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00 00 (Interviewer: it will take some time to translate) Yakov: No problem, I’m in 

no rush. My name is Yakov Rats. I was born on May 28, 1923. I was born in 
Vitebsk, Belarus, where my parents moved from Moscow to reunite with my 
grandmother. That’s my place of birth.  

 
00 30 I have a sister, 3.5 years older than me. A year later they moved to 

Leningrad. I lived all my life in Leningrad, now Saint Petersburg. I lived there 
until the war started. On July 15th, ’41 I was drafted into the army. 

 
01 03 As you know the war began 3 weeks earlier. Do you want me to go on? 

(Interviewer talks to Len). My parents spoke Yiddish. Their place of birth was 
Vitebsk, Belarus. My sister understood when they spoke Yiddish. The parents 
spoke Yiddish when they wanted to keep something from me.   

 
01 33 Sometimes my mother used to say to my father “We should teach Yasha to 

speak Yiddish. Someone will call him “Zhidovskaya Morda” and he won’t know 
why”. My father who was an internationalist, used to answer “Zhidovskaya 
Morda in our days and in Leningrad isn’t possible at all”.  

 
02 04 And in fact I didn’t sense any difference between my school mates and 

myself, most of them being Russians. My father was a big internationalist. He 
graduated from a university in Yurievo, before the revolution of 1917. That’s 
Tartu, Estonia where the Jewish Pale (cherta osedlosti) was at the time. 

 
02 33 That must have influenced his mentality. I don’t recall any abuse or 

infringement based on my Jewish origin. In particular, my sister was admitted 
to an institute, she didn’t have any problems with that. 

 
02 57 Besides, I didn’t sense anti-Semitism in the army. Once I was called to the 

office of a special department chief, the KGB workers were present in every 
military unit and in our regiment too. He was a Jew. 

 
03 16 He was persistently asking me whether I felt any abuse on the part of my 

commanders and comrades.  No, I didn’t. My mother used to bake delicious 
buns for the holidays. That was it. We didn’t observe the holidays.  

 
03 43 My father was an atheist as was my mother. We were raised up as atheists 

too. I’m not sure it would be appropriate to mention it here, but I’m still an 
atheist. (Interviewer: appropriate). Appropriate (chuckling). Good, I know it’s 
out of fashion now.  

 
04 06 (Interviewer: let’s go to the next question). I stayed at home. My mother 

went to rent a summer cottage. My father was out on business. My sister was 
away on her Institute practicum, in another city. I heard boys shouting “War!” 

 
04 28 You see, my generation had a feeling that the war is about to begin, because 

of propaganda in the mass media. At first the Germans were our enemies, 
then all of a sudden they became our closest friends. 

 
04 57 Everyone realized that the war was inevitable. There was an idea in the air 

that once Hitler would try to attack us, the German proletariat would revolt 
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and overthrow him. We didn’t realize that Hitler created wonderful conditions 
for his people, on account of other European peoples.  

 
05 31 That’s how it was. There was a radio committee opposite our building. Each 

district had its own radio committee. There was a large loudspeaker in the 
street broadcasting the news. We used to listen to it. That’s how the war 
began. 

 
05 57 I was to be drafted regardless of the war. When I finished the school I turned 

18, on May 28, 1941. I was to be drafted even with no war. I was called to an 
enlistment office. We were taken to the Neva river to be put on a barge.  

 
06 27 There were several echelons of such barges with draftees. There was a 

Mariinskaya waterway system, including Lakes Ladoga and Onega, the straits, 
and the canals leading to the river Volga. 2 weeks later we were on the river 
Volga. 

 
06 58 Some draftees were left in Kazan, while some of us were taken to Ulyanovsk. 

Those were the draftees who had secondary or higher education. There was a 
tank college there. I was taken there. I stayed there until the summer of ’42. 

 
07 24 The army structure was like this: a squad commander was one’s direct 

commander. Next were platoon, company, and battalion commanders. My 
squad commander’s name was Sofyin. He was from Kazan. As far as I knew 
he was a Tartar.  

 
07 57 He hated me heart and soul, probably because I was a son of intelligentsia 

parents and from Leningrad, and secondly because I was a Jew. He didn’t 
reveal the reasons, but he used to infringe me in every way. But never did I 
hear “Zhidovskaya morda” from him or others.  

 
08 32 He might have been apprehensive as the year was ’41 and ’42 when there 

was no open anti-Semitism in the country. It became open only several years 
later. At that time it was not open. It wasn’t open at that time. But still there 
were some indications, that’s the reason.  

 
09 03 I didn’t sense anything wrong during the war. I sensed it after the war. After 

the war I finished a Military Academy. (Interviewer: during the war?) During 
the war I was a lieutenant. I was promoted to senior lieutenant after the war.  

 
09 31 Right after the war, or at the end of the war, not sure about that. I was in the 

tank troops all the time. I got there after finishing the college. After my 
recovery from a wound I was sent to a training regiment, near Sverdlovsk, 
between Sverdlovsk and Cheliabinsk.  

 
09 55 I stayed at the training regiment until the end of ’46; thereafter I enrolled in 

the Military Academy. It was called the Stalin Military Academy (chuckling). 
(Interviewer: the regiment after graduation from college…) You mean after 
the recovery from the wound? 

 
10 19 I was training tank squad members, the so-called…(Interviewer interrupting: 

no, I mean after the college) After the college? I worked in tank repairs and 
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evacuation from battle fields. The evacuation took place during a dark time of 
the day. The repairs could be done at any time of the day. 

 
10 43 I mean minor repairs. For the major repairs tanks were forwarded to facilities 

or written off, if repairs would involve large time consumption and high costs. 
We worked on minor repairs and evacuation. During an evacuation I got 
under mortar fire and was wounded.  

 
11 11 (Interviewer: evacuation?) Yes, tank evacuation and repairs. I was a repairs 

squad commander. I didn’t go to the attack, except on one occasion: while we 
were evacuating tanks, a heavy fire started. We saw a group of Germans 
approaching us. We took our submachine guns and started shooting back.  

 
11 47 I’m not sure I hit anybody. I’m not sure (chucking). We were just shooting. 

Mostly we fired back using the tank guns. Using our submachine guns was 
probably a way of encouraging ourselves. That’s how I think now (chuckling). 
Anyway, naturally I didn’t want to be captured by the Germans. 

 
12 20  Otherwise I wasn’t involved in battles or attacks. (Interviewer: inaudible). 

I’m not sure my story would be of much interest for your archives. 
(Interviewer: inaudible). I have a war story I will tell you later. (Interviewer: 
OK, tell it now). 

 
12 49 I didn’t commit any heroic feats. I’m sure you are expecting to hear heroic 

stories. I have a war story that is not any heroism. It took place in the active 
army. I am going back in time. As I have mentioned, on July 15, ’41 I was 
drafted in the army.  

 
13 29 I was taken from Leningrad along with other draftees. My parents stayed at 

home: father, mother and sister. She was an Institute student. My father was 
not supposed to be drafted due to his age. My mother was a medical doctor… 
Will it be OK if I drink some water? 

 
13 52 (Interviewer: inaudible) OK? Right after my departure she was drafted and 

sent to a hospital in Leningrad. My sister got a job as a civilian at the same 
hospital. On February 1, ’43 my father passed away from starvation and cold 
during the siege of Leningrad.  

 
14 20 The year ’42 was the most horrible year: the bread ration was as little as 125 

gram a day, nothing more to eat. My mother served as a doctor at a hospital, 
and my sister worked as a civilian projectionist at the same hospital. At the 
beginning of ‘43 the hospital was evacuated from Leningrad to the front via 
the Ice Road of Life, you may know what it was. 

 
14 57 As of that moment my mother and I lost communication: she didn’t know my 

address, and I didn’t know they had left from Leningrad. My mother didn’t 
know how I was doing. After the war she told me that every time she saw 
young tank men at her hospital she talked to them trying to find out where I 
was. 

 
15 40 Once an Occurrence happened. While she was on duty, a young tank 

lieutenant came to the hospital bringing a sergeant who was wounded with a 
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grenade. As usual she asked him about the college he graduated. It was 
Ulyanovsk College. Warm! “When?” “In the summer of ‘42”. Warmer! “Which 
battalion?” “This and that”. Very warm! “Did you know such and such?” “I 
can’t recall, but do you have a photo?” She shows my photo. “That’s Yashka!” 

 
16 31 We were in different companies but we stayed in a huge barrack. Our beds 

were close to each other. “Where is he now?” “I am going to a new place, 
give me a letter for him, just in case”. She writes a letter. Meanwhile I am at 
the South-Western Front. 

 
16 59 I think I was in Ukraine. Once I met my classmate from the College who was 

in a neighbouring unit. The unit was called a tank brigade. Our 2 brigades 
were part of an infantry corps. I hope you understand what I’m telling, 
although I realize you are far from the army topics. 

 
17 27 You see, an infantry corps is a large military unit, including infantry, artillery, 

tank and other units. I met the guy incidentally. He says “You know 
Chugunov came to us “ – I still remember the name – “he brought you a 
letter”. I went there. 

 
17 59 I met the guy and he gave me my mother’s letter. You see? This Occurrence 

was based on numerous coincidences. Did you see a movie “Wait for me”? It 
was scripted by Simonov and was based on Simonov’s popular poem “Wait for 
me”.  

 
18 20 I’m going to tell you shortly what it was about. It’s a story about a pilot. His 

plane was shot down. Everyone died, except for him. He got to partisans. His 
friends in Moscow were sure he was dead.  However, his wife believed that he 
was alive. As Simonov’s poem goes: “You were the only one who believed 
that I was alive”. 

 
19 00 His friend went to the partisans. She gave him a letter. The friend thought 

she was crazy. She was sure the friend would find her husband. And the 
friend did find her husband and give him her letter. 

 
19 16 I saw the movie when I was in Sverdlovsk, following my recovery from a 

wound. I was out of the hospital which was behind the Urals. I was in 
Sverdlovsk waiting to be sent to a new unit. The Military District HQ and the 
Personnel Department were in Sverdlovsk. 

 
19 32 I stayed there for several days waiting to be sent to a new unit. I watched the 

movie that corresponded to what happened to me in reality. Only in my case 
there were many more coincidences: my friend coming to the hospital, my 
mother being on duty at the time, my friend seeing me again, etc.. 

 
19 57 Some guys used to say that what happened in the movie was a fairy tale. I 

used to say, “No it happened to me in reality”. I believe what happened to me 
would be more interesting for young people than my stories about shooting at 
the Germans. 

 
20 21 (Interviewer: certainly, although we are interested in various stories and 

various situations) I understand. I think this is the most interesting story – 
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part of my life during the war. I repeat: I didn’t storm Reichstag, and wasn’t 
in a bayonet attack.  

 
20 40 (Interviewer: inaudible) As I have mentioned, we were evacuating tanks from 

battle fields at the dawn. A heavy mortar firing started. I jumped into a hole 
in the ground and felt as if my elbow was hit. I felt the elbow with my hand 
and realized I was bleeding. 

 
21 12 We finished evacuating the tanks and got back to our unit. Our doctor 

provided first aid, dressed my elbow and sent me to a medical battalion. I 
want to tell you how my comrades and I, being young, used to say with 
bravado on hearing the sound of bullets or shells: “that’s not for me, that’s 
not for me!” 

 
21 56 We didn’t fully realize what it was really. When I was wounded I was picked 

up by a medical vehicle, actually it was a truck. While on the truck, we were 
targeted by a German plane. That’s when I felt really scared. Luckily nothing 
happened and we made it to the medical battalion. 

 
22 33 (Interviewer). If a tank is knocked out… you know what a tank caterpillar 

chain is? (chuckling)… The tank often has a caterpillar chain broken which 
makes it impossible for the tank to run, the squad being unable to fix it. 

 
22 57 They can’t fix it because of the firing and shelling going on around. The task 

was to connect the caterpillar chain’s parts and have the tank run under its 
own power. If the damage is major, the tank is unable to run under its own 
power. In that case it’s linked to another tank.  

 
23 20 The other tank works as a tractor. There was a special tractor meant for this 

purpose which we didn’t have at the time. Instead we used a similar tank 
linked to the one that was damaged. (interviewer: OK, I see). A driver moves 
both tanks out of the battle field. 

 
23 52 (Interviewer: Sorry, I’ll have to interrupt you for a sec.) My personal task 

was… I was a commander. Several soldiers – repair men or evacuators… 
sometimes the team was short of a driver, when a driver was killed – in that 
case I replaced a driver. 

 
24 24 But I can hardly recall that happening. My task was organizing soldiers to do 

the job. I used to assign tasks to every soldier. I used to work on the 
damages that only I could fix. (Interviewer: inaudible) Up to 10 I think… 
because if it can be fixed, it was fixed and used in battles. 

 
25 13 If it wasn’t to be fixed, it wasn’t to be left for the Germans to capture either. 

The Germans could have used it as a gun against us. Tanks had guns. If there 
were minor damages to the guns the Germans could fix them and use the 
tank against us. My main task was fixing tanks that were fixable.  

 
25 53 (Interviewer: inaudible) After the hospital I was sent to a tank training 

regiment. It was located between Sverdlovsk and Cheliabinsk. I worked as a 
trainer for tank squads. A squad consisted of several men: a tank 
commander, a radio operator, a gunner and a mechanic/driver.  
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26 21 Mechanic/driver means just a driver. He is called mechanic/driver because 

besides driving he was to fix minor damages. (Interviewer: Were you 
teaching then?) Yes, I was. I was training mechanics/drivers. Training was 
like this. 

 
26 49 They had platoons as the smallest units. Platoon commanders taught 

mechanic/drivers how to shoot, terrain orientation, etc.. I was teaching them 
tank design and maintenance, minor repairs and driving. I should have 
started with “driving”.  

 
27 18 They had a special tank training area at our regiment location where the 

driving practice took place. There were also classes to teach the machinery, 
minor repairs and maintenance. Some of my students were technically savvy, 
however in the majority of cases they saw the machinery for the first time in 
their lives.  

 
27 52 They were farmers without any technical background. Yes, it happened, not 

much, but sometimes. Why so many? (sighs) If we are talking about those 
who enlisted voluntarily… Take me for example: whether or not I was willing I 
was drafted based on my age.  

 
28 26 I’m not saying that I wasn’t willing. Naturally, I was drafted based on my age. 

Lots of those who enlisted voluntarily knew what Nazism could cause. They 
knew… they might have seen the films “The Oppenheimer Family” and 
“Professor Mamlock”. You may have seen those films.  

 
28 55 They might have read the newspapers and listened to the radio, etc. They 

realized what it was about. Take one of my friends – my class mate, a year 
younger than me – who enlisted voluntarily and ended up losing his leg, 
thank God he survived.  

 
29 13 I think that was a general patriotic impulse, I think so, yes. Many years later, 

looking back at those years, I recall my mother accompanying me to the 
enlistment office: she didn’t shed a tear in my presence.  

 
29 41 And not because she didn’t love me, no. I know that she loved me like any 

other mother liked her son. But she didn’t show to me how upset she was, in 
order not to spoil the mood I was in. But no matter how brave the Jews were, 
the common idea was that the Jews “fought” in Tashkent.     

 
30 07 All the same Tashkent…That’s how anti-Semitic our country was. I had 

encountered anti-Semitism. After the war I applied for a position at Kirov’s 
plant where I had worked on my diploma project before the war. The 
department manager I talked to confirmed that they had shortage of 
specialists of my profile. 

 
31 04 But the HR manager said they didn’t need me. (Interviewer: inaudible). No, I 

didn’t have a chance. I met someone… I recall reading Marshal Zhukov’s 
memoirs where he mentioned that the greatest hero he had met during the 
war was an artillery man by the name of Dyskin, or the like… 

 

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



 Yakov Rats            Duration: 46:43                          Russian Vets, Interview date Dec 9/2010 
 

  7 
 

31 38 He was the only one left on the battery, the rest were killed. He knocked out 
many tanks – all by himself. He was doing everyone’s jobs: charging the gun, 
carrying the shells, aiming and pushing the detent. He knocked out many 
tanks all by himself.[Elen, this story is also told by Leonid Sheinker, interview 
part 2] 

 
31 57 He was awarded the title of Hero of the Soviet Union posthumously. He 

turned out to have survived. After the recovery from the wounds he enrolled 
in the Military Medical Academy. I read his story in the memoirs. Many years 
later I happened to be at a subway station close to the Military Medical 
Academy. 

 
32 23 It was in the Vitebsk Railway Station area. That was the Navy Department. I 

saw a tall Jewish man, a general and Hero of the Soviet Union’s Golden Star 
holder. I thought “This must be him!” Because the specific combination of 
indications in one man just couldn’t be accidental.  

 
32 56 I hesitated whether or not I should approach him. I decided not to. I’m not 

sure I should have told you about this incident. I haven’t been acquainted 
with big heroes. My school mate had 5 orders and medals. He was a male 
nurse who participated in a bayonet attack.  

 
33 26 (Interviewer: let’s get back to the story…) Dyskin, if I’m not mistaken. I may 

be mistaken in how to spell the name. I thought it was him. A general, 
medical services. Just opposite the Military Medical Academy. (Please repeat 
why he was awarded and promoted). 

 
33 49 He was the only one on the artillery battery who survived a German attack. 

He stopped a big number of German tanks from advancing. He knocked out 
many tanks. I don’t remember exactly how many tanks. I just remember 
what I read in Marshal Zhukov’s memoirs.  

 
34 12 Zhukov wrote that Dyskin’s heroism was the greatest during the war. 

(Interviewer: do you know where it took  place?) No, I don’t. I don’t know 
which area it was. (Interviewer: do you know how many tanks he knocked 
out?) No, I don’t remember. I don’t remember the details. 

 
34 44 That’s all I remember from reading Zhukov’s book. (Interviewer: Is he still 

alive?) I don’t know. I met him 25 years ago. But I wasn’t acquainted with 
him. I repeat: I just hesitated should I or should I not approach him. But then 
I thought, suppose I approach him, what do I say? 

 
35 09 Did he really need to talk to me? I was in a training regiment behind the front 

line. It was near the Urals. Rather it was in the Urals, the town Kamyshlov… 
no, no, no, my hospital was in Kamyshlov. I can’t recall, it was in the Urals, a 
small district centre. 

 
35 48  Yes, sorry. That was a small town, a district centre. There was a rumour on 

the 8th of May that the war ended. They Allies made a Reims Pact, if you 
remember, or it may have been a different reason. Someone may have heard 
on the radio that the war was about to end – I’m not sure.  
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36 31 People started gathering in the square. By that time we hadn’t had any official 
information. The people in the square waited for a while and went away. 
Official information came the next day. 

 
36 47 We gathered and the top officers announced the end of the war, etc. That 

happened in the Urals very long ago. That’s how I learned about the end of 
the war. (Interviewer: how did you feel when you knew that the war had 
ended?) 

 
37 11 It was a joy. It was a “joy with tears in our eyes” as the popular song goes. 

“a joy with tears in our eyes” – a joy because the war ended, and the tears 
because we had lost those who were close to us.  

 
37 34 I lost many close relatives, first of all my father, and others: school friends, 

army comrades, acquaintances. (Interviewer). In ’46 I enrolled in the Military 
Academy. At the time it was called the Stalin Military Academy. I graduated in 
’52. 

 
38 08 I stayed in the Army for 9 years. I retired in ’61 and returned to Leningrad. I 

wanted to work for the tank design bureau, but was denied the job because of 
my Jewish nationality, despite the fact that I was good for the job. 

 
38 38 The department manager wanted to hire me. However the HR manager said 

there was no vacancy. It’s a usual story, not much of an interest. During the 
army service… there was a joke: “beat the Jews and bicycle riders”. 

 
39 06 “Why bicycle riders?” I realized what kind of environment it was. Our country 

went through anti-Semitic campaigns of “Cosmopolites” and “Doctor Killers” 
and many more. There was nothing unexpected in store for us. When I was 
denied the job I was hurt because I was good for the job, except one reason. 

 
39 46 I was a war vet, my profession was good, I had access to secret information, 

and the department manager… by the way I was a war vet pensioner, so they 
wouldn’t have to pay me much money. The department manager tried to 
prove that I was the best candidate for the position. 

 
40 06 The HR manager said “I know who we want”. It wasn’t unexpected, but I felt 

hurt. What are me feelings? I don’t consider myself a hero. I stress on it. I 
didn’t commit any heroism. I just did my job. 

 
40 32 Just a usual work, only at the front. I speak without pathos. People tell stories 

how the war would have ended in a different way if not for them. I realize 
that millions of people committed heroism. Some people only told stories 
about their heroism.  

 
41 01 I feel a moral satisfaction, and that’s what matters: a moral satisfaction with 

my direct participation. My daughters (I have two daughters) and my 
grandchildren (I have 4 grandchildren) are very proud of me. My wife passed 
away 11 years ago in Israel. 

 
41 32 The Victory Day, the Red Army day and the Tank men Day were the most 

important holidays for all of them – all the dates connected with the war and 
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the army. In our family everyone honours it. My wife passed it on to my 
daughters and grandchildren. As for me, I feel moral satisfaction with my 
involvement.  

 
42 17 Although I could have easily stayed away from action – unwillingly. Take the 

training regiment I got to after the hospital. There were many officers there 
who hadn’t been in action at all. I know people who weren’t in action because 
they weren’t let go to the front.  

 
42 37 Sometimes it hurts when you hear people say “Oh, I know you were sitting 

snug in the home front”. But I know they were willing to go to the real front. I 
know about Stalin’s order not to touch people in training regiments. 

 
42 56 I must say it could go both ways, but anyway the industry, collective farms 

and railways did work. I don’t think it fair to insult those who weren’t in 
action. Yes, some stayed away wilfully. But at the same time many stayed 
away for different reasons. 

 
43 27 I remember one of my friends saying: “Being at the front is not what matters. 

What you did there is what matters”. But nobody knows what was in reality, 
many people just making up stories. I could be one of them: telling you 
stories for an hour or so. (Chucking) 

 
43 46 Nobody can check whether what I’m telling you is true. I remember a man 

telling me in regards to my wound “A dog may have bit you”. I repeat: I feel 
moral satisfaction. I’m not boasting. My children and my grandchildren are 
proud of me.  

 
44 12 I am happy. This must be an epilogue, right? (Interviewer thanks Yakov for 

his time and interesting stories) Thank you in return. Are you still shooting? 
(Interviewer: No, we have finished.) [shows his medals]. Where is the 
camera? Is it still on? (voices of Olga, Mila and the crew) 

 
45 09 This is a Guards’ badge. This is Order of the Red Star. And a medal, I lost it, 

Medal for Combat Merits. Order of Patriotic War. Anniversary medal: 40 years’ 
anniversary medal was given to all who participated in action. This order has 
two classes: 1st and 2nd. I have the 2nd because I was wounded. 

 
45 41 The rest are anniversary medals. (Mila: Guards, meaning you were in the 

Guards?) Yes, I was. Long ago the Guards helped Katherine II get on the 
throne. 

 
46 43 End of interview.  
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