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00 00 (Alexander explains the purpose of interview) (Please introduce yourself) 01 

54 
 
01 54 I am Tsirkina, Berta Aronovna. I was born in Leningrad in January of 1935. I 

had lived there all my life until 1996. In ’96 we came to Canada to reunite 
with our son. 02 12 

 
02 12 I have the only son, and that’s how my husband and I ended up living in 

Canada. I lived through the entire blockade in Leningrad. We survived thanks 
to my mother. 02 31 

 
02 31 Because in ’41 the blockade started on September 8. At the end of August my 

father was drafted to people’s volunteer corps. On August 11, my sister was 
born, my younger sister. 02 47 

 
02 47 According to my mother, air raids started at the beginning of the blockade. 

She told us that at the maternity hospital all the babies were put into baskets 
to be carried to an air raid shelter. 03 05 

 
03 05 We lived in Shuvalovo,  Leningrad’s suburbs, where the tzar’s summer 

cottages were situated: Pargolovo, Shuvalovo. I’d like to tell you that I 
remember seeing my father off at Vyborg military commissariat. 03 26 

 
03 26 There was a very long hall way, rather not a hall way, but a long yard. My 

mother held my baby sister in her arms. I stood by her side. I was 6 years 
old. My baby sister was about 1 month old. 03 41 

 
03 41 There was a crowd of men, all wearing grey quilted jackets. I remember my 

father’s face: it was so pale, like linen. That I remember well. (Crying) He 
said to my mother: wait for my letter. 03 56 

 
03 56 There was no letter. The People’s volunteer corps was sent to famous 

Sinyavino swamps  near Leningrad. I’d like to say that even in the 80s when 
the Soviet Union was working on the Food Program every family was allotted 
a 600 sq. m. plot. 04 24 

 
04 24 And people who explored the plots in the late 80s saw lots of human bones in 

the ground. And so we had to be evacuated. The baby wasn’t even a month 
old. I was 6. Mother said “What will be will be”. 04 49 

 
04 49 To tell you the truth, they say there are 7 wonders of the world. Our surviving 

was the 8th one. The grandparents and all the family in Leningrad who lived a 
few stops away from us… that was the circle route of streetcar 20…all of them 
died. 05 17 

 
05 17 Everyone, the entire family who lived in Leningrad, died. Why did we survive? 

Honestly, I don’t know. We lived in the Leningrad suburbs; we lived in a 
wooden house that had belonged to a tzar’s general. 05 38 
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05 38 It was a 2 storey house with all amenities: bathrooms, toilets… it was a big 

business back then. The house was kind of communal: 3 apartments 
downstairs and 3 apartments upstairs. 05 56 

 
05 56 There was an anti-aircraft artillery unit nearby, rather an anti-aircraft battery. 

I remember very well seeing my mother mending men’s sheepskin coats 
which needed mending because they were torn or too old (from WWI). Maybe 
they just threw them in for my mother to mend, I’m not sure. 06 24 

 
06 24 Here’s one of my childhood’s memories. I remember a dark room. We are in a 

bed, covered with I don’t know what – rags or blankets. We are in a bed – all 
the three of us in one bed. My mother used to say: if not for the two of you, I 
wouldn’t have had enough energy to get up from bed. 06 47 

 
06 47 For 3 days there was a line in Leningrad to buy bread. I may be confused but 

I think it was on the 30th, 31st of December, ’41 and January 1st. There was 
no bread delivery in the city then. 07 05 

 
07 05 And so this is how we lived till May. In May the 3 of us were taken away by a 

team, because we survived. We were dystrophic. When I watch Africa on TV, 
well we were like them: just bones. 07 31 

 
07 31 My baby sister Tomanka was taken to a paediatric hospital where she was 

kept for 2.5 years. When the siege was lifted on January 27, 1944 (crying) 
she was returned to my mother. They said: “Take away your baby, she’s 
turning into a monkey, we’re not sure she will survive”. 07 53 

 
07 53 I had stayed in a Lithuanian hospital for 1 month. Mother said that when she 

took me out of it she felt that I was turning into a human being. “I took your 
arm and it wasn’t just bones”. 08 10 

 
08 10 I remember… there were other children there… I remember saying to them: 

”When the war is over we’ll spread kasha over bread”. That was our dream. 
08 25 

 
08 25 (Crying) You know it is so hard looking back at those years. And so we 

survived. I’m also crying because we were taken care of. When we grew up 
and reading all those memoirs by Academician Likhachev and Oles 
Adamovich, Vasil Bykov and Granin, we found out that the City was doomed. 
09 01 

 
09 01 The City was doomed to die. I remember that… near our house… yes, you 

know, it was in the winter, no, not in the winter…In the spring of ’43… the 
house was made of wood. It was surrounded by other wooden houses. 09 20 

 
09 20 The wooden houses were doomed to be demolished to be stoked, as there 

was no fuel. We were given an apartment at Fontanka – 52 Fontanka, just 
across the street from Anichkov Palace. The buildings were vacant. 09 35 

 
09 35 I remember very well… I didn’t go to school in ’42. In ’43 she enrolled me in… 

that was a big business… comrade Stalin ordered separate education for boys 
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and girls… probably for the glory of the country…I was enrolled to 216 
women’s secondary school, Kuybyshev district. 09 59 

 
09 59 I remember that when we were moving over, there was a small truck…I don’t 

know whether it was my mother who hired it or it was the organization…our 
baggage was so poor… that’s how everyone lived at that time. 10 17  

 
10 17 I remember my mother sitting with her arms around a bag… of dried crust. 

There were ration coupons for cologne or vodka, or something else… My 
mother used to trade those coupons for bread and bread and bread… 10 32 

 
10 32 She used to dry the bread she traded. And nothing in life mattered, nothing 

except bread! I remember her holding the bag full of bread with her arms 
around it. The only vivid memory…10 49 

 
10 49 There’s something else I want to mention. In ’42… many people died in the 

spring. Why didn’t we die? The #20 street car conductors used to sell black 
soil from Badayevsky warehouses. 11 08 

 
11 08 I remember very well my mother bringing the black soil… not sure how much 

it was worth, probably kopeks…I used to make something this big, this shape, 
I remembered how a long loaf looked. 11 25 

 
11 25 We used to eat the soil and orach and stinging nettle because that wasn’t the 

downtown, although later we read about the Field of Mars being turned into 
kitchen gardens. 11 35 

 
11 35 Also I remember that my mother left home…she worked somewhere…some 

co-operative…she used to sew bags, this small, for cartridges. Later when we 
moved to the city…she had a sewing machine, she was a seamstress…11 55 

 
11 55 Up till ’46 or ’47 she used to sew those endless small bags… she used to say 

to me and my little sister: “Girls, please do your studies, otherwise you’ll 
spend the rest of your lives sewing endlessly”… But that’s just a digression. 
12 13 

 
12 13 I remember her leaving me to babysit my sister. I remember Tomanka sitting 

on the porch and crying: she was hungry. What I used to do: I ran my finger 
along her lips to make her stop crying and open her mouth. (crying) 12 28 

 
12 28 That’s how it was. To make my story short, when we were moving over… not 

just moving over our belongings. Once we were on #20 streetcar. It was a 
late summer. There was a bombardment. The streetcar stopped. 12 55 

 
12 55 It was the entry to the Liteyny Bridge on the Vyborg side. Everyone was told 

to get off. We were told to go hide ourselves in gateways. Mother said: “Let’s 
not go there. Let’s go on the bridge”. 13 09 

 
13 09 We went on the bridge and I remember the swishing sound over the river 

Neva. We lied down. I still remember vividly the bars of the Liteyny Bridge. 
There were 2 mermaids there with their arms stretched on their sides. Yes, 
we lied down. 13 26 
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13 26 We lied down until the bombardment was over. That’s it. (good memories) 

About the blockade!? (laughing) There were some. I went to school in ’43. 
They used to give us food, it was hryapa, I remember very well. 13 49 

 
13 49 Hryapa was made of cabbage leaves. Also they used to give each of us a 

piece of duranda. Duranda is like small cakes with seeds. That was nice. (The 
happiest day? The victory day?)14 10 

 
14 10 The Victory Day? You know it wasn’t the Victory Day. I remember very well. 

Our building, 52 Fontanka, was 5th or 6th building from Anichkov Bridge. I 
remember that everyone poured out into Nevsky Prospekt, and we saw 
soldiers marching along Nevsky Prospekt. 14 30 

 
14 30 They were marching from Moskovsky Railway Station in the direction of the 

Admiralty. It was in June or July. Those were demobilized soldiers. The 
Victory Day itself? I don’t want to make up stories. 14 41 

 
14 41 I don’t want to make up stories, I haven’t heard. (After the war?) After the 

war? I graduated from school, enrolled in the Electrical Engineering Program 
at Ulyanov-Lenin Institute. 14 59 

 
14 59 At that time the graduates holding gold and silver medals were admitted to 

universities without entrance examinations. They used to have open doors 
days there. My friend and I went to Ulyanov-Lenin Electrical Engineering 
Institute. 15 18 

 
15 18 We were shown a huge auditorium with 2 globes. It was so amazing! Later 

that was a filming location for “9 days in one year” movie. I mean the 
auditorium. We were stupid little girls. 15 38 

 
15 38 We looked at each other. I went “Valya, let’s go there?” She went “OK, let’s 

go”. Everyone was to pass an exam in swimming. I couldn’t swim. Just 
couldn’t. Basically I’m a very obedient person. I never go against the rules. 
16 00 

 
16 00 What should I do? Valya’s photo was stuck into my student’s ID. She swam 

and got a “test passed” mark. I couldn’t swim. Later when my husband and I 
spent holidays on the Black Sea, he taught me to swim. 16 21 

 
16 21 I trusted him. But all the same I swim like a dog. After graduation from the 

Institute… it was very simple in the Soviet Union: I get my placement at the 
Aviation Instrument Building Plant. 16 37 

 
16 37 It was located in the Petrograd Side district. I worked there for 20 years: 

from ’59 to ’79. In ’79 my son was 20. He applied for emigration to Israel. He 
told me he wasn’t even going to ask for our consent. 17 03 

 
17 03 After he applied… those were the ‘70s. The year was ’79. I worked at a plant 

with no classified data. However, we had access to “S” documents… “S” or 
“SS”, not sure now. 17 24 
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17 24 I knew I would be fired right away. I had worked for 20 years at the Plant. I 
knew… and I decided to quit before I was fired. I had to quit. I told my 
laboratory manager, a wonderful person, Inna Yevgenievna Vologdina. I said 
to her: Inna Yevgenievna, I have to quit. Arkasha applied for Israel”. 17 52 

 
17 52 She went “Oh!” And exactly 2 weeks after I quit, she was called to the 1st 

Department and the Administraion Office. “Inna Yevgenievna, how come 
you’ve overlooked the mother of the nation’s traitor?” 18 07 

 
18 07 After that I couldn’t find a job for a long time. And I’m embarrassed to say, I 

bribed 2,000 roubles which was a standard salary compared to 1,500 or 
1,800. I bribed 2,000 roubles to be hired to work at Electrical Instrument 
Institute. 18 36 

 
18   36 I worked there for 12 years. I was happy with my job. I told me son: “If not 

for you… there’s such a character, like Belarusians say: “I don’t care, 
whatever…” Whatever job I get… Wherever I’m placed…I knew the production 
process well. It was called the Central Plant Laboratory. 19 05 

 
19 05 We worked on new aviation machinery. The job was important. We presented 

the instruments for military representatives. It was military equipment. 
Everything had to be tip top. 19 26 

 
19 26 (Anti-Semitism) What do you think? (laughs) Sure thing. All my life I felt 

myself as a second rate person.   It’s in Vainer brother’s book: the earth is 
like a stone and there’s a loop in green grass”. Something like that. 20 04 

 
20 04 The main character works in an institute. She had to get a reference in the 1st 

Department. It happened that I worked all my life at that plant. I had 
contacts with the 1st Department. 20 16 

 
20 16 My heart used to sink when I was passing by the 1st Department’s office. 

When you came there to pick up documents, they used to give you such cold 
and hostile looks you didn’t know what to do! 20 37 

 
20 37 It’s in that book: the head of the 1st Department looks at the main character. 

Those were notorious 1st May food parcels. He took the herring with his fatty 
hands, rubbed his hands and said: “What do you want?” 20 53 

 
20 53 I saw it throughout  my life, throughout my life. Even growing up, I 

remember being in a pioneer camp and how I wanted to be… well, it’s a little 
embarrassing… to be the best and the most obedient girl. 21 14 

 
21 14 I heard a pioneer leader saying to another pioneer leader: “We are going to 

assign her a group leader for the next shift”. The other one replied… well how 
old was I? About 12 or 11 or 10. I think I was 11… “What do you think? She’s 
a Jewess!”21 40 

 
21 40 Oh, I remember that very well, very well! (sighs) That was in the late ’52 or 

early ’53. I had a girl friend, named Valya. We were friends, sharing a desk 
starting ’47 when she was back from evacuation. 21 59 
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21 59 They were evacuated in ’42 via  Ladoga. Mother’s younger brother, a student, 
was killed. As he had a weak health, he wasn’t drafted. He and his institute 
were evacuated in the winter of ’42. 22 13 

 
22 13 The trucks sank under the ice. So many people were killed on Ladoga because 

of bombing and the ice holes. So I was saying… Valya’s mother, Nadezhda 
Dmitrievna was such a noble woman. 22 36 

 
22 36 They lived in Rubinstein Street which was parallel to Fontanka Embankment, 

23 Rubinstein where Arkady Raikin lived before the war. It was a luxurious 
building like Tolstoy’s building at 54 Fontanka next to ours. 22 57 

 
22 57 I’d like to say that the apartment… Valya was the only one in our class of 30 

or 28 students who lived in a separate apartment. They hadn’t been 
evacuated. Valya’s aunt, her mother’s older sister, stayed in the apartment, 
survived the blockade and that’s why the apartment wasn’t taken away from 
them. 23 20 

 
23 20 Nobody was given a room in her apartment. It was a “lord’s” 2 bedroom 

apartment with a back door. You young people may not know what it was. 
Those apartments had a front door and a back one for servants. 23 33 

 
23 33 However comrades communists divided it. It was a 2 bedroom… the entrance 

was for common use. This part belonged to a family. And that one belonged 
to Valya’s family. 23 51 

 
23 51 They were 3 sisters, all of them single. A general lived in that apartment. The 

hall way was for common use. And there were 2 doors: to a large 2 bedroom 
apartment with a huge kitchen and the other one was similar. It belonged to 
their neighbours. 24 11 

 
24 11 I remember very well, ringing the door bell. Aunt Nadia, Valya’s mother and 

general’s wife answered the door. Aunt Nadia said: “Oh Bertochka, come on 
in”. The other women said: How come you allow Valya to have a Jewish 
girlfriend?!” 24 35 

 
24 35 “Don’t you know, don’t you see what’s going on?!” I remember, aunt Nadia 

hugged me without saying anything, gave the woman a scornful look, and 
lead me to her apartment. I will remember that for the rest of my life. 24 52  

 
24 52 My mother was a widowed seamstress with 2 daughters. She received 6 

“bread” roubles every month for her missing husband, because a missing 
person wasn’t considered dead. 25 08 

 
25 08 Aunt Nadia was an educated woman. She worked for a telephone station and 

was probably getting a higher pay. I remember, every summer she used to 
take me… she rented a summer cottage in Razliv, near Leningrad. 25 24 

 
25 24 Those were old habits from the time her husband was alive. They had been 

more affluent. She used to take Valya and me to the summer cottage for 2 
weeks. My mother used to ask her “Nadezhda Dmitrievna, what do I owe 
you?” She used to answer “You don’t owe me anything”. 25 44 
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25 44       I’d like to say, that when both my husband and I got jobs and were 

paid good money, we bought a garden plot in Toksovo-Kangalovo, near 
Leningrad. Aunt Nadia was an old lady and retired back then. And Valya with 
her children… they used to visit and stay with us every summer. 26 14 

 
26 14 I’d like to say that there were lots of noble people. At the same time there 

were lots of mean people. That’s it, there’s nothing to add. (Do younger 
generations know the history?)26 55 

 
26 55 They must know. But that doesn’t mean anything to them, doesn’t mean 

anything. They cannot understand… I have only one son and one 
granddaughter, she was born here, in 1990. When I tell her: “Manechka, 
listen, do you know about the famine, when there was no food to eat?” 27 21 

 
27 21 She goes: “What granny, not even cereal?” Cereal! She knows that when 

there’s no food in the house, there’re always boxes of cereal on the shelf. 
They can’t understand. A different population was born there, an entirely 
different population. 27 44 

 
27 44 I’d like to say. The country was horrible, no question. But we happened to be 

young children back in ’37. We didn’t go through all that. And we don’t know 
about the horror. The genetic fear passed from our parents to us though. 28 
06 

 
28 06 From our mother, from our surrounding. The Fontanka Street… Later we 

moved to a 1 bedroom apartment: we lived in the bedroom, and the 
neighbours lived in the living room. 28 19 

 
28 19 My aunt, the widow of mother’s brother who was killed… My mother’s family 

had 8 children: 3 sisters and 5 brothers. 4 brothers were killed in the war. All 
the sisters survived. And Aunt Liza we are proud of went through 2 wars: the 
Finnish war and the Great Patriotic war. 28 46  

 
28 46 She was a nurse. She came back from the war as Senior Lieutenant.  Her 

husband was killed in ’37. Aunt Liza was very beautiful. She lived in Moscow. 
She married a Bulgarian man by the name of Blagoev. She had his surname 
for the rest of her life. 29 04 

 
29 04 He was in airship building. He vanished because he was something… My 

mother’s family, all of them were… well in ’34 or in ’33 in Ukraine there was a 
horrible famine. The Jews started leaving Ukraine for big cities or… 
grandpa…29 29 

 
29 29 The family with 8 children lived in village Tomish, near Mozyr, Gomel region, 

Belarus. They were wealthy: they had 2 cows and a horse. In ’29 they were 
dispossessed as “kulaks”. Their house was taken away from them. 29 49 

 
29 49 But because they were Jews… that year the American Jews gave money for 

exploration of the Crimea. They were lucky, they went to Dzhankoy, the 
steppe Crimea. 30 06 
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30 06 My mother told me that when she came there, the floor was… well they had 
had a wooden house in village Tomish… they were intelligentsia. And now 
they came to a steppe Crimea. The houses were wattle houses. 30 21 

 
30 21 The floor was mixture of manure and clay. That was what the floor was like 

there. Mother told me that when she entered the house she started crying. 
Her neighbour told her “You’re still young”, -- the year was ’29 – “you’re still 
young, you will live in a house with a wooden floor”. 30 40 

 
30 40 That came true. She married in ’34 and moved to Leningrad. I digressed, 

what was your question? (Alexandr. Background conversation). 31 31    
     
End of interview 
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