…24 53 

 
24 53 …against Lenin’s and Stalin’s comrades…they were all convicted and 

executed…well, his parents were arrested and immediately executed. He 
didn’t know anything about that. 25 10 
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25 10 His parents’ friends who survived put him on the train to save him from being 
arrested like other children of the victims of political repression who were sent 
to special children’s homes. 25 24 

 
25 24 To save him from being sent there. They bought a ticket and put him on the 

train to go to his Belarusian family. The family was deadly scared and didn’t 
let him live with them. 25 40 

 
25 40 They refused to let him live with them. He wandered for a while, with no food 

and no place to live in. He went to the Big House, the NKVD in Moscow. He 
came up to a reception officer and introduced himself. He told him his name 
and his parents’ names. 26 10 

 
26 10 He told him that he had no place to live and no food. He asked him to save 

him from starvation. The officer appeared to be a very decent man. Not all 
the NKVD people were bad. 26 22 

 
26 22 They were different people. He sent him and another guy from our school who 

happened to be there at the time, whose name was Sizik, Sigurd Karlovich 
Begge, a Latvian, to his friend who was a director of one of the best Moscow 
area children’s homes to let the guys graduate from high school. 26 56 

 
26 56 And he did give them the chance to finish 10 grades there. After that Sizik, 

Sigurd Karlovich Gegge who was born in Berlin in ’22 where his father was 
our ambassador (at that time the Latvians were widely nominated for 
offices)…27 23 

 
27 23 The Latvians annihilated the SR party’s top leaders and suppressed the SR 

revolt. Those were Latvian Riflemen. Afterwards all the Latvians were 
executed by shooting. They were killed, all of them. 27 38 

 
27 38 That was how Stalin acted. That’s how it is: you know that Kennedy’s 

assassin was assassinated too. So Zakhar Fainberg graduated from high 
school. He was admitted to the best Moscow’s institute. He graduated with a 
letter of commendation, as at that time there were no Gold Medals. 28 07 

 
28 07 He was a straight A student. He was entitled to enter any institution of higher 

education. At that time the Soviet authorities observed all the formalities, 
very often observed. 28 18 

 
28 18 And so this was why he was admitted to that remarkable institute. The 

institute was called the Institute of history, philosophy and literature. That 
was one of the two best institutes in the country or rather in Moscow. 28 36 

 
28 36 And so he was admitted and a year later the war began. He volunteered to be 

enlisted at once. However there was an order not to enlist the children of 
subjects of political repressions. 28 54 

 
28 54 Then he played a trick. When the Germans were approaching Moscow and 

there was a total mess in Moscow, everyone was running from Moscow, 
saving their families and themselves…29 19 
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29 19 And there was a total mess in military commissariats handling the army draft 
and enlistment. He went to a military commissariat and offered his help 
handling paper work. 29 30 

 
29 30 He started giving his help handling paper work and doing that he entered 

himself on one of the draft lists. That’s how he got into the army. (Chuckling). 
He was in the field artillery. 29 51 

 
29 51 That was the artillery which was always at the front line, firing direct laying at 

the enemy fortifications. That was a very dangerous place being under the 
enemy fire. 30 07 

 
30 07 1.5 years later he was dismissed from the army due to 2 or 3 injuries. He was 

dismissed from the army and started thinking of his future civilian life. At that 
time the Germans started approaching the Caucuses and Stalingrad. 30 33 

 
30 33 At that time, anyone could be drafted, even sons and brothers of the 

repressed people. And so he was drafted and sent to a howitzer regiment 
where he stayed till the war was over. 30 54 

 
30 54 That was how he got to the army. I have a similar story about my friend by 

the name of Epstein…I’m lucky that 2 of my friends are Epsteins. (chuckling). 
My friend Epstein…His first name was Fima, Yefim Epstein. (b/g conversation) 
(Say a full sentence). 31 53 

 
   31 53 Zakhar Ilyich Fainberg, as can be seen from his name, was a Jew. There are 

no non-Jewish Fainbergs. (another story about Epstein?) Well Yefim Epstein, 
naturally, all Epsteins are Jews. And naturally Yefim Epstein was a Jew. 32 25 

 
32 25 Yefim Epstein was my old school buddy. His father was a top rank party 

leader. He was in the Civil war. He had Order of the Red Banner for the Civil 
War. He was one of the big organizers of the Soviet power in Ukraine. 32 55 

 
32 55 Afterwards he moved to Moscow like many of his party comrades. In Moscow 

he was deputy chairman of the Central Union. The Central Union was an 
organization handling the entire commerce in Moscow. Everything that went 
to Moscow went through the Central Union.  33 26 

 
33 26 That was a cooperative organization. The farmers were members and they 

turn their products in: groceries, produce, cloths, etc. which went through the 
Central Union to Moscow. 33 43 

 
33 43 The cloths and produce were used for blue- and white-collar workers.   He 

was a son of such a person. That was no surprise that such a person was 
arrested and executed in ’37. 33 56 

 
33 56 Stalin repressed all the outstanding leaders. That was why they were 

exterminated. The apartment was taken away. He stayed with his nanny in a 
small closet. Instead of a 2 bedroom apartment they were given a one 8sqm 
room in a communal apartment. 34 19 
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34 19 When the war began, he wasn’t drafted accordingly. Nonetheless, when the 

Germans approached Moscow, despite the whole mess, he went to the 
military commissariat asking the officers there to draft him to the army. He 
was drafted to a ski battalion. 34 45 

 
34 45 He was a good skier. He was in the ski battalion, with a submachine gun in 

his hands, going through the entire war. Once he was quite unlucky: he got 
wounded on a no man’s land between the German and the Soviet units. 35 11 

 
35 11 It happened in the early morning hours after dawn, and so he lied there for a 

whole day, nobody could drag him awy. And so he got an asthma and 
neurodermatitis that he suffered for the rest of his life. Neurodermatitis is a 
horrible disease when the body itches horribly. 35 31 

 
35 31 The entire skin, the derma, itches. Dreadful! He had those diseases for the 

rest of his life. He was wounded all over, with shrapnel in his body. The last 
shrapnel was taken out not long before the collapse of the Soviet Union. 35 
54 

 
35 54 What can I say? He made it to Vienna. He made it to Vienna! His closest 

friend was a Russian guy who got hit by a bullet straight in his heart. It was 
in the flesh, not in the valve. 36 16 

 
36 16 That was why he didn’t interrupt his life. However he wasn’t operable. He had 

the bullet in his heart for the rest of his life. He was an excellent guy. After 
the war I had trouble finding a job because of the raging anti-Semitism, when 
the Jews were losing jobs and there was no way to get a job. 36 41 

 
36 41 He found me a temporary job in his company. (chuckling). (More stories 

about the Jewish heroes?) Well, you can consider the story I’m going to tell 
you as a story about a Jewish hero. 37 05 

 
37 05 Because my friend was born to a Jewish mother, by the Jewish laws he is a 

Jew. Although his last name was his father’s: Lian Kung. His father was a 
pure-blooded Chinese. 37 26 

 
37 26 He never taught Chinese to his son Kolya because he didn’t want him to be 

immediately sent to China. That’s because the Chinese KGB worked the same 
way as ours did. 37 48 

 
37 48 They exterminated all potential traitors, enemies and spies. That was why he 

didn’t want this fate for his son. I met him at the special school where Kolya 
and I studied. 38 07 

 
38 07 He was in the same class with all my friends and all my wives. (Chuckles). He 

graduated from a special school. Their whole class of graduates was sent to 
the new arms – the Katyushas. 38 27 

 
38 27 He was a Katyusha commander during the entire war. He went through the 

war from the beginning to the end. Afterwards he was sent to the Anti-
Aircraft Troops Academy. 38 47 

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



 Valentin Rabinovich            Duration: 59:40               Russian Vets, Interview date Mar 21/2011 
 

  10 
 

 
38 47 He was trained as an anti-aircraft defence commander. Very soon there arose 

a necessity to train specialists for rockets. He was a trainer of such a 
personnel at the Academy. 39 14 

 
39 14 He worked there all his life. During the war he was a Katyusha commander. 

Our commanders didn’t want the Germans to capture a Katyusha. When we 
managed to capture a German weapon we tried to copy it as soon as 
possible. 39 33 

 
39 33 And so the Germans could copy a Katyusha, should they capture one. 

Although they wouldn’t have done that: they had their own weapons strategy 
which they pursued and which was impossible to rebuild because everything 
was adjusted for their weapons. 39 51 

 
39 51 But nonetheless there was an apprehension. That’s why they didn’t position 

Katyushas at the very front line. But of course the war was… The Katyushas 
were inflicting terrific defeats. 40 10 

 
40 10 During our offensive, when Leningrad troops advanced westwards, having 

liberated Leningrad from the blocking forces, they were advancing towards 
the Baltics... 40 30 

 
40 30 I was sent there as a messenger with a packet. I crossed the German defence 

line captured by our troops near Leningrad. It was a dreadful picture. Dead 
bodies of the Germans were all over the place. 40 46 

 
40 46 All over the place! Partially the dead bodies were on the black patches… it was 

in the summer…everything was green…the grass…the black patches were 
quite large size…about 50x100 metres… 41 12 

 
41 12 Those were the Katyushas salvo footprints. They burnt everything out all over 

the place, absolutely! The dead bodies were burnt, they stank of burnt meat, 
that smell was over the entire territory our troops had yet to cover. 41 27 

 
41 27 That was how he fought over the entire period of the war. He had a risky 

incident. He was moving. His directions were probably miscalculated. And 
suddenly he found himself among the German troops. 41 48 

 
41 48 He found himself among the Germans, some of them eating, some of them 

doing other things. (chuckling) To make my story short he had to disappear 
from the scene. 41 57 

 
41 57 He hardly managed to get away. That was one of the dangerous incidents. 

That was the way he fought. He was a Jew, by the Jewish laws. We all knew 
about the holocaust. 42 19 

 
42 19 We hated the Germans vehemently. I hated them so vehemently that I 

stopped my studies of the German language. (Do you have any interesting 
stories about yourself?) (sighs) Of course I do and plenty of them. My whole 
book is full of them. The book’s title is “I am an Encyclopaedia”. It’s about 
myself. 42 48 
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42 48 You see, I survived thanks to miraculous combination of various chances. The 

most various chances! Here’s one example. I was at a training battery. It 
became clear that the war was about to begin. 43 16 

 
43 16 All the guys were sent from the battery to different colleges to be trained as 

commanders. They were educated enough, being 10-grade graduates. They 
were supposed to be trained as commanders. 43 33 

 
43 33 I was offered to go to Yaroslavl, to enrol in Yaroslavl flight or aviation college, 

I’m not sure which was the name of the college. Once I came there it became 
clear to me that they didn’t train pilots. 43 55 

 
43 55 I was so eager to become a pilot. I had had an experience with a flying club. I 

was expelled from the flying club which is described in detail in my book. If 
you’re interested I’m going to tell you why I was expelled from the flying 
club. 44 10 

 
44 10 I found out that they didn’t train pilots which was my intention and which was 

why I was sent there, although they would have sent me there even without 
my consent. 44 25 

 
44 25 In fact they trained gunners/radio operators. Gunners/radio operators were 

“kamikazes”. A gunner/radio operator sits in the rear of the plane in a glass 
cockpit. He machine guns at an enemy fighter who is pursuing your plane. 44 
50 

 
44 50 While the enemy fires a heavy gun and a couple of machine guns you only 

have a small machine gun at your disposal. What can you do to him? There’s 
nothing you can do to him. 44 58 

 
44 58 As a rule they put planes on fire, the German Messerschmitts. And your plane 

fell down. They were kamikazes. I knew it very well, I didn’t want to become 
a kamikaze at all. And moreover, I didn’t want to stay in the army at all! 45 
14 

 
45 14 I had to write an essay to be admitted. I tried to fail it making numerous 

errors. Nonetheless I passed because I couldn’t have done more errors than 
the rest of the guys. 45 25 

 
45 25 I couldn’t come up with a plan to fail it. I wrote an essay and sat for some 

other exams. To make my story short I passed the admittance examinations. 
45 36 

 
45 36 The mandate commission consisted of the college commander and a 

commissar, an officer of the secret department or a KGB man. So the three of 
them said “Well, our congratulations! You have passed the exams. We enrol 
you in our college”. 46 01 

 
46 01 “What can you tell us?” I go “I don’t want to enrol in your college. I don’t 

want to train to be a gunner/radio operator.” “Why?” Well, I had prepared for 
that. I said “Because I want to be a writer”. 46 17 
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46 17 “Well, it doesn’t matter what you want. Why do you want to be a writer?” 

“Because I have been writing already: I’ve been writing a lot: poetry and 
otherwise”. “Please recite a piece of poetry”. I recited my poetry. I had been 
writing poetry since I was 4. 46 33 

 
46 33 (Chuckles) And he says to me… the commissar chuckled, and then looked at 

the commander and said “You know what, let’s not deprive the great Russian 
literature. Let him go, let him go back”. 46 54 

 
46 54 That was it. I was sent back. That was a trick I played, it was just one 

chance. I ran away like a Roly Poly (kolobok): “I ran away from babushka, 
and I ran away from grand dad”.47 07 

 
47 07 I had many chances like that. Take this one. To adjust my device for shooting 

I had to use a special adjusting bar (выверочная линейка). It was a 4 
meters long bar with 2 screens.  47 35 

 
47 35 I had to perform a special procedure using the adjusting bar. Once I started 

adjusting, the adjusting procedure, a shell fell down. It was a swamp, with 
everything shaking. So a German shell fell down and exploded. The swamp 
started shaking. 47 54 

 
47 54 And the bar fell down. What should I do? I crawled over the swamp to the 

bar. I set it up, restoring the position. I heard the sound “whish… bang!” A 
German shell fell next to me. 48 12 

 
48 12 I was lying on the swamp. Water overflew from the shell weight. The water 

was boiling because the shell got hot from flying. Water was boiling next to 
me. I held my head with my hands like this (shows) 48 32 

 
48 32 I prayed to God. That was my first prayer, I prayed the first time in my life. 

“God please do something to stop it from blowing up!  God please do 
something to stop it from blowing up!” 48 43 

 
48 43 And it didn’t blow up. It didn’t blow up. I crawled back. I did the adjustment 

using the bar. That was all. Afterwards we breached the siege, almost 
breached the siege, capturing Shlisselburg. And we saw and captured the 
German ammunition depot. 49 14 

 
49 14 And then we saw that many of the bombs had their fuses unscrewed. The 

fused were unscrewed. That was done by the French Resistance. Those guns 
were brought by the Germans from the Maginot Line. 49 38 

 
49 38 The Germans laid temporary rails to deliver them. They didn’t have wheels. 

They were mortars, fortress mortars. And the French Resistance did their job 
well. Many bombs didn’t explode for that reason. 49 58 

 
49 58 Once a similar shell that didn’t explode flew to where I was standing. After we 

occupied the next position in turn on the other side of the river, after 
capturing Shlisselburg, I helped a reconnaissance man who was a middle age 
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man, a teacher from Ukraine, by the name of Kapuka, a very, very imposing  
Ukrainian man, a teacher by the way…50 30 

 
50 30 He started… the pits were dug out. I dug out my pit to install a range finder. 

Other pits were dug out for artillery guns. He was digging a pit to install an 
aiming circle. The aiming circle was a device used by  rec men to send the 
data along to a battery commander. 50 53 

 
50 53 It was supposed to be a very small pit, as the aiming circle was a small 

device. The pit was small too, something around 1.5x1.5, or 2x2, not bigger. 
I went down to him and started helping him to do the digging. 51 11 

 
51 11 I was digging from my side and he was digging from his side. I heard a shell 

making a swishing sound. The shell fell down just next to me. It got buried 
like this, and without exploding ricocheted the other side. The shell bottom hit 
Kapuka in his forehead. 51 37 

 
51 37 Kapuka’s eyes went out (sighs). His face was covered with blood. And the 

shell did not explode again. A chance! A pure accident! (Where were you in 
the swamps?) Near Nevskaya Dubrovka. 52 08 

 
52 08 (Say a full sentence) We were fighting to breach the siege. Our Red Navy 

men and one of our divisions – the 45th division, crossed the river Neva to 
where the Germans still were. 52 34 

 
52 34 They won back a small place called Nevsky Platsdarm, or as they called it in 

Leningrad, Nevskaya Dubrovka. The place was stuffed with metal all over. It 
was bombed and fired from all sides 52 55 

 
52 55 It was bombed by German artillery all the time. It was and still is stuffed with 

metal.   (Which of your medals are you most proud of and why?) The only 
medal that I’m proud of, although I have medals received then, a silver one, 
and this one is copper, is the medal given to me in ’42 for the defence of 
Leningrad… 53 32 

 
53 32 … for participation in combat defending Leningrad. It’s really noble to defend 

people from enemy raids, it was a noble war and it wasn’t a war of 
aggression. It wasn’t a war where you had to pink somebody’s neck with a 
bayonet. 54 01 

 
54 01 It was an intelligent and noble war. I am proud of defending Leningrad 

residents and Leningrad children from Nazi raids. That’s why this is the only 
medal that I wear, that is always with me. 54 24 

 
54 24 This one is the sign of belonging, a veteran’s one. (Your message to the next 

generation). A war is the most outright  form of mass killing, although we 
were taught “Thou shall not kill”. 55 06 

 
55 06 That’s why there is nothing worse than the war, nothing worse than violating 

the first Commandment. Regretfully, people still spend a huge amount of 
their efforts, in fact their lives, to prepare of participate in wars, or prepare 
some wars. 55 32 
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55 32 The first lesson to be learned from what happened is the first Commandment: 

“Thou shall not kill” which should be rigorously observed. It’s important for 
those who don’t know how to learn to love all people. 55 56 

 
55 56 No matter what gender or nationality, ethnicity, language or religion they are 

we must love everyone. (anti-Semitism) Not in the army. Not at all in the 
army. On the part of the party leaders who had to carry out Stalin’s orders – 
yes, of course. 56 47 

 
56 47 They were on friendly terms with me. They told me openly about that. There 

was no anti-Semitism on their part. There were various operations aimed at… 
so to say…against the Jews. 57 03 

 
57 03 But they were not based on their anti-Semitism. They would have had to quit 

their jobs or carry out their bosses’ orders. (Why so many Jewish war 
heroes?) It’s just natural! 57 37 

 
57 37 After what the Germans had done to the Jews, the Jews didn’t have any 

alternative way to pay them back. It was absolutely natural. They were many, 
in fact so many as per Jewish capita, they occupy the second place. 58 03 

 
58 03 They were ahead of the Russians and Ukrainians, who else? Georgians. They 

Jews are ahead of the rest of the nationalities. And that’s in spite of Stalin’s 
strict orders… 58 19 

 
58 19 All the same they were ahead of every other nation. That was just natural. 

Basically the Jews are good soldiers, smart and fearless. (Interviewer) (Close 
up of medals). I’d like to have a photo with you and Mila as a souvenir, if 
you’d like to. 59 40        

                          
 
59 40 End of interview 
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