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FOREWORD

I truly like meeting my readers. I believe I speak better than I write… But 
people who organize my talks often warn me that I will only have one hour. 
In these cases, I put aside my “infinite biography” and replace a good chunk 
of it with this brief retelling of one unforgettable episode:

My mother Regina spent her last years in Toronto, 18 of which she lived 
at a retirement home called «Baycrest». Every day, regardless of how far my 
work took me, I rushed to be in time for her dinner, to feed her, to see what 
she had been up to and to tell her about myself. To make our encounters 
more interesting, I  listened to the news on the way, otherwise dialogs like 
this happened.

—You know, mother, there was a big earthquake in Mexico; around 400 casu-
alties…!

—You already told me about it yesterday…
That is to say, Regina’s mind was still sharp and her memory was still strong. 

One evening, when my mother in her was 90s, the dinner cart to her floor was 
delayed. We were sitting next to each other, waiting calmly, and I asked her:

—Mother! Do you remember how you beat me hard as a child…?!
—No-о…?? I don’t…!—she answered, thoughtful, in her low and rough voice, 

so dear to me.
The silence fell and remained for about a minute, after which my mother 

asked,
—And why did I beat you…?
—What do you mean, “Why?”—For being naughty… misbehaving… You nev-

er used to be home, always at work… loading boards on the wagons, and I spent 
the entire day with the boys… came home late… missed school… At the end of the 
week, the girls from my class used to bring you notes from the teacher saying that 
I hadn’t gone to school all week… And so, you beat me…!

After having briefly analyzed my answer, my mother rushed to answer the 
next question,

—And the times that you didn’t go to school, where did you go?!
—…?? Em… Now—I don’t remember…!
Of course, I didn’t remember! Is it even possible, after 50 years, to remember 

where I went on the days that I didn’t go to school in the 5th, maybe 6th grade.
My listeners always enjoy my retelling of this episode.
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Mother Regina was not allotted a lot of happiness in her life. But the older 
we get, the more often every member of our family remembers «granny Riza», 
her courage, intelligence, wit and infinite readiness to overcome all obstacles 
and survive. We also remember her unforgettably comical expressions resulting 
from nearly a half-century’s «immersion» in mixed Belorussian-Russian speech.

The further time passes, the more I  am proud and glad that a picture of 
“Madam Rott’s” tombstone, from her grave in Toronto, is always present on the 
front cover of all my books. We often hear from our children and grandchil-
dren, “If not for Granny Riza, there would be no me.” And is it really just them 
who wouldn’t exist…?!

These are the origins of my insatiable desire to write and tell, to save as many 
as possible of these “I don’t remembers” to keep the memory of people who must 
not be forgotten and, most of all, to kindly bow, over and over again,

To the fond memory of those innocent parents who were murdered and de-
prived of the opportunity to raise their children to be descent people.

I am a humble, common person, and I am very glad to hear a kind word 
from my readers, and I dearly cherish these words. Inspiration doesn’t come as 
a birthright. I want to share one of the warm letters I received from Siberia, from 
one of my readers whom I know personally.

“Dear Vladimir, Iya! The night has passed, and I couldn’t take my eyes off 
the 2nd chapter,1 reading and rereading it over and over again. If I had to 
narrate the events described in that chapter, my scribbles would be full of fury, 
hatred, pain, shame, tears, etc., with all the feelings that possessed me when 
I faced this crushing, heartless state machine and felt like a tiny grain of sand, 
a creature without any rights, a mother whose child is being humiliated and 
trampled to death… You, on the contrary, managed to describe all these events 
and feelings with some incredible universal wisdom, sincerity and stunning 
fairness. They say that a writer’s gift is given by God… Maybe! But I  think 
your gift was passed to you on some genetic level from all your ancestors, that 
you imbibed it with your mother’s milk, and it happened in order to show the 
world how a bright, charismatic person shines in his life full of sadness, joy and 
encounters…

Respectfully, Taisya Chernykh.
Mysovaya Station, Siberia. 9 October 2017.”

1 Taisya Chernykh is a professional librarian in Mysovaya Station, which is located in Siberia, 
on the bank of Lake Baikal. I sent her a manuscript of the 2nd chapter of this book.
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Chapter 1

«MAKOS» AND «DIOS»2

For the last several decades, my wife Iya and I have visited beautiful Hungary 
almost every year, and sometimes more than once a year. Fate decided that my 
father would only get to raise me for the first three years of my life, but Mama 
Regina instilled love for her former homeland in us, her two sons, until she 
was almost a hundred years old. Even in the saddest days of her Russian life, 
crushed by grief and exhausting physical labor, Mama found the strength to 
tell us, “Children, this is not how it was in Hungary! Back there, we…” And then 
at once, our childish imagination would immediately add unseen and almost 
unreal embellishments to what was happening before us. It was only in 1960 
that the Soviet authorities allowed me, a young 25-year-old engineer, to visit 
Hungary for the first time and to meet some of my relatives who had survived 
the Holocaust—including my grandmother Hannah Roth, who had lost only 
one son, my father Ferenc, and even he was destroyed by Stalin in Kolyma after 
the war. The other six children, and Grandma herself, survived the war in the 
Jewish ghetto in Budapest.

We had a particularly memorable trip to Hungary in 1986, when we were al-
ready Canadian citizens. Our whole family came over from Austria in a rented 
Mitsubishi van, and Aunt Jolan, Mama Regina’s younger sister, agreed to make 
the 300-kilometer journey with us to northern Hungary, to the Slovak border. 
When we passed through the village of Novajidrany, Aunt Jolan drew our atten-
tion to a house positioned in a rather unusual way, with its side rather than its 
facade facing the roadway. Normally, the side of the house with its long collon-
aded veranda would face the yard. Aunt Jolan announced:

—This is the house where my younger sister Margit Lissauer used to live.
In the village of Garadna, Aunt Jolan helped us find the still-standing 

building No. 6 on Main Street, in which all thirteen children of my grandfa-
ther Hermann Spielberger came into the world. My mother, Regina, was the 
twelfth. It was from this house that my grandmother Fanny Spielberger and 
her entire family were taken away to Auschwitz where they died in the gas 
chambers…

2 «Makos» is a Hungarian pastry, a poppyseed roll; «dios» is a roll with a nut filling
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The villagers in Garadna were quite surprised by our arrival. They gaped at 
the unexpected guests and told us many interesting things; they also helped us 
find the graves of my grandfather Hermann and his first wife Shara, which had 
been lost in the woods…

In 1987, we came to Garadna again—this time, for the opening of a me-
morial. It was designed by our son, the architect Sandor Rott, and built out of 
white stone by the stonemason Imre Kerci from the neighboring town of Encs 
to commemorate Shara and Hermann Spielberger and the 323 members of his 
family who died in the Holocaust. two solid-steel plates bearing inscriptions in 
Hungarian and English were made in toronto to be mounted into the granite 
and brought by us for the opening.

In 2002, we brought all of our children and grandchildren from Canada to 
Hungary, along with some of our relatives from the United States. It took a large 
tour bus to hold them all. After that, we invited fourteen Russian retirees: our 
former colleagues from our student years in tomsk, and two of my old friends 
and co-workers from the automobile plant in togliatti.

And now, let me tell you about our trip to Hungary in the summer of 2016. 
Our group consisted of only eight people, all of whom were on their first visit 
to the land of “the Danube, csirkepaprikás, and the czardas.” Fortunately, like 
our previous guests, they turned out to be intellectually curious, well-educat-
ed and well-organized people. Katya Shkarubo, already familiar to my readers 
as the daughter of my childhood girlfriend tamara Okhlopkova, came from 
Minsk with her husband Valery. Both are young and talented Belarussian en-
gineers who greatly enlivened and enriched every day of our trip. For our el-
dest granddaughter, Ada, and her friend peter, the trip was our gift to them 
after her  successful completion of graduate school at McGill University in 
Montreal.

Having arrived at the Budapest Airport on different flights, we waited for an-
other pair coming in from New York to join our tour: paul Caputo, an 86-year-
old professor at The Juilliard School, the famous music, dance, and drama school 
at New York’s Lincoln Center, and his 56-year-old daughter Susan. When I saw 
the Americans at the arrivals hall of the Budapest Airport, I got quite a scare: 
both father and daughter were in wheelchairs. “Oh my G-d, what am I going to 
do with them? They never mentioned this!” But after a couple of minutes it be-
came clear that I didn’t need to worry. Even though paul walks with a limp and 
Susan, whose eyesight has been weakened by diabetes, uses a cane, both are still 
full of life; they had asked to be picked up in wheelchairs only because they were 
worried about getting around the airport with «no knowledge of Hungarian…»

3 In 2012, this sad number rose to 35, when I first learned about the death in Auschwitz of 
three more of our little girls: Klein Zhuzha—6 years old, Katalin—4 years old and Eva—2 
years old … (Vladimir Rott, Book 3, «Joyous Encounters», Chapter 5—«Annush»)
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paul’s wife, my cousin Jutka, could not make the difficult overseas trip—by 
now, for health reasons—and had remained in Brooklyn under the care of their 
son Michael. I wrote “by now,” while sincerely regretting that over three decades, 
Jutka had never accepted my invitation to visit Hungary and Garadna togeth-
er, no matter how I pleaded with her and tried to convince her. The frighten-
ing memories of her final days in Garadna in 1944 were still too strong in her 
mind…

I had heard stories of Jutka and her family from Mama Regina as a child; in 
1978, we found them the very first time we visited the United States:

“In New York, we were delighted to meet with my cousin Jutka Caputo, the 
daughter of Mama’s tenth sister, Margit Lissauer. Jutka was the one who was tak-
en to Auschwitz, the Nazi concentration camp, as a 14-year-old girl; she survived, 
but her mother and her brother Miklos were killed. Jutka’s two children and her 
husband Paul Caputo, a likeable Italian who teaches at Juilliard, gave us a warm 
and beautiful reception in their modest house in Brooklyn. Paul was particularly 
happy that his wife had acquired such distant yet close relatives.”4

4 Vladimir Rott, «In Defiance of Fate», Volume 2: «The Joys of Discoveries».

Meeting at Budapest airport (from left to right): Katya and Valery Shkarubo, Vladimir and Iya 
Rott, Susan and Paul Caputo. August 2, 2016. Photo of Miklos Kercsi.
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After that first meeting in New York, I had not only repeatedly invited Jutka to 
join me on a trip to Hungary, but also asked her tell me at least a little bit about her 
childhood, about her life in the village of Novaj, her transport to Auschwitz, and 
the events after her liberation from the 
camp—but her response had always 
been a profound silence. It was only 
thirty years after our first meeting that 
paul was able to record some brief rem-
iniscences by his wife, which he was 
happy to send to me. And recently, after 
paul and Susan had made their joyous 
return from their trip to Hungary, my 
cousin, buoyed by their stories, spilled 
a few more drops from her complicat-
ed biography. Here’s what I got:

“Jutka Lissauer (Spielberger), (Judith Caputo), Brooklyn, 2006 and 2016. …
Before the war, I went to school in Budapest and lived with Aunt Jolan, whose 
apartment was not far from the school. I had my own small room there. Once the 
Arrow Cross came to power in 1944, I returned to my mother’s house in Novaj.

Our first meeting with cousin Jutka Caputo and her family. New York, 1978.

With Jutka and Paul Caputo. New York, 
March 2009.
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The last I remember of Novaj is my Mama, my little brother, and me getting 
forcibly thrown out of our house by gendarmes. I remember how they stomped 
on the dolls I’d gotten as gifts from my late Papa. I remember my kitten crying 
loudly…

We were taken to Auschwitz with other Jews in railroad freight cars. On arrival, 
we were immediately ordered to line up for the “showers.” People stood in silence, 
frightened. Of course, we didn’t know the lines were actually for the gas chambers… 
Just then, one of the German guards, an officer, came up to me, grabbed my hand, 
yanked me away and led me to another line. “That’s no place for you. You’re just 
a child,” the German said. That’s how I got separated from Mama and my broth-
er. I was told we’d be together again later. Of course, that never happened, I never 
saw them again… It turned out that the guard had a daughter who looked like 
me. I never saw him again, either… Didn’t even find out his name, but I remem-
ber his face to this day.

At the age of fourteen, I was left alone in an Auschwitz barrack, surrounded 
by a multitude of strangers. We were treated very badly there; we barely got any 
food, and sometimes no food at all. Once, I saw Geza Weltman (Joe Weltman’s 
brother—V.R.), and for about two weeks he managed to bring me the food he 
stole from the guards’ kitchen. Geza had managed to get himself put to work as 

After liberation from Auschwitz 16 year old Jutka Lissauer sits in the middle. She spent more 
than a year in a Swedish hospital. Orebro, Sweden. 1946.
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a plumber at the camp. Unfortunately, soon after that he was transferred to a 
different camp…

In April 1945, by the time we were freed by the Sovjet army, my weight was 
below 50 pounds (22.6 kg), I had a kidney infection, couldn’t walk and couldn’t 
eat. To restore my health, I was sent to the Red Cross hospital in Orebro (Sweden), 
where I stayed for over a year… I still have some breathing problems, problems 
with my lungs.

Aunt Ethel, who lived in Brooklyn, got me the necessary paperwork, and in 
1951 I came to America… For a long time, I was sustained by the hope that my 
mother and my brother would turn up alive. Nightmares from the past haunted 
me for many years, even in the first years of my marriage.

Aunt Ethel’s apartment was small, and I was sent to a girls’ boarding school. 
Sometimes, students from the conservatory came over to give concerts at the school. 
That’s how I met Paul, a tall, handsome Italian.”

And now, back to our Hungarian tour. In accordance with our established 
tradition, we headed to northern Hungary with our guests right away, straight 
from the Budapest airport. There, we spent three wonderful days in Garadna, 

Novajidrany, and the pic-
turesque surrounding areas. 
Garadna’s indefatigable may-
or Marianna paulo, whom the 
reader already knows, was ac-
tively involved in organizing 
this part of our trip.

Upon arriving in Novaj-
idrany, we were greeted and 
blessed by the head of the lo-
cal Reformed church, Father 
Bertalan Sani, and his wife. 
Everyone got emotional when 
Susan and paul Caputo first 
stepped across the threshold 
of the house in which Jutka 
was born, and from which 
the Lissauer family was tak-
en to Auschwitz. The building 
stands next to the Miskolc-
Kosice roadway. Since the end 
of the war, it has housed the 
town library, which occupies 

Paul and Susan Caputo with the mayor of Garadna—
Marianna Paulo.
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one-third of the building. The rest of it is occupied by the police station and the 
regional Roma council.

Marianna paulo had prepared well for our arrival, so that there were al-
ready several elderly townsfolk waiting for us in the library. I introduced the 
unusual guests from America and showed them Jutka’s picture and our fam-
ily tree. Most unexpectedly, one of the locals, Auntie Eva (Sproha Ferencne) 
remembered several prewar episodes related to her little neighbor and friend, 
Jutka. Retired schoolteacher Clarica Retlaki, who volunteers as the town’s dep-
uty mayor, told the story of Novaj’s establishment while a library staffer showed 
slides of photos from its past. The notary of the district council, Choma 
Andrasne, brought the original copy of the old civil registry and showed the 
page from 1929 recording the birth of a girl named Judith. The registry listed 
the names of her parents, Margit and Miklos Lissauer, and noted on a separate 
line that they were Jewish.

Susan Caputo and her father enter the house for the very first time, from where, in 1944, her 
grandmother—Margit Lissauer and her children were deported to Auschwitz.
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Susan and paul Caputo found all 
of this especially moving. Everything 
here was a surprise to them, and 
everything was lovely. After the 
meeting, I  invited everyone to din-
ner. That was how Clarica Retlaki, 
the former vice principal of the local school, ended up as our guest in the 
neighboring town of pere, in the picturesque restaurant called “The Golden  
Barrel.”

Before I move on to the pastries—the main part of my story—I’ll list the 
main highlights of our 12-day tour of Hungary:
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—The first three days, we ate at restaurants in the towns we visited in northern 
Hungary; but it will be a long time before we forget the wonderful breakfasts in 
Garadna, lovingly made for us every morning by the cooks from the local nursing 
home.

—Visit to the village of Garadna and the Hermann Spielberger family memo-
rial.

—Meeting with readers at the culture club of the town of Enc, the auditorium 
filled over capacity.

In front of the entrance to the Old People’s Home of Garadna.

In this house were born all 13. of Hermann 
Spielberger’s children.

To reach the Memorial, the corn field is easier to 
traverse in the tractor’s trailer.
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The village of Garadna. Visiting the Memorial to my grandfather Hermann Spielberger and the 
35 members of his family who perished in the gas chambers of Auschwitz.

Meeting with the family of Iboja Barna (her 5-year-old son Matti is standing in front of her). 
These are the descendants of Uncle Geza Spielberger, who died in the First World War.
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—At the village of Bodrogkisfalu, 
the tasting of Tokai wines from the 
cellars of the excellent wine connois-
seur Kati Hudacskoni, who poured our 
glasses herself during an abundant, de-
licious, unforgettable dinner.

—Visit to the old Jewish cemetery 
on the Avas hill in Miskolc.

—Trip across Hungary from the 
North (Garadna) to the South (the 
Heviz resort), during which the bus un-
expectedly developed serious mechani-
cal trouble…

—Swimming with life preservers in 
the thermal Lake Heviz.

—The Marzipan Museum and the 
cake-tasting in the town of Keszthely.

—The “Welcome to Hungary!” dinner 
at the Grand Hotel on Margaret Island.

Meeting with the readers of Ench.

"Shoes on the banks of the Danube".
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—Tour of the Grand Opera, the Parliament, the synagogue and the Jewish 
Museum on Dohan Street, the St. Istvan Basilica and the Matyas Church.

—Panoramic night view of Budapest from the Gellert Mountain.
—Visit to the sad memorial “Shoes on the Danube Bank,” constructed to com-

memorate hundreds of Budapest Jews who were shot and fell into the Danube’s icy 
waters. They were forced to remove their shoes before they were killed.

Iya and I  were happy that every day, our guests were enjoying the trip 
more and more. In Garadna, in Heviz on Lake Balaton, and in Budapest at our 
«Thermal Hotel on Margit Siget» (Margaret Island), each day began with an ex-
cellent, abundant buffet breakfast, at the end of which our protégés always did 
their best to pack little bags with fruit and sandwiches to go.

As a surprise, without telling anyone in advance, I took the entire group to 
the beautiful old «New York» café at the «Boscolo Hotel». The beauty of the 
place made them all gasp. The table settings and the dinner also turned out to 
be very high-quality. A delighted Susan declared:

—Since this is the «New York» café and my father and I came here from New 
York, you will all be my guests tonight. I’m paying!

And now, about the sweets. In the bakery sections of toronto stores, one 
can always buy long sweet rolls with a filling of poppy seed or walnuts. Their 
Hungarian names, makos and dios, have been known to me 
since I was a boy. Of course, these Canadian baked 
goods were no match for the ones Mama Regina 
often worked hard to make for my brother and 
me in my childhood years in Bobruysk, 
even in the years of severe privations. 
After our first trips to Hungary, we found out 
that the Hungarian- made «Makos» and «Dios» 
tasted almost the same as Mama Regina’s, but 
hers were better. In any case, we love those desserts and 
buy them quite frequently.

In the first moments after they flew in from New York, when we were still at 
the Budapest Airport, our American relatives paul and Susan Caputo confiden-
tially told me that Jutka had instructed them to do whatever it takes to bring 
back some «Makos» and «Dios»—“the real, Hungarian kind.” I immediately as-
sured them that it would be done, but they had to remind me closer to the end 
of the trip.

time went on. The last five days of our trip were spent in Budapest, where 
the Caputos, father and daughter, at once reminded me in unison that it was 
time to buy «Makos» and «Dios» to take back to Brooklyn.
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Our trips to Hungary are always made more comfortable and enjoyable by 
our wonderful Hungarian friend Eva Oros, whom we met long before she re-
tired as the manager of one of the «Budapest» Bank branches in the city. Eva 
tries to plan our leisure activities in advance, buys theater and museum tickets, 
takes us to interesting exhibitions. Her musical taste and knowledge never fail 
to make a charming impression. But Eva is also our reliable guide to her coun-
try’s literary and political life.

…Of course, I decided to call our friend for help in solving our new problem.
—Eva,—I  said,—Susan and Paul have orders from Jutka to bring fresh 

«Makos» and «Dios» rolls, one of each. I’m sure you know which bakery has the 
best ones. Please buy them for us, I’ll pay you back. And buy two more for me so 
that I can treat our group in the evening.

—Vladimir, I’m afraid this is an impossible task! «Makos» and «dios» are 
only made in the Christmas season. I’ve never heard of them being sold in the 
summer! There’s a well-known Jewish bakery near the Grand synagogue, I’ll 
go there tomorrow—maybe they have them! But I doubt it… They’re just not 
baked in the summer!

I couldn’t believe Eva’s words—but I did get a little nervous. In the minibus, 
I told the Americans about Eva’s doubts. Our entire group erupted in a hubbub 
of protest: they simply didn’t believe it could be true. Susan Caputo added:

—I talk to Mama every night [she called Jutka in Brooklyn—V.R.] and tell her 
what happened that day. Mama loves listening to my stories. She always warmly 
thanks you, Vladimir, and Iya for such an interesting program for our trip. And 
nearly every time, she reminds me to bring back some «Makos» and «dios».

The next evening, Eva Oros visited us at the hotel. At the Jewish bakery, they 
had confirmed that such rolls were baked only for Easter and Christmas. The 
reason was simple: they require expensive ingredients, and once the rolls have 
been baked they quickly lose their freshness and become dry and hard.

Then, Eva unwrapped a beautiful paper wrapping and took a piece of tall 
layer cake out of a box:

—This cake is called «Flodni»,—she explained.—It’s a traditional pastry, the 
most popular item at that bakery. I like it. I often go there, and buy it. We’ll order it 
for the Americans before they leave, and 
they can bring it back for the mother.

Susan and paul were distressed by 
such a turn of events which had derailed 
such a lovely and simple plan. I didn’t 
know what to suggest, either. Of course 
the «Flodni» cake was beautiful and de-
licious. It even had the right ingredients: 
flour, apples, poppy seed, walnuts, sugar, 
and jam. But … it wasn’t «Jutka’s dream.»
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The next day, Susan told us, “Mama refuses to believe that it’s impossible to 
buy «Makos» and «Dios». She says to try harder, or ask the old folks…” O-ho-ho! 
There it is, the Spielberger temperament I know so well!

After another day, when we had a full schedule in Budapest and were in our 
minibus, in a hurry to find the Zoltan Kodaly museum that paul Caputo had 
asked me about on the phone before we left toronto, Susan Caputo suddenly 
asked innocently from the back row:

—Vladimir, do you know by any chance where Andrassy Avenue is?
—Do I know it?—The question took me by surprise.—We’ve been driving on 

it for nearly two kilometers! We also crossed it three times earlier today. Why do 
you ask, Susan?

—Mama said last night—“tell Vladimir that there’s a czukrazda [confection-
ery] on Andrassy Avenue, around the corner from our school. You can always 
find «Makos» and «dios» there.”

Well, how about that! That’s our Jutka! My heart hurt at Susan’s words… 
poor Jutka! She had last been to Budapest in 1944, and had never returned to 
Hungary—but in the 73 years that had passed, she had never forgotten the plea-
sures of her childhood and where they came from…

My old friend and regular driver Gabor Bordas, whom the reader knows 
well—the man who had driven us all over Hungary in the past ten years—had 
received a promotion on his job as a police officer. Now, we have his nephew 
Miklos Kercsi behind the wheel driving us around, and then going home every 
evening to a neighborhood on the outskirts of Budapest. Miklos confirmed the 
sad situation: none of the stores in their neighborhood had the delicacies we 
wanted, either.

We were just two days away from the end of our trip. Our guests from New 
York did not seriously entertain our suggestion to get a «Flodni» cake, currently so 
popular in Budapest, as a substitute for their “dream.” They simply couldn’t wrap 
their minds around the notion that there was a food product you couldn’t buy. 
I wasn’t going to insist on the «Flodni», but I didn’t want to “just give up” either.

On that evening—our next to last—we had dinner at the hotel restaurant. As 
we were leaving, I suddenly saw the banquet hall manager whom I knew quite 
well, Istvan Menhart. He bowed to us with a smile, bidding farewell to «Mr. Rott 
and his guests». And then it was as if something had jabbed me in the back.

I quickly walked toward Mr. Menhart and said:
—Sir, I have a big problem and I hope you can try to help me with it. My 

guests from America are flying home the day after tomorrow, early in the morn-
ing. I know the food for the restaurants at our «Thermal Hotel» and at the «Grand 
Hotel» is cooked in the same kitchen, here at the «Grand Hotel». Could you please 
talk to your chef and ask him to work a Miracle for us? I’m willing to pay any price. 
Can he bake two rolls, makos and dios, for the Americans by tomorrow night? 
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There is an ailing old lady in New York who was born in Hungary, and she really 
wants them as a gift…

—Mr. Rott, your request is more than a request for us! Unfortunately, I don’t 
think the kitchen has the ingredients for these rolls… But we will try to do what-
ever we can!

He refused to take my money for a deposit.

In our last days in Budapest, paul Caputo had made it a tradition to go to the 
hotel bar after we returned to the hotel and sit there for about twenty minutes 
before going to our rooms, discussing the plans for the next day. paul bought 
each of us a small glass of «Slivovitz». On that evening, after the manager’s 
promise about baking the rolls, we all thought the «Slivovitz» had never tasted 
or smelled so good!

But it was too early to celebrate. Just as Iya and I turned off the tV after 
watching the news, the phone rang in our room. My bad feeling proved correct: 
it was the manager.

—Mr. Rott, I am very sorry… The chef says he cannot fulfil your request. He 
has explained that he simply doesn’t have the ingredients for these rolls, and be-
sides, one day isn’t enough to fill such an order.

Our final day in Budapest came. We still needed to make some purchas-
es, still wanted to find the time to visit the Franz Liszt Conservatory… Miklos 
Kercsi, who had faithfully and masterfully driven our minibus, navigating the 
traffic jams of Hungary’s capital, had already twice politely and carefully re-
minded us:

—Uncle Vladimir, don’t forget, no matter how busy we are today, you really 
have to stop by and visit Aunt Ilona… She’s probably made some food, too. You 
have to stop by!

In the hustle-bustle of our last day, I had not planned on stopping by to say 
good-bye to Ilona Kercsi, our close friend of many years and a wonderful moth-
er to our best friends Aniko and Ilona Kercsi and their self-appointed «brother» 
Gabor—especially since it was so far out of the way. But Miklos’s quiet prodding 
suggested some special reason. “Yes, we’ll stop by!”—I told Miklos.

It took a while to get to Mama Ilona’s. When our noisy, talkative crowd en-
tered her cozy little house, the elderly paul Caputo headed straight for the bath-
room while the others sniffed at the delicious smell of fresh baking. I stood still, 
barely able to believe it. This was It! The aroma of Mama Regina’s sweet rolls!

I can hardly find the right words to describe everything that happened next. 
I immediately yanked aside the curtain at the kitchen entrance and saw a baking 
tray on the table, covered with a towel—and, peeking from under it, the gold-
en-crusted tip of the roll. I tugged at Iya’s arm, and she saw and understood… 
Overjoyed, we quickly drew the curtain over the kitchen entrance. We waited 
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until Susan had also visited the bathroom, and then literally shoved her and her 
father into the tiny kitchen where Mama Ilona stood holding out the baking 
tray with the two rolls!

It turned out that Miklos, who had learned of our predicament the day be-
fore, had just yesterday told his aunt, Mama Ilona, about the problem and asked 
if she could try to help out. Mama Ilona had immediately agreed to help, and 
shortly before midnight Miklos had returned from the supermarket with all the 
necessary ingredients…

The general jubilation knew no bounds! We were also delighted to find out 
that Mama Ilona had baked two pairs of rolls, one to take back to Brooklyn 
for Jutka and one for our dinner. The dinner she gave us was delicious—and at 
the end, she served still-warm, mouth-watering large slices of sweet rolls with 
poppy seed and walnut filling. The dessert was eaten with great enjoyment. The 
American guests, as well as Ada and peter, promptly wrapped up two more slic-
es each in napkins to take with them, apparently forgetting that this was Mama 
Ilona’s house, not the buffet breakfast at the hotel restaurant.

Iya asked Mama Ilona to give us the «Makos» and «dios» intended for over-
seas transport with the baking tray on which they were made, and later that 
evening at the hotel she was able to pack the pastries in paul Caputo’s suitcase, 
securely wrapped up and ready for the journey.

A week after our return to toronto, we got a letter from Susan Caputo. 
Besides expressions of gratitude for an unforgettable trip, it also said this: 

“Mama Jutka greatly appreciates everything you’ve done for us. The «Makos» 
and «dios» have been lying untouched for a week… Mama will only slice them 
when we’ve got the whole family here—that is, when my brother Miklos, who 
lives in Manhattan, is able to come visit us in Brooklyn…”

Mama Ilona Kerchi with «Makosh» and «Dios»” and the delighted guests!
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toronto, October 2016

Heroes’ Square. Budapest, 2016.
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CHAPTER 2

BOOKS FLY TO THE READERS

In late July of 2016, my wife Iya and I  flew to Budapest where, by then, 
the «Pannonia» printing shop was finishing work on my new book, «Joyous 
Encounters»: 300 copies in English, 400 in Russian, and 500 in Hungarian. The 
calendar was rapidly bringing us closer to August 2—the date of the arrival 
of our guests and of the start of our latest unforgettable tour of Hungary, the 
one I chronicled in the previous chapter. The situation was such that all three 
printings, 1,200 copies, had to be sorted and sent to readers in just a week. 
Unexpectedly, we had to revisit our youthful experience of (shturmovschina)—
monthly «stormwork» at Soviet factories which functioned in the conditions of 
a planned economy.

The term «stormwork» was derived from «stormin»; however, it did not re-
fer to a military operation of storming a fort or of defending a territory, but 
to something else altogether. My first workplace as a young engineer was the 
«Sibelectromotor»5 factory in tomsk. It was a fairly big Soviet plant; about five 
thousand workers manufactured about 60,000 electrical motors of different siz-
es and kinds every month. As in the entire Soviet system of production, all rev-
enue from the sale of these items went to the proper ministry which allotted to 
the factory a monthly salary fund, controlled and disbursed by the local branch 
of the state bank. There was no room for gain or profitability in this scheme. 
Hence the factory’s indifference to the manufacture of new products. The pro-
duction plan handed down by the ministry measured output by the number of 
items produced, and naturally the factory tried to meet that plan by churning 
out old and familiar products.

The managers of Soviet enterprises had a lot of worries about ensuring the 
supply of raw materials as well as problems with labor shortages, high turnover, 
and low productivity. At our factory, the hardest thing was to ensure the pro-
duction of the necessary quantity and assortment of winding wires and insula-
tion materials. And so trips were made to Moscow to plead with the ministry 
and to procure them from the manufacturers…. The «planned economy» hit 
constant snags.

5 That was the basis for the name “Sibel Engineering Ltd.”—my small assembly and repair com-
pany founded more than forty years ago in toronto, where clients often address me as “Mr. 
Sibel.”
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In practice, it looked like this: For the first five or six days of every month, 
the factory’s assembly lines stood still and the workers rested. They were making 
up for several days and nights of stormwork—work marathons—spent meeting 
the previous month’s production quotas. The factories received no funds for 
overtime pay, and we were all taught that “there is no overtime work in a planned 
economy”. Then came painful weeks when production ground to a halt for lack 
of necessary bearings and other parts. Add to this the problems with irregular 
supply of power and heating, with the diversion of a certain number of factory 
workers to help with lagging agricultural work in the region, and so on and so 
forth. Rush jobs at the end of each month were typical of factories all over the 
country. This brief mad dash, often to the detriment of production quality, this 
intensive stormwork, this haste to meet the plan at at any cost, was a norm of life.

Here are a few entries from my diaries in those years.
“The final days of December, the end of the year [1964]. Work at a frenetic pace 

in the electrical motor assembly shop. Many are working two shifts. Factory direc-
tor Izvekov is running around with a basket and handing out stuffed buns to the 
workers. “Here you go, please take one, here you go…”

“The manager of the warehouse for completed products, Kaminsky, comes to 
see the factory director with a complaint stating that there is no more room for 
motors at the warehouse. Izvekov writes on his complaint, «No more motors to 
be accepted»!

A few minutes later, the head of the motor paint-coating shop rushes into the di-
rector’s office with a complaint stating that there is nowhere to deliver the finished 
products. Izvekov writes on his complaint, «Accept immediately»!

The country’s savvier citizens quickly figured out that, when buying a refrig-
erator, a washing machine, a television, or any other household appliance man-
ufactured in the USSR, it was extremely important to look at the date of man-
ufacture. If the item had come off the assembly line at the end of the month, it 
was best not to buy it but to look for one with a different date.

And now, in the summer of 2016 in Budapest, I had the occasion to remem-
ber my past experience of “stormwork,” of which Hungarians also have postwar 
memories associated with the Russian word, “Davai! Davai!” [“Come on”—tr.] 
In the last week of July, the heroic laborers—Iya, Miklos Kercsi, and Vladimir 
(pardon the immodesty!) worked hard at the «Pannonia» printing shop to dis-
patch copies of my book «Joyous Encounters», published in three languages and 
weighing 1.2 kilos each, to the readers.

Miklos and Iya took the printing shop wrapping off the packs of books and 
stacked them before me. I  found the recipients’ addresses, put together the 
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contents of each package by address, and signed each book as a gift for one of 
our friends or acquaintances. Miklos made the cardboard boxes and packed the 
books I had signed into them. Once a box was ready, Iya wrote the address on it 
and filled out the necessary documents for the mail. By the second day, Iya had 
broken most of her nails, and both my helpers had cracked skin on their hands.

In order to save on delivery costs, we tried to put as many books as possible 
into each box. With a maximum allowed weight of 20 kilos per package, it could 
contain up to 17 copies—but there were only three such addressees (in Moscow, 
in tomsk, and in Bobruysk). The rest of the packages had to be sent with fewer 
books, while 12 books were mailed as single copies. Every day at 4 p.m., we went 
to the post office with the packages that were done, then stood in line, sent them 
off by registered mail and returned to the printing shop for two or three more 
hours to continue with the packing.

Here are some examples of the cost of sending books from Budapest: A par-
cel with a single book going to any Russian city or town cost 6,250 Hungarian 
forints (i.e. 22.3 US dollars); if it went to the United States or Israel, it cost 7,005 
forints or $25.60. A package with six books costs 14,305 forints to send to Russia, 
16,445 forints to send to Israel, and 18,915 forints to send to the U.S.; in other 
words, in this case, shipping a single copy cost, respectively, $8.73, $10.04, or 

Iya Rott and Miklós Kercsi sort the books by addresses and pack parcels. Budapest, printing house 
«Pannonia», July 2016.
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$11.55. For a box containing 14 to 16 books, the postage was 32,855 forints to 
Russia and 38,910 forints to Israel; thus, shipping a single book cost me, respec-
tively, $7.53 and $8.75.

today, I look back on those tense seven days with a smile; but we were able 
to do everything we had planned. The Hungarian post accepted from us 62 
packages with 456 books in three languages. twenty-seven packages with a to-
tal of 306 books went to Russia, to 17 cities and towns (from St. petersburg to 
Magadan and even to the Usty-Omchug village of the Magadan region). Fifteen 
packages with 70 books went to 10 cities and towns in Israel. ten packages with 
15 books went to 10 locations in the United States. two boxes with 32 books 
went to Belarus. Other packages went to England, Canada, Germany, Ukraine, 
Lithuania, Estonia, Georgia, and the Czech Republic. Altogether, the services of 
the Hungarian post Office cost 1,086,215 forints, or $3,980. I gave about a hun-
dred copies as gifts to friends and well-wishers in Hungary. The German firm 
«Kuehne + Nagel Kft» undertook to deliver a crate carrying the entire English-
language print run plus a small quantity of copies in Hungarian and Russian 
from Budapest to toronto by boat, via Hamburg and Halifax. Most of the copies 
in Hungarian were delivered to Mezey Katalin at the «Széphalom Könyvműhely» 
publishing house, from which the books were sent out to bookstores around the 

Packed parcels were brought to the Main Post Office. Budapest, July 2016.
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country. We brought almost thirty copies back to toronto in our luggage and 
gave them to our children, grandchildren, and friends.

dear reader! I can imagine your surprise at the amounts of money spent to 
ensure that my work reaches those for whom it was written. Of course, these are 
sizable amounts. It’s difficult to imagine… But what if you knew the true scope 
of the expenses? For instance, just translating «Joyous Encounters» into English 
cost $14,000. And then there’s the Hungarian translation, the editing, the page 
layout and design, the proofreading, the paper, the printing, the covers, the de-
livery… It’s an unstoppable flow!

Because of the small print run, one copy of the book costs me an average of 
$75, so I always have a ready answer for curious readers: “My books sell for $35 
in bookstores in Toronto, my share of which is $25… So, there’s our «profit»: 200 
percent…!”

Where, then, do we get the money to publish my books? My first and prin-
cipal source of support is my dear wife Iya, my companion who has been at my 
side for 56 years of my life’s journey. She always supports «good projects» with all 
her heart, no matter how little money we have. We both get decent Canadian re-
tirement pensions, and besides, I still continue to work… Fate has also given me 
a wonderful publisher in Mezey Katalin, a talented and renowned Hungarian 
poet, the mother of a large family, who racks her brain every time to find ways 
to make the book cheaper and better. We are also supported by a hundred kind 
sponsors, from members of our Jewish community in toronto to our children. 
Not only do they all respond to requests from our Fund for aid to old folks in 
Buryat-Mongolia, but many of them also understand the importance of each 
new book I publish and lend their support. In this case, the success of fundrais-
ing depends not only on the hearts of the audience, but on my “power to con-
vince.” Finally, as another example, how could I not mention the children of a 
dear friend of mine in tomsk who sent me 1,000 Euros for the needs of «Joyous 
Encounters».

Of course, it’s not easy to publish my books in three languages at once, but 
which one could I leave out? I am happy that I want to write. And how can I not 
write when the words of the epigraph that opens each of my books have been 
etched into my mind’s eye for ten years now? For the memory of all of Them, 
these millions of “innocent parents who were murdered,” we must do everything 
at the highest level of quality! And what kind of quality could I want for the cov-
ers of my books when each of them bears, and will always bear, a photo of the 
gravestone of our family hero, Mama Regina! The overwhelming majority of my 
books have been signed and gifted to friends, and also donated to the libraries 
of Yad Vashem, toronto, New York, St. petersburg, togliatti, tel Aviv, Magadan, 
prague, tallinn, Berlin, and dozens of other cities. Those are the spiritual and 
material resources that go toward the creation of my books.
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Soon, we began to hear back from the addressees. My former supervi-
sor and chief engineer of the Volga Auto plant (LAdA), Evgeny Artemovich 
Bashindzhagian, and his wife Valeriya Sergeyevna were the first to report re-
ceiving the books in Moscow. Then two days later, Iya’s cousin Maria platunova 
reported receiving a package with five books in Kohtla-Järve, Estonia. From 
Magadan came the joyous and entirely unexpected news that the Raisman fam-
ily and the city’s pushkin Library had received the package with ten books in 
just ten days.

In the end, all of the parcels got to the addressees, but not without several 
very sad misadventures—all of them, regrettably, in our vast and long-suffer-
ing Russia and in my native Belarus, which for now is independent from its 
«big brother» and tries to fortify its budget with custom duties in what it deems 
«European style».

Incidentally, «papa Lukashenka’s» service has already demonstrated its 
«ideological superiority» to putin’s system… We sent two packages with sixteen 
books each to Bobruysk, in Belarus: one addressed to Natasha Yavorovich, the 
other to dmitry Verbitsky. At the request of the customs agency, the country’s 
postal service held the packages in Minsk, the capital, and sent a polite letter to 
each addressee with no questions asked about the books or the author:

—“Your package exceeds the permitted quotas for weight, for number of 
identical items contained, and for total value. According to our rules, the 
weight of a package cannot exceed 10 kilos and its contents cannot include 
more than three identical items. Inform us in writing whether you agree to pay 
the customs duty on this parcel, after which we will forward it to your address. 
If you are not willing to pay, the package will be returned to the sender.”

Natasha and dmitry wrote to Minsk and said many good things about the 
book and its author, pleading with the agency to allow the packages through 
with no additional charge. Receiving my books was so important for them that 
when they came to the post office to pick up the packages, sent with “payment 
on receipt,” each of them paid 975,000 Belarussian rubles without protest. And 
so the budget for Belarus was enriched by 100 U.S. dollars. Within a week, all 
the copies of «Joyous Encounters» were given to every person for whom I signed 
them…

A package with eight books went to Novosibirsk, addressed to Anatoly 
Lokotko, our friend since our student days, now a doctor of technical Sciences 
who works for the local chapter of the Academy of Sciences. It was the only 
package we sent to Novosibirsk. Each book had my gift inscription to one of our 
old colleagues from tomsk; as with the previous volumes, Anatoly would either 
forward my presents or personally deliver them to those who can no longer 
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Valentin Trofimov is showing the oil-soaking 
box in which «Jojouse Encounters» arrived in 

Moscow.

walk. As before, I signed one copy to Vera Mikhailovna Yatzenko, now an old 
woman of 90; she used to teach Russian literature in middle school, and Anatoly 
had been one of her pupils. Now, he told me:

—Vadim, they didn’t want to give me your package until I wrote a lengthy 
explanatory note assuring them that I am well-acquainted with the author, 
that the author is an engineer and a writer who is well-known both here and 
abroad, and that his book cannot in any way endanger Russia’s national and 
political security. At the insistence of customs (?!) I had to revise this note three 
times.

Valentin trofimov, our good old friend who had been taking care of my 
books’ transit through Moscow for many years, also sent us a story about one of 
the three packages—this time, addressed to friends living in the Russian capital:

—Got a letter from the customs service saying that a package addressed 
tme had arrived at the sorting facility of the International Post Office and 
that it needed to be inspected and 
declared. I  was supposed to re-
port to such-and-such address on 
the Varshavskoye Highway. Huge 
building, large hall, lots of people, 
everybody waiting for something… 
I asked around. People started tell-
ing me that it was a very long process 
and it was supposedly better to hire 
a lawyer…. Then, finally, it was my 
turn. The officer at the desk talks to 
me without looking up. I explained, 
he said, “Wait here!” He came back 
shortly with a copy of your book. 
I told him the author was a friend of 
mine from Tomsk, an engineer, that 
his father, a Hungarian, came to the 
Soviet Union in 1931… He correct-
ed me spitefully, “Not a Hungarian, 
a Jew!” I had to explain everything 
in writing. He read my note and 
stamped it, “Approved for receipt.” 
The officer made photocopies of many pages from the book while I watched. … 
In another hall, they rolled out a cart with the box of books on it; there was a 
machine oil leaking from it—not a drip but a trickle. I got my hands all dirty 
while I was carrying it. I was worried I’d mess up the car seat and tossed the 
box in the trunk. I didn’t touch it until Zhanna and I brought it to our country 
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house a few days later. There was oil all over the trunk… We opened the box 
and started cleaning up. Good thing it’s a glossy cover and the oil was easy to 
wipe off. At last we cleaned and dried every copy.

The customs officer chewed out Valentin for “untruth,” since Valentin had 
stated that “every book is signed.” In fact, the books at the top of the box had 
only yellow post-it notes which I  had marked «tVt»—trofimov, Valentin 
trifonovich—in Budapest. Because of the leaking oil, no one dared to dig deep-
er in the box, where the signed books lay: for V. trofimov, G. tretyakov, V. 
danichev, B. Belenkin, Russian- and English-language copies for the Memorial 
Society library, and for Nikolai and Elena Gladkikh. The rest of the books, as 
always, are inscribed by Valentin himself, «on behalf of the author».

The news from Buryat-Mongolia was of a different kind. All the packages 
were large, 14 to 16 books in each box. Four to five books in each box were left 
unsigned so that our allies in good deeds—taisiya Chernykh, Luisa Maltseva, 
or Vera Gordienko—could give those copies to libraries, museums, or good 
people at their own discretion, inscribing each “on behalf of the author.” In 
the town of Babushkin (Mysovaya Station), two of the three boxes reached 
the addressees right away while the third was held up. Here’s the story from 
taisiya Chernykh:

—The third one didn’t come… On August 17 there was a letter from Ulan-
Ude saying that there was a package in my name and that in order to receive 
it, I would have to go to the customs office at Lenin Street No. 61 in Ulan-Ude 
and get a permit for a customs declaration. I called them and complained that 
it was too hard for me to make a 180-kilometer trip. They said to write a state-
ment addressed to A. Yu. Molchanov, the head of the Ulan-Ude Customs Post.

I wrote a statement, indicating that “… this package contains 16 copies of the 
book by Vladimir Rott, «Joyous Encounters» just published in three languages 
(Russian, Hungarian, and English) by a publisher in Budapest (Hungary). The 
books have been sent by the author as a token of gratitude to all who helped 
create the Memorial built to honor the founders of Mysovaya Station, the pio-
neers of the Great Tea Road, and the builders of the Trans-Siberian Railroad. 
The opening of the Memorial, erected on the site of the old Jewish cemetery in 
Mysovaya (Babushkin), was held on June 14, 2014. Each book in the package 
is autographed by the author to the following individuals:

* myself and my husband;
* the family of our son (wife and two children);
* L. V. Seliverstov, a deputy of the People’s Khural6 of Buryatia;
* Sokolnikov, the chief of the administration of the Kabansk District;

6 The parliament of Buryat-Mongolia.
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* A. A. Zhilin, former deputy chief of the administration of the Kabansk 
District;

* V. A. Laryushkin, chief of the administration of the Babushkin Hydroelectric 
Station;

* N. V. Garikova, deputy chief of the administration of the Babushkin 
Hydroelectric Station;

* A. I. Ryabchun, deputy director of the Psychoneurological Residential 
Center;

* D. E. Tselovalnikova, a journalist with the Buryatia newspaper;
* the Kabansk District Library;
* Babushkin residents: N. V. and S. I. Kasimov, N. V. Moroz, and others.

Vladimir Rott is a member of the Hungarian Writers’ Guild and the presi-
dent of the firm Sibel Engineering in Toronto (Canada). His wife Iya Rott is a 
professor at the University of Toronto and a native of Ulan-Ude.

Vladimir Rott’s two previous books, «Joy from Sadness» and «Joy of 
Discoveries», can be found in many libraries across Russia, including the 
National Library of the Buryat Republic, where readers’ conferences and meet-
ings with the author have been held many times.

I am a former librarian, now retired, and it would be both physically and 
financially impossible for me to pick up and bring back to Babushkin a pack-
age of almost 20 kilos.”

The reply to my statement was, “The package with 16 copies of V. Rott’s 
book must be declared!” They gave me the telephone number and address of 
the customs officer for books. I decided to call Anton Gordienko, who lives in 
Ulan Ude, and ask if he could somehow help me. It turned out that they had 
the same problem: two packages sent to Ulan Ude had been delivered to the ad-
dressees, but the third was being held by customs and Anton had been running 
around from office to office for three days trying to do something. He agreed to 
take care of my package as well, but first he needed my authorization to pick it 
up and a customs declaration.

In two days, a driver of the Ulan-Ude—Babushkin passenger van7 brought 
me a blank form for the authorization and a payment form to pay 2,700 rubles 
for the declaration.8 The authorization form cost Anton 200 rubles (3 dollars 
40 cents) at the Ulan Ude customs office; I had to pay 2,871 rubles (49 dollars 
50 cents) for the declaration at the local branch of the Russian Savings Bank 
in Mysovaya. The van delivered both documents to Anton. Anton didn’t let 

7 The passenger van, or “routed taxi” (marshrutka) is the most common form of transit in 
modern Russia.
8 2,700 rubles is about a quarter of taisiya’s monthly pension.
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me pay anything for the services of the van drivers, he paid it all himself. On 
September 15, we got our package with books from him. The books were cov-
ered in machine oil. We laid them out on the floor, wiped them dry and cleaned 
them with paper and blotting paper. It took a whole week…

And now, let us listen to the tribulations endured by our friend Anton 
Gordienko. It is such a sad and absurd tale that I can only convey it by reproduc-
ing Anton’s story, which I recorded while he was telling it to me, word for word:

—I  received a notice at my home address that the package had arrived. 
Went to the post office in our village. “Here’s the notice, where’s my package?” 
“Actually, we haven’t got it. It’s at the main post office, you can go there and 
pick it up.” So, I go to the main post office; ladies, I say, you’ve got my package 
here. “We’ll take a look.” Off she goes, then comes back: “Yes, your package is 
here, but we can’t give it to you.” “What do you mean, can’t?” “You have to go 
to the airport (about 15 km away), to the head of the airport customs office, 
and settle it with him.”

Off I go to the airport. A flight from China had just come in—an interna-
tional flight—so everyone was busy and unavailable. I sat there for two hours… 
Finally, some people showed up. I go in to see the boss, say hello and tell him the 
whole story: “I’ve got a package.” “Yes, we know.” “So, I need to pick it up.” “But 
we can’t give it to you.” “Well, why not?” “You see, we need to get a dog handler 
and dogs, and then open it in your presence to see what’s inside.” He asks me 
to explain what’s in it. Books, I say… such-and-such book, sixteen copies. “All 
right. And who were they sent to?” “To me. All addressed to me.” “So, all these 
books are for you?” “Some for me, some for my mom. They’re meant to be gifts.” 

“Very well. But still, we can’t just let you have it. We need to open it and look 
inside.” “Sure thing, go ahead,” I say. “I’ll come over.”

Naturally, nothing happened on that day. The next day I go to the airport 
again. They’re busy. Another day goes by, then two days… I realized that noth-
ing was going to happen quickly. Asked for time off work; I’m thinking I’ll pick 
it up as soon as they let me. Finally, I met with this customs officer. They take 
me to a room… there are dogs, dog handlers. They bring the package. I asked, 

“The dog won’t bite me, will it?” “No,” they say, “it’ll just check the package.” 
They open the sack—the package was wrapped up in a sack. There’s a seal on it 
from the customs office in Moscow. They opened package, the dog came up and 
sniffed…. Don’t know if it passed the test or not. I opened the package myself. 
They took out the books. Just ordinary books, all identical… All have the same 
pictures. They were taking notes for the official record the whole time.

Checked the photos, checked the text, hand-copied your gift inscriptions 
from each copy. All this went on for about two hours. I signed all their papers. 
I’m thinking, all right, it’s finally over. I’ll just pick up the package and go home. 
Instead, they start stuffing it back into the sack. I said, “Wait! What’s going to 



LIFE GOES ON, CHAptER 2

38

happen to the package?” “We can’t give it to you.” “Then why did you open it?” 
“We had to make sure there’s nothing illegal in it.” “So, what am I supposed to 
do now?” I ask. “Nothing,” he says. “In your case, the best thing would be for us 
to send it back, and that’s it.” “But who’s going to pay for all this?” I asked. “Oh, 
Hungary will pay. The sender will pay. In a month… Exactly a month from 
today, your package will be sent back.” I say to them, “The sender isn’t even in 
Hungary now, he left a long time ago. So, who’s going to receive these books? 
Where are they going to be held? This is no solution. People sent this package, 
they were counting on it to be delivered… We have to find some way.” “Well, 
I don’t know… I don’t know.” They re-closed the package, hung wax seals on 
the sack. And took it away…

There were a lot of people standing around. I didn’t want to say anything else. 
I leaned closer to the second customs guy and said quietly, “Listen, can you ex-
plain to me in plain language what I’m supposed to do now? Where should I go? 
I need to pick up the books. There’s going to be an event at the library soon. It’s 
awkward… People are waiting for the books… What am I supposed to say? That 
I couldn’t pick them up from the post office?” So, he started explaining. Just a reg-
ular guy, a serviceman. He told me that if everything is to be done by the law—by 
the law…there needs to be a declaration stating that “the number of the books 
and their similarity and specificity gives reason to believe that the items at the 
international post office that are addressed to you are not intended for personal 
use and therefore must be declared in accordance with the article of the Customs 
Code of the Eurasian Union.” I asked how long it would take and how much it 
would cost. He said about 18,000 rubles (that is, 310 dollars). “All right,” I said. 

“You tell me, where should I go now?” “I can’t tell you anything. I’ve got nothing 
here, no books, no phone numbers.” “Well, what am I to do?” “Come to the airport 
again. We’ll sit down together and I’ll tell you everything. I can’t do it today, the 
workday’s almost over. Go get some rest.” And with that he turned around and left.

The next day I came back to the airport. They’re having some sort of disaster 
again. Some sort of medical commission had arrived, they had inspections the 
whole day. I had to leave and come back again the next day. Went in first thing 
in the morning and managed to catch them. “Guys, are you finally going to tell 
me what I need to do to pick them up? If there’s no other way, can you help me 
write the declaration?” He gave me three addresses. It turns out that these little 
companies have sprung up around the customs service for the purpose of de-
claring cargo. That is, they complete the customs declaration, something you’ll 
never manage as a private individual. They fill out all these documents, and 
then you make the payment based on those papers and go to pick up the goods. 
But we’re talking about tons of goods, large boxes—large cargo…

Still, there’s nothing else I can do. He gives me three addresses. I went to 
one of those offices nearby, where our Grandma Sonya used to live at one time. 
I barely made it—it was already four o’clock. I come over and talk to the guy, 
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explain my problem. He says, “This is ridiculous. A box of books, and you have 
to fill out a declaration and pay that kind of money? This is just bizarre! No 
point in running around, just go to Taltsy (10 km) to see Major Molchanov, the 
chief of the Ulan Ude customs office. It’s Friday, so you might not make it… But 
you can try. If you don’t find him, you have to wait until Monday.”

I make a dash, get over there—he’s still in his office. I came in and closed 
the door behind me. “Comrade Major!” I  said. “Here’s the situation, please 
help me straighten it out. I can’t keep running from office to office. I’ve already 
spent a whole week running around, and I can’t pick up 16 books.” The major 
takes Taisya’s letter out of his desk and shows it to me. “Here, you can read it. 
I can let you have it as a memento if you want.” The letter describes in detail to 
whom the books are addressed. I had been telling him that all the addressees 
were people close to me: Mama, Katya… all my relatives… But Tasya wrote, 

“The chief of the district administration…. A deputy of the Khural…” and so 
forth. Major Molchanov says, “This letter arrived officially, and I have to re-
spond to it… now I can’t just give you this package. I don’t need anything from 
you… I’d let you have it right away, but I can’t… I need a basis for its release.”

“Comrade Major,” I say to him, “I understand… but just think about it. To 
pay so much money for 16 books! It doesn’t make sense.” I show him the paper 
you sent with the package, showing how much you paid for postage. “Is there 
any other way to do this?” I ask him.

The major gave me the address of some guys who also do cargo declarations. 
He called them right in front of me. “Help him out with the books, please,” he 
says. The other guy says, “Let him come over and we’ll take care of it.” The day 
was almost over, so we agreed to meet on Monday. So, I went, at 10 a.m. on 
Monday. It’s just a teeny little office, two rooms… lots of warehouses all around. 
There’s the staff, two girls, two guys—brothers. I told them everything, just the 
way it happened. “All right, let’s try and do something.”

They started writing to Moscow. “Please allow the addressee to pick up the 
books based on the statement.” The time it took to get it looked at, to get it ap-
proved… it took about two weeks. Then they gave me the bill. It will have to 
be paid. As soon as they found out that I can pick up the package based on 
the statement, without a declaration, they asked me to pay. I paid 2,700 ru-
bles through the bank for my package. Incidentally, the same procedure—the 
opening of the package, the dog handlers, the dogs—had to be repeated with 
the package for Taisya, but that was later. The guys said, “First, let’s try and 
finish things up with your package. If it works, then we already know what to 
do and we’ll get the other one in three days. The only thing is, Taisya absolute-
ly has to come here and sign the statement.” I tell them, “Come on, guys! This 
woman is going to travel hundreds of kilometers for one squiggle? Just give me 
that statement, that last page. I’ll send it to her by passenger van, she’ll sign it 
and return it. Will that work?” They agreed.
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I took that page and sent it to Taisya. But she can’t return it to me. It turns 
out that I also need an authorization from Taisya. But the notary in their town 
(Babushkin) is only available once a week. So, they had to wait for the notary to 
certify the authorization. It took a week until Taisya paid her 2,700 rubles in her 
town, through the bank, under her own name. They had some sort of problems 
with the bank… The bank wouldn’t accept the payment. I called her “three hun-
dred times,” dictated to her… The bank couldn’t find the right codes…. The bank 
in Babushkin took a whole day to transfer the money to us. They couldn’t open 
something, someone wouldn’t give them permission. The line at the bank grew so 
long that people were even waiting in the street. Taisya says, “I felt so embarrassed… 
People are giving me dirty looks, and here I am trying forever to send these 2,700 
rubles.” Finally, she made the payment and sent all the papers by passenger van. 
I picked them up. By the way, the charge for delivering the papers by passen-
ger van was 200 rubles every time, and 300 for delivering the books to Taisya.

At the customs office, they told me, “You were lucky! You managed to get 
the packages based on statements, without filling out a declaration. With a 
declaration, each package would have cost you more than 20,000 rubles!” They 
turned out to be kind, decent people; Major Molchanov, too. Great guys, they 
did an excellent job. And the two girls at the office were really nice too, they 
helped me a lot, did all the typing… Two days later I brought them a bottle of 
Martini as a gift.

So, you see, Uncle Vladimir, it took me a month to receive the package, and 
I’ve become an «expert»: I now know that you’re allowed to receive a parcel 
only for your personal use—only personal! You can’t give it to someone else. 
That’s according to a May 20, 2010 decision of the Customs Union Commission 
of the Eurasian Economic Union, which states that you’re not allowed to re-
ceive a parcel if it’s not for your personal use. That is, «if it’s for a third party», 
you cannot pick up the parcel without filling out a declaration and paying a fee.

And even more importantly: If I hadn’t gone there in person… If I hadn’t 
found out about the package, or if I had delayed going… Then, they would have 
had “reasonable grounds” to send the package back to Hungary in exactly a 
month and bill the sender for the costs: for the service, the return postage, and 
the storage (at a rate of 300 rubles a day). But since I showed up, they had to 
open it. Then there were dogs, dog handlers… There were expenses for which 
I had to pay out of pocket.

I also want to say that when I was still at the airport, I saw that these people 
didn’t even want to listen to how every parcel in this world has a sender and a 
recipient. It doesn’t matter to them at all whether I receive the parcel or not… 
who cares if it’s important to someone? They got a paper saying “not allowed,” 
so they don’t allow. Not one person who shows any interest. You just sit there 
like an idiot…”
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There was a similar battle over my books in togliatti. Three large parcels were 
sent to different addressees, but then something terrible happened: Our dear 
and faithful friend Lilyasha Kondratieva, a talented graduate of the Stroganov 
Art School in Moscow, a people’s Artist of Russia, died after a grave illness. Her 
name is mentioned many times in the pages of my books. We didn’t want to 
burden her bereaved husband, Vladislav pashko, with any extra cares, and so 
at the last minute we changed her address on the parcel intended for Lilyasha 
to that of another brilliant friend, Valentina Groysman (with whom my readers 
are also acquainted). Thus, Valentina received two packages—but unfortunately, 
not before the togliatti customs agency got its hands on them.

What a hassle it was for Valentina. First, the familiar story: “What do you need 
this for? Don’t accept it. Just sign here and we’ll return to the sender.” Then, the pack-
ages had to be lugged several times (they were dragged in a sack) to the post of-
fice and back to customs, then to the building next door, then to the warehouse… 
Moreover, according to the customs agents, not only do they not have so much 
as a simple cart to move a sack containing two boxes with books, but they don’t 
even have a worker who could help lift and carry the sack. Valentina couldn’t cope 
with it either, and she had to get help either from her husband Vitaly Groysman, 
or from their personal driver, Anatoly. There was the opening of the boxes, bomb-
squad style, with dogs and officers, with a detailed report on the contents, with a 
careful examination of each book and the composition of a list of recipients, from 
Lilyasha Kondratieva to the library of the Volga Auto plant. It was not easy for 
Valentina, an aging woman with aching feet, to make multiple trips to the customs 
office, sit there and wait and go back and forth between the first floor and the third, 
filling out various forms and waiting for various officials to make the decisions 
and sign the papers. I wrote down something Valentina said to me.

—You know, Vadik, there are some very nice young women working at the cus-
toms agency. They tried to help me as best they could. They listened with great in-
terest when I told them about the author of the book, about your family… Tonight 
I said to them, “I got a call from Toronto last night”. Rott said, ‘Valentina, leave 
one copy of the book at the customs office. Let them read it. Maybe they’ll become 
better people.”

Our dear Valentina Mikhailovna and Vitaly Alexandrovich! Huge thanks to 
you for your talent, your kindness, your inexhaustible energy—and the endless 
love with which people speak of you in different parts of the world!

Finally, our persistent, determined friends received the two parcels with 
books and distributed the books to all the addressees. Their “headache”—
the battle for the books—lasted 23 days, and they had to pay a “penalty” of 
23,000 rubles to the Russian Customs Service. At the time, that sum equaled 
397 U.S. dollars… I immediately told Valentina that I would send them money 
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to reimburse these expenses, but she sincerely rebuked me for such an offer. 
Incidentally, the Hungarian post had already charged me 349 dollars for the de-
livery of those two parcels to togliatti. And that’s the way it goes…

Of course, the customs service is an important asset to the economy of any 
country. But it seems that in putin’s Russia, where theft and banditry have taken 
over all spheres of society, the customs service—just like, for instance, the auto 
inspection service—cannot «remain indifferent». The books are sent as a gift—
only to friends and to libraries—and yet one of the first questions they hear 
from their «helpers» is the already familiar blasphemous question:

—“You don’t want to pay? Then refuse it. Sign here and we’ll send it back…”
This is the kind of partner the World postal Union has acquired! A partner 

that doesn’t want to see the difference between mass-market books, best-sellers, 
and a humble book by an author who wants to share «Joyous Encounters» with 
good and close friends most of whom are among the book’s heroes.

Mama Regina would often say, “The bigger the thief, the more locks he’s got 
on his door.”

My dear readers, dear heroes of my books! Old age has crept up on me, too, 
but I still don’t feel like an old man. On the contrary, I look around myself with 
ever-growing curiosity, searching for new shoots of joy and goodness; I do my 
best to look at them closely and then hurry to share them with you.

More than ever, I am convinced that joy is the best medicine, the best guar-
antee of good health, longevity, and happy contemplation of one’s days. Having 
sacrificed the previous dozens of pages to describe the shameful humiliation 
that had to be endured by the recipients of six parcels with my books—thank-
fully, only six out of sixty-two!—I now want to invite the reader to rejoice with 
me at the first harvest we received from «Joyous Encounters».

diary Entry:
“Budapest, July 27, 2016. A. V. Tivanenko, a professor from Buryatia, has been 

visiting Hungary for two months at the invitation of the WFH (World Federation 
of Hungarians, Miklos patrubany, president). Vice President Joszef Fuchs is look-
ing after the guest. For two weeks, we have been talking on the phone about oppor-
tunities to meet and receives copies of «Joyous Encounters» from me when I’m in 
Budapest. Today, I finally invited them both to have dinner with me at the Grand 
Hotel and then to stop by my room. I gave each of them a copy of the book.”

“Budapest, July 30, 2016. This morning, I got an unexpected phone call from 
Fuchs. “Mr. Rott, I’m going to put Alexei Tivanenko on the phone. He has been 
crying over your book for two days!”

A.V.T. took the phone and started praising the book. “I’m just in tears. Such 
truthful, such masterful writing! And you weren’t pulling any punches when it 
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comes to the Hungarian Academy of Sciences or the government…” “That’s just 
what was left after the censors were done with it,” I explained. He responded with 
gasps, praises and thanks.”

Chernykh taisya, Mysovaya Station, August 9, 2016, 4:39:20 AM Edt
Vladimir, Iya, hello! It’s done!!!!!!!!!!! Today I went out to do some errands 

and stopped by the post office to ask about the parcels, and the staffers say, 
“They came today!” I  called Petya and Natasha Kasimova right away and 
we received both of the packages, the one sent to us and the one for Natasha. 
Hurray! Hurray! Hurray! We just opened the packages and checked every-
thing. The first parcel has 8 books, the second 16!!! Everything arrived safe-
ly! Congratulations on yet another incredible victory. Once, again we see 
that for you, there is nothing impossible or unattainable! Respectfully yours, 
Chernykh Taisya

Grigory Rasin, St. petersburg, August 10, 2016, 12:59:35 pM Edt
Dear Vadim and Iya! Reporting: I have personally delivered all the books to 

their intended recipients. Tremendous thanks and wishes of good health from 
everyone.

Here is the text of the letter from the Russian National Library, dated August 
6, 2016.

Esteemed Vladimir Francevich! The Russian National Library gratefully 
confirms receiving a gift copy of the book, «Joyous Encounters» by V. F. Rott, 
Budapest, 2016.
Chief of the Archiving Section, t. V. petrusenko

Kurt Rothschild, Jerusalem, 2016. August 10.
Dear Vladimir and Iya, Today, my daughter Naomi and I received your 

wonderful book, «Joyous Encounters». Our synagogue comrade and well-
known handyman had become the renowned author of many interesting books 
that are both serious and riveting. Have a great trip and call me when you are 
back in Toronto. If you visit Israel, we should get together. My telephone num-
ber is […]

We are proud of you. Best wishes,
Kurt and Edith Rothschild

Leonid pakhuta, St. petersburg, August 9, 2016.
Most esteemed Writer! Dear Vladimir Francevich!
Two hours ago, I received two copies of your new book, «Joyous Encounters», 

from the very kind Grigory. And already, I  am fully immersed, up to my 
ears and with all my heart, in that vast circle of people, events, facts, and 



LIFE GOES ON, CHAptER 2

44

ENCOUNTERS. Reading, looking closer, recognizing, feeling excitement and 
sympathy, and … TAKING JOY IN YOUR LIFE, YOUR ACTIONS, YOUR 
STANCE!!!!

May the Good Heavens protect you, the wise and majestic Iya, and your 
whole loving Mishpocha! Til new and joyous encounters!

Respectfully, Leonid Pakhuta

Svetlana and Anton Gordienko, Ulan-Ude
Hello, Vadim and Iya! We’ve received the book; huge thanks. We looked 

through it and it’s as if we got a chance to relive it all. We are happy for you 
and your children. Wishing you all the best! Anton is reading, I can’t tear him 
away from your book, and when I do he gives the book to me and I read to 
him out loud, we discuss and process everything. It’s so great that we got to be 
a part of a segment of your ever-so-fascinating lives! Now our daily schedule 
(which is already much too full) includes an hour for reading, and believe me, 
that costs us dearly! Here’s a photo as confirmation: I just set the table for sup-
per, but hold on, we have to read! Also, a few photos from the anniversary of 
the opening of the Memorial. Svetlana Gordienko.

Yuri Zhukov, tomsk
Greetings, Vadim! Read your book Joyous Encounters and enjoyed it very 

much. On a five-point grading system, it gets an “excellent.” No nitpicks, no 
criticism, everything is clear, accessible, and interesting. As a “young amateur 
photographer,” I have to admire the quantity and quality of all the photos, in-
cluding the old black-and-white ones (it’s obvious someone did a great job with 
those). The book itself is magnificently done; kudos to the Hungarians. As for 
your three books—the trilogy—if it were up to me, I’d nominate it for a Nobel 
prize (I’m not kidding). They deserve it. And their author is great. Keep writing. 
Best wishes to Iya. Respect.

Goldschmidt, tomsk
Dear Iya and Vadim, big thanks for the book Joyous Encounters, in which, 

as always, events and lives are analyzed lovingly, movingly, tactfully, and edify-
ingly. Wishing you and yours health and success, more joys and more encoun-
ters. We hope that you, Vadim, have many more joys in store for your grateful 
readers. Hugs, Galya and Marat Goldschmidt

Ilona posner, Berlin, August 8.
Hello from Berlin, Happy to report—Berlin Mission is Accomplished.

“Joyous Encounters” by Vladimir Rott was delivered to Berlin State Library,
on August 8, 14:56. And all is well!
Hugs & Kisses, Ilona
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Mattstedt, Jörg <Joerg.Mattstedt@sbb.spk-berlin.de> Berlin.
to: Vladimir Rott viarott@sympatico.ca 15 August 2016.
Confirmation

Berlin State Library—Prussian Cultural Heritage

We acknowledge most gratefully the receipt of:
Rott, V.:—Joyous encounters. …Budapest, 2016. ISBN 978-963-9903…
Yours most sincerely

Jörg Mattstedt.

Lena Sarnya, dendes, Hungary
As I made my way home across Budapest late at night, I was overwhelmed 

by the emotions that filled me after meeting with Iya and Vladimir Rott.
Planned for 15-20 minutes, the meeting somehow stretched to an hour and 

a half without anyone noticing how much time had gone by. It would have 
gone on even longer if it hadn’t been around midnight and if the Rotts didn’t 
have a long day ahead of them, leaving early in the morning to pick up the ar-
riving delegation at the airport.

The entire way home, I kept thinking: How is it possible to be so “young, ac-
tive and fully of energy” at 82 years of age? What’s the secret?

The entire way home, my thoughts kept swirling and turning in my head in 
search of an answer to this question…

JOYOUS ENCOUNtERS! I UNdERStOOd EVERYtHING.
IT’S FROM JOYOUS ENCOUNTERS, FROM THE TIME SPENT WITH 

GOOD PEOPLE, THAT VLADIMIR FRANCEVICH GETS A HUGE 
CHARGE OF ENERGY!

Dear Vladimir Francevich!
From the bottom of my heart, I wish you good health, so that your “inner 

volcano” is never extinguished and so that you keep giving us joyous encoun-
ters with you!

With tremendous respect and devotion, Lena Sarnya
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Fanya Novomeysky, Israel
Dear Vladimir and Iya! Zoya and her daughter just brought us JOYOUS 

ENCOUNTERS. Big thanks to you for your WORK. Tomorrow evening 
Angela’s family will come over and I’ll give them their copy from you. Well done, 
you two! You are leaving behind not only glorious descendants, but wonder-
ful reminiscences about your lives in interesting and well-written books. Stay 
healthy and happy! With love, Semyon and Fanya (Novomeysky)

Bod Katalin, Hungary (When I was leaving for the airport, I called Katalin 
and left a Hungarian-language copy of the book for her at the registration desk 
of the Margaret Island hotel.)

Dear Vladimir! I have just returned from the Island and am leafing through 
your book. It looks very attractive, and the photographs are very good, a plea-
sure to look at. But the greatest joy comes from your texts, from reading about 
encounters that touch on many events that are now far behind us in time. 
History fades from memory, and what a joy to be able to read about it. And 
also, to read about human deeds that give one hope amidst the events of our 
times, showing us that there are still many good people in the world. Thank 
you, dear Vladimir!

Loving hugs to you both, Kati

Rina Benkovich, togliatti
Read the book; it was not an easy read, after all it discusses many tragic 

events in our history. But what a balm for the soul: so many wonderful people 
in the most distant, “lost” corners of Russia! Of course, the steady drip-drip-
drip of Russian propaganda has an effect on our minds, but Western propa-
ganda isn’t far behind. Here, in my view, it’s “fifty-fifty.” But what lives! What 
authentic real-life stories, what twisty paths of fate…. And all of this is living 
documentary writing.

Of course, Vladimir Francevich, you and Iya are true heroes and true seek-
ers of knowledge. You are genuinely talented people who have arranged your 
lives in amazing ways, making them interesting, surprising, and filled with 
unexpected meetings, friendships, and journeys. We’re staying put here, scared 
to venture outside, but you go forth fearlessly. Perhaps it’s because you support 
each other so steadfastly. My congratulations on this book! I hope other readers 
will not remain indifferent, either.

Thank you for the photos; now I have had a chance to actually get a look at 
some the people involved in the events you describe. I’ve heard about that great 
Hungarian poet, but I could have never imagined such “history plus geography,” 
not to mention scientific fraud fit for a thriller! Of course, I can’t wait for fur-
ther developments; hopefully, they will stir up the Hungarian public!
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I’m simply shocked by the difficulties that had to be overcome for your books 
to find their way to readers in Russia. I can explain it only by extreme bureau-
cratic pressure that sometimes reaches the point of utter idiocy.

Hopefully you’ll find a way to resolve these problems, too.
Hugs, The Frumins, Togliatti

toronto, October 15, 2016. today at the synagogue, after the morning service 
in the next hall, I was approached by dr. Joe Minkowitz, to whom I brought an 
English-language copy of «Joyous Encounters» at his home yesterday. (He is the 
head doctor of a 1,000-bed hospital in toronto.) He stood next to me silently 
waiting for the torah reading to end, then leaned closer to me, put an arm around 
my shoulder and said, “In each generation, God creates thirty-six tzadiks.9 In our 
generation, you’re one of them! I stayed up until three o’clock in the morning read-
ing your book and just couldn’t put it down. It’s wonderful! The funeral you had 
for Iya’s relative… No one has ever heard of anything like that. A remarkable book!”

Noemi Belenky, Israel.
Dear Vadim! Today, I was finally able to go to the post office and pick up 

your book. I don’t have words to express my gratitude to you. This is stunning! 
So much work, so much material, so many photos; what stories, what encoun-
ters!

The book is published beautifully. Of course, I  started leafing through it 
right away. I had already heard and read about some of these things, but… 
What an excellent job you did, Vadim! What a work! I’m already looking for-
ward to the pleasure; you write so well, with such talent.

I repeat once again what I said many years ago: Your parents would have 
been very proud of you, of the monument you built, of the wonderful books 
that chronicle the history of your family from its origins to our day. And once 
again I get a lump in my throat looking at the photo of «Baba Riz»” in her final 
years. Those amazing eyes!

Bravo! Congratulations on yet another victory, and many years of healthy, 
happy life and new joyous encounters to both you and darling Iya.

Thank you, thank you, thank you!
Hugs to you both, Noemi

Anatoly Bucher, Germany
Most esteemed Vladimir and Iya! I received your book today. First of all, 

I want to thank you for remembering me, which made me very happy. Our 
brief meeting in Olomouc and the information about you and your family 
I have gained from the books you have written—as well as the centuries-old 

9 A tzadik is Hebrew for “wise man.”
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knowledge that starts with the days of Homer—makes me admire your energy, 
your love of life and other people, but also your wisdom and your profound de-
cency. These are fairly rare qualities in our time… A particular achievement of 
your lives is your family tandem, the consequence of your spiritual unity and 
mutual understanding. This really comes across when meeting you in person 
(in September 2011) and can be clearly seen in numerous events from your 
family history.

From the bottom of my heart, I wish you many years of interesting life filled 
with opportunities for the realization of your numerous talents and passions… 
and, of course, good health!

With best wishes, Anatoly
P.S. Maybe this letter turned out a little too “journalistic,” but these are real 

emotions I feel when I think of you.

Inna Gribanova, Usty-Omchug, Magadan
Hello, my dear Canadians, Iya and Vladimir! I received your books yester-

day; today, I handed them out to all the addressees. Huge thanks for your books 
and for the kind words addressed to us. I read the chapter on Magadan. Here, 
I must also register a complaint. You quote passages from my book. But the 
very first quote on p. 371 is not mine; moreover, I disagree with it to the core. 

“Not one structure had an interest in recording the scope of its violence.” They 
certainly did record, just like in a pharmacy: how many arrived, how many 
left, died, escaped, etc. All of this was classified as top-secret; back in those 
days, no one thought this information would be declassified and published. So, 
there were no millions of prisoners in Kolyma, which of course does not lessen 
the tragedy of hundreds of thousands—it’s just that truth is important. “The 
teams were replaced two or three times per season, and only a small number 
of convicts survived.” That’s not true either. The weaker ones were sometimes 
temporarily reassigned to lighter work, and then sent back to the undergrounds 
teams (if they were working at the mines). Yes, there was a lot of reshuffling; the 
plan was the most important thing, and it had to be met by people who were 
physically fit for the job. I think the quote you use is probably not from a study 
by an expert relying on historical material, but from someone’s speculative con-
clusions. But it’s definitely not mine.

Even so, thank you for your work, even if you dislike our Putin and think 
that we have fallen for mendacious propaganda. Don’t worry about us, we’ll 
be fine.

Hugs to you. I’ll be reading the book from the start. THANK YOU!

Valentin trofimov, Moscow.
Greetings, dear Rotts!
From the catalogue of the library of the International Memorial Society:
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Rott V., In Defiance of Fate. Book 1, Joy from Sadness, 2008.
Rott V., In Defiance of Fate. Book 2, Joy of Discoveries, 2010.
Today, I took Book 3 to the Memorial office and handed it to the very same 

library director, Belenkin Boris Isayevich Tel. (495) …
Belenkin accepted the gift with joy, with much enthusiasm and with many 

expressions of gratitude. So very soon, this catalogue will also include your 
Book 3.

So far, no one has contacted me to pick up the books with gift inscriptions 
that you have sent. To whom should I  send the unsigned copies? Danichev, 
Nastasis (G. Tretyakov), etc.? Hugs, Valentin

Oros Eva, Hungary
Dear Vladimir! Congratulations, with all my heart! I too have already read 

the book, and I liked it very, very much! Wonderful style; the photos are in har-
mony with the contents. This is the work of a true writer!

It’s great that this book has a connection to historical fates, amazing lives, 
real-life stories. The book is very readable and interesting, it’s difficult to put it 
down—and simply impossible to stop in the middle of a chapter! Anyway, I’m 
happy that you wrote it; anyone who reads it will be amazed and deeply moved, 
and will remember it forever! (I’m especially delighted that you have immortal-
ized our trip, too. I have re-read those chapters with joy, time and time again.)

I saw so many Hungarian names in that letter you sent! [A page from the 
Sabbath message from the synagogue—V.R.] Do they actually do that every 
week, send written congratulations and greetings on family events and import-
ant dates? That’s beautiful.

Hugs and much love, Eva

Oktiabrina prokhorova, Krasnoyarsk
Congratulations! I am proud that I went to college in Tomsk with an out-

standing future engineer who is also a very good writer. Thank you, Vadim, for 
the pleasure of reading your books. With love, Oktiabrina

Anatoly Lokotko, Novosibirsk
Dear Vadim! As I read your book, I felt grateful to you for your respectful 

attitude toward the people of our country, toward Buryatia. What a keen in-
terest you take in your subject when you write about Kyakhta. Thank you! And 
this amidst the anti-Russian hysteria unleashed in the West! Hugs, Anatoly

Galina plotnikova, journalist, togliatti
Good day to you, dear Rotts! Sorry I have taken so long to share my im-

pressions of the book, which I finished reading a long time ago. I was ailing, 
complete with intravenous feeds and other hassles. But I read the book quickly 
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and kept thinking: why did it leave me with such a good feeling, just like your 
other books? Vladimir Francevich, there is no bitterness in your books, no 
resentment. Even though, of course, there were plenty of reasons to grow bit-
ter. But you are following your own way, and that way is benevolence toward 
everything you encounter. What you did in Mysovaya is simply a feat of civic 
courage. And what wonderful friends you have, the ones who helped you with 
the difficult task of rebuilding the cemetery! It seems like you’re describing very 
ordinary things (how you raised the funds, how you recruited people to help 
with this project), and yet it makes for fascinating reading—can’t put it down.

Your sketch of the cabdriver who hates America for no discernible reason 
is a very revealing example of what is happening inside the heads of many of 
my fellow citizens right now. They’re victims of horrific propaganda. We have 
many people like that in this city, too. Everything is in disrepair, there’s unem-
ployment, poverty. And who’s to blame? The States, of course!

Iya Borisovna and Vladimir Francevich, may G-d grant you health and 
optimism. People like yourselves should live long and happy lives.

With great respect, Galina Plotnikova

Natalia Artemchik, director of the Bobruysk City Museum, Belarus
Good day, dear Vladimir and Iya! Huge thanks for the books you have sent 

to the museum. I read «Joyous Encounters» with a great deal of interest and 
learned many new things from it. I am happy that life gave me the opportuni-
ty to get to know you—such big-hearted, caring people who fill their lives with 
profound meaning and real values. It is hardly surprising that you find kindred 
spirits next to you when you need them, or that you encounter facts and sym-
bols that only you can understand. There is a great philosophical meaning in all 
of this. The most important thing is that you generously share this with others. 
Dear Vladimir, I will be so bold as to say that your books keep getting more 
and more professional; you have a wonderful prose style, an amazing natural 
sense of humor—even in places where one would think it’s not a laughing mat-
ter—and a keen sense of justice. It was fascinating to read the letters from your 
father Ferenc. His wonderful ability to pause and describe events and feelings, 
his intense desire to share his discoveries with loved ones, his ability to love—all 
of that lives on in you. How wonderful that your father still lives in you and in 
your deeds. A person is alive as long as his memory lives.

I am sending a photo of the moment when our friend was giving your book 
to the Museum.

May G-d grant you health for many years to come. And keep Iya well, she 
is your Keeperess. Kisses, Your Natasha.

Bashindzhagian Evgeny Artemovich, Russian auto industry consultant, for-
merly chief engineer of the Volga Auto plant (LAdA). Bashindzhagian, now 92, 
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is the man who hired me in 1966. He is an Armenian born in tbilisi, and thus 
has a particular respect for our Manana. (Excerpts from telephone conversation, 
October 17, 2016)

—I’m not a fan of all sorts of exaggerated, excessive praises. But I have to 
tell you that you have developed a remarkable, yes, a remarkable literary tal-
ent. It’s not just the fact that you describe your experiences…it’s HOW you de-
scribe those experiences, HOW! With such depth of insight…with such depth 
of compassion! The way I see it, even though I’m no literary scholar but just a 
dull tech guy, those are the chief components of literary talent.

After I read this book (at first I skimmed it, as I do with all thick books: I look 
through them, take note of sections that deserve particular attention, and only 
then start reading)—and to be honest I took a while to read it—I went back to 
your older books. One of them, I reread in its entirety from start to finish, and 
you know, Vladimir, I was deeply moved by your description of the visit to that 
clinic for the mentally ill where they keep Iya’s distant relative with speech and 
other defects. You described it so masterfully, with such profound sympathy, 
that I was genuinely moved. And this happened twice… Quite honestly, if you 
weren’t a very high-level mechanic (I consider you a top-quality engineer!), you 
could have been a very good writer—not just a short story writer but a novelist!

(Here I interrupted him and began to thank him for such an evaluation, 
but Evgeny Artemovich continued insistently): -– Wait, wait! I’ve kept this 
inside for a long time and now I want to say it. You see, your story has such 
depth of insight—insight into the very psyche of this unfortunate man! There 
was so much of that, I even thought, bad person that I am, that I probably 
shouldn’t get into such reading at my age. It unsettles me too much, upsets me…

And one more thing that I want to tell you—but just between us, I’ll whisper 
it in your ear. You see, I suddenly realized why some nations survive as such 
in spite of thousands of years of tribulations, tragedies, and catastrophes, and 
serve as models of thoughtfulness, pragmatism, intelligence, and profound hu-
manitarianism. I understood why it’s the Jews that occupy such a high place in 
the evaluation of ethnicities and nations—why it’s Israel and no other country 
that is virtually the ideal today, in my view. It’s people like you, Vladimir, that 
served as the bricks from which a monument was created—a national monu-
ment in which you can and should take pride!

Your books must receive the best care. Your books are real estate of the high-
est value!

Anatoly Shavrin, writer/journalist, togliatti, September 2, 2016 (recorded 
from Skype)

—… A magnificent book. I think it will only get better with years, like good 
cognac—stronger and more effective. Even when you open it up after a few 
days interval… I’m just going by the notes I made for Valya to show her, to 
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bring her attention to some things. It really makes you think… I’ll tell you hon-
estly—from a purely professional standpoint, the third book is so much stronger 
than the first and the second, it turned out so much more professional. Maybe 
it’s experience, maybe it’s this great wisdom that has come… From one book to 
the next, you understand more and more. And the way it’s written! I don’t even 
know how to describe the style. It’s not memoirs, it’s not a collection of letters, 
the kind that’s popular today, not a documentary work. But it’s just amazing 
how much it makes you think!

If you come here—and I really want to believe that you haven’t put Togliatti 
behind you completely—I’d love to sit you down before, say, those guys you 
saw in the Belorussian KGB, and say to them: “Now, read what I saw here…” 
You gave me such a gift of touching a profound miracle. I am being totally sin-
cere… Solzhenitsyn stopped affecting me a long time ago… for various reasons. 
Your books, especially the third… I admit, for me it’s superior to «The Gulag 
Archipelago».

Vladimir Franсevich, you know, literally every page… Even that story with 
Dasha, with the twenty dollars… I admit it actually brought tears to my eyes. 
And so many times, reading about all these encounters… I’m just amazed at 
how you managed to do it. Nothing literary, and at the same time such depth… 
It just gets you right in the heart. Such a professional job. In the first and sec-
ond book there were moments when I made a note for myself with a thin pencil: 

“Here, I’d do this… here, I’d do that…” In the third book, nothing. All right, I liter-
ally found two or three typos… missing letters… purely technical stuff. I penciled 
in corrections. Otherwise, no question marks at all, just exclamation marks!

Well done! Well done! Well done! That’s all I want to say… This morning I just 
couldn’t hold back and tried to call you twice. And now here I am, sitting before 
you with no dentures… I really wanted to tell you everything before you disappear 

Anatolij és Valentina Shavrin, Togliatti város.
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once again, maybe to New Zealand, maybe to Buryatia, and then it’s “where in 
the world is Vladimir Rott…”

The photographs are magnificent! This whole series of images is so power-
ful—I can’t find the words to express it. What a monument you’ve created to your-
self ! I don’t know what’s going to happen to Mysovaya or the cemetery in a few 
years… G-d willing, it won’t end up getting overgrown or drowning in mud. It’s 
just a wasteland with no roads over there… I’ve read a lot of books… This whole 
story… there’s nothing that can compare.

This whole story… If someone today tried to turn it all into a novel, or a novella, 
or a short story… It wouldn’t work! It’s all so amazingly authentic, so true to life… 
And not just the photos, not just those broken posts…

And that Chernykh family! And Yura, and Mischa! It’s astonishing… I can’t 
even talk about it. One way to look at it is that G-d punished this family for sever-
al generations… Doomed people. If I had been writing this story, about Yura and 
Mischa, I probably would have toned it down a bit, avoided some things… But 
the way you did it, it really works. That whole thing with the candy… “Take me to 
Canada!” Such a terribly tragic story, but so human…

—“Anatoly, my dear!” I interrupted him. “I’m crying here… I often say that 
if you beat me, I can grit my teeth and bear it, but say a kind word to me and I’m 
in tears…”

—“I believe you!” he assured me. “Massive thanks to you! You’ve created such 
a monument to your life… I don’t even know how you’re able to calm down today. 
Damn it, you will eventually prevail over those customs agents, those foot-drag-
gers… Your books will reach the readers! These are all petty problems! In about 
three months, you’ll collect yourself again…”

toronto, August 2017.
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Chapter 3

A SUNRISE FROM ULAN-UDE

Of all the gifts that the Almighty has granted me in my life, one of the most 
precious is my dear wife Iya. A beauty, a brain, a mother of three wonderful chil-
dren, a university professor for many years, my tolerant and reasonable friend, 
who has proven herself in the hardest times on our long journey.

Here is a fragment depicting events of 1974, which has now faded off to the 
distant past:

“In the invitation papers sent from Canada, my cousin Joe Weltman had indi-
cated the date of my niece Gunilla’s wedding as July 3. I immediately called him in 
Toronto and asked to postpone the wedding until August 25, since it would “take 
more time” to process the travel documents for our whole family including Mama 
Regina. Two days later, Joe sent a telegram with the new wedding date.

Starting August 10, after our return from Abkhazia, I started calling the visas 
department but they kept telling me they had no news on our case.

The long days of uncertainty and waiting seemed endless. Finally, after 45 
days, on August 19, I got a reply: “Permission denied.” As a practical matter, we 
had expected no other answer; but at that point, the refusal shook me up. I im-
mediately sat down and wrote a letter addressed personally to Brezhnev, saying 
that, in the name of our whole family and my mother, I was renouncing the Soviet 
citizenship into which I had never been born and which had been unlawfully im-
posed on our family. I wrote about the tragic fate of my father who had naively 
trusted the Soviet regime. I wrote about our years of diligent work for the good 
of the country. I protested the fact that the Soviet system was denying people a 
simple permission for a personal trip to visit their relatives while hiding behind 
hypocritical declarations about humanity and universal brotherhood… On the 
same day, I sent a telegram to Toronto: “Not coming. Permission denied. Hold 
wedding without us.”

That night, Iya and I couldn’t sleep. Both of us in an emotional state, we ana-
lyzed the situation, voiced our despair, discussed the hopelessness of the future… 
Slowly and gradually, we were arriving at a desperate decision: TO BREAK UP 
THE FAMILY. We weren’t sure for how long; perhaps forever…
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Here’s what we were thinking that night:
An ordinary person in the USSR has no prospects except for being trapped in 

misery and trudging drearily toward the grave. All of the friends and even casual 
acquaintances that we talked to were in a bleak mood: there was nothing ahead, 
just emptiness. No goals to set, nothing to look forward to. We knew that the 

“ideological educators” were the only ones pretending to have an answer… There 
was only one plausible solution: to get out! Even if we had to do it on foot… Iya 
and I had been married for 13 years… We’ve had our time together… If we have 
to, we’ll have to content ourselves with that. But our children need a future. They 
cannot be left on the dead-end street of Soviet reality, with its terrible, soul-killing 
hopelessness and the total indifference of others—a reality in which no one gives a 
damn. We must save the children! We must escape no matter what the cost. Our 
children must have a better life. It’s our duty!

Iya courageously agreed to stay in the Soviet Union on her own, with the chil-
dren. “No going back, Vadya!” she told me firmly. “Even if five years go by and they 
still haven’t let us out, you’re not going back. We’ll stick it out! There’s no point in 
waiting here anymore! We have to try while Joe Weltman is alive and willing to 
help us. G-d grant him health and reward him for all the good he’s done—every-
thing he’s already done for us!”

This is what my Iya is like!

There is a wonderful distant country, which came into my life together with 
Iya and, over the 57 years of my life with her, became so close and dear: the 
Republic of Buryat-Mongolia, located on the eastern side of Lake Baikal, with its 
peculiar people, a rich history all the way from Genghis Khan, a famous opera 
theater and a Soviet helicopter plant, with its endless expanse and a romantic 
capital that has been peaceful for centuries—the city of Ulan-Ude.

At one point, Iya and I—both students at tomsk polytechnic University—
had been sitting next to each other for several years both playing violin in 
our student «Big Band». For us, the 30-40 students that took part in it, this 
life on stage, the participation in an amateur Jazz band, became akin to a sec-
ond life, one without tedious studies and learning the complex trade of en-
gineering. Evening rehearsals three times per week, which often continued 
deep into the night, fun and laughter, the exciting process of new songs and 
student puns being created, concerts and tours, which required every musi-
cian to successfully pass all the exams and get all the credits—all this banded 
us together into nothing less than a close-knit family, caring and attached 
to one another. Our passion, youth and songs captivated the hearts of the  
audience:
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The rain was softly singing10 
That I began to sink in 
Your grey and contemplative dreamy eyes. 
Though even if you care, 
I know I will not bare, 
I will not bare my heart to anyone

My heart is feeling sad when I’m alone, 
The whole world can see what’s going on. 
Though even if they care, 
I know I will not bare, 
I will not bare my heart to anyone.

The snow was softly falling, the snow was slowly thawing 
As you were walking through the morning dew. 
I’d turn into a sprinkle, I’d fade into a jingle 
If that means I can get so close to you

To tell you how I feel when I’m alone. 
The whole world can see what’s going on. 
Though even if they care, 
I know I will not bare, 
I will not bare my heart to anyone.

The voices of the street life, the shimmer of a streetlamp 
Are coming through the leaves of verdant trees. 
I’ll roam across the city, I’ll hope to meet my pretty, 
To meet the greatest treasure of my dreams.

I’ll tell you how I feel without you, 
The whole world can see what I’ve been through. 
I know that you will listen, 
I’ll tell you how I missed you, 
I’ll tell you and I’ll bare my heart to you.

We were so overwhelmingly busy that our brains never turned to personal 
feelings, nor love.

The first real feel of the “far trans-Baikal” I got from Iya’s mother, who I met 
in April, 1961, when Rachel Solomonovna Yaroslavskaya came to tomsk for our 
wedding… Short and gray-haired, this 52-year-old woman seemed much older 
than her real age. Her deep voice, impeccably neat, correct and determined way 
of speaking, and friendliness attracted people, and meaningful dialogue and 
wise advice came with innate talent, as well as the way-too-early and painfully 

10 The song «The Rain Was Softly Singing» by student Valentin Shusharin (music). Lyrics: V. 
Shusharin and Yuri Zhukov. translated by Sergei Vavilov.
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gained life experience. I was immediately impressed by the affection and pride 
with which Rachel Solomonovna talked about her motherland, Buryatia, and 
the city of Ulan-Ude; with how respectfully and warmly she talked about her 
students and colleagues.

Not until only a few months before the wedding did I wake up, and feel that sitting next to me in 
the orchestra isn’t just “Iya, a good-looking Buryat girl”, but my Someone!… Thank G-d, all this 

determined our future life. Tomsk, 1961

The wedding. Tomsk, the 8th of April, 1961. Right to left: Mariya Solomonovna Guterman, 
Mother—Regina Rott, Rachel Solomonovna Yaroslavskaya and Iya’s distant relatives, Mariya 

and Venyamin Safro.
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I want to apologize to the reader for my lack of modesty: while working on this 
book, I peeked into my first book at the chapter «Iya Yaroslavskaya (Guterman)» 
and was amazed by all the wonderful stories I wrote there. Even today I don’t 
think I’ll be able to phrase it better, so I will quote a few fragments here.

“July 23, 1961. The «Tomsk-Moscow» train. …Here we are, my Iya Borisovna 
and I, headed to Hungary on a Komsomol travel package. I don’t even want to 
describe how «easy» it was to arrange. It cost us a lot of nerves, but once again, 
many thanks to Petr Slezko… I wanted so badly to show Iya to Grandma Hani 
and the relatives. Upon arriving to the Soviet Union in 1931 my father had to 
change Roth to Rott.

In early July, I was promoted to top category Design Engineer with a salary of 
125 rubles a month, plus a 15% bonus if the entire design section meets the month-
ly plan; that is, 143 rubles a month. After the income tax and the childless tax, my 
take-home pay is about 100 rubles. This year, the government has exchanged the 
currency at a 1:10 rate of the new ruble to the old ruble, and because of that my 
salary seems ten times smaller.

Iya and I have spent nearly a month renovating the apartment. It was an in-
describable ordeal, mostly due to our inexperience, but the results are pretty good. 
My contribution to the renovation consisted in procuring the paint and the fill-
er—you can’t find them in the stores. I also put two coats of very strong-smelling 
nitrate-based paint on the bathroom walls; Iya and Regina had to drag me out of 
the bathroom after I fell asleep from inhaling the noxious fumes. Iya, for her part, 
heroically painted all the walls and ceilings white, and painted the floors after fill-
ing in the cracks… [Maybe that was where the future Sandor got some of his 
architectural talent?—V.R.]

Iya and “Rotticha” have been growing less hostile– at first with a lot of difficulty, 
lately with more ease—but Mama’s mental state has been getting worse from day to day.

Repulsive as it is to write about this, I also have to make a note of a «pre-trip 
visitor» who came to see me for the first time… It was an agent from the Tomsk 
section of the KGB, who insistently demanded that, while in Hungary, I should 
secretly watch the members of our tourist youth group…”

The trip on the Komsomol travel package was considerably different from 
my first visit to Hungary a year earlier. Instead of a regular bus, the group trav-
eled on trams and city buses; we lived in student dorms or, more often, in tar-
paulin tents, and ate in student dining halls. Yet at our very first stop in the city 
of debrezen, our group was amazed and pleased by the fairy-tale beauty and the 
lush greenery of the city—but especially by the mastery, boldness, and zest with 
which young Hungarian guys and gals danced Rock ‘n’ Roll.

On the very first evening, when we went for a walk after dinner, Iya was for-
ever captivated by Hungary: in the small grocery shop, she counted 20 varieties 
of salami…!
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At the Budapest train station, we were met by Jutka, Laci, Ilonka, Miska, 
Jolan, Feri, and Lolo. The joy of this meeting was indescribeable. Everyone was 
hugging and petting Iya. I could see that my «descendant of Genghis Khan» had 
met with their approval. Our group continued on its scheduled journey, while 
we stayed in Budapest to spend some time with the relatives. Laci immediately 
took us to the old folks’ home where, this time, Grandma Hani was brought out 
to meet us. I don’t think Grandmother quite understood who we were, but she 
too was swept up in the general joy of the meeting. She looked over Iya with de-
light, and ran her hands over my wife’s already prominently protruding stomach. 
Iya, too, gave Grandma Roth a warm hug. Upon arriving to the Soviet Union in 
1931 my father had to change Roth to Rott.

The next day, the entire clan gathered at a country house outside Budapest. 
“Look at the Mongol!”—Aunt Lolo gushed loudly.—“She eats raw cucumbers!” 
Iya had just whispered to me asking me to request an unpeeled green cucum-
ber from Aunt Ilonka’s pot. Everyone surrounded the new guest and watched in 
disbelief: they found it extremely strange that someone could take a bite out of 
a fresh cucumber and eat it… They were no less surprised by how Iya stared at 
the cherries and peaches, which she saw growing on trees for the first time in her 
life—and by how she plucked them on the spot and slipped them in her mouth.

We talked about our life in tomsk, about Regina and her fragile mental state… 
Our gifts, it seems, were to everyone’s liking. In addition to various trinkets, we 
also brought five kilos of black coffee beans, quite a luxury in Hungary back then.

The never-ending tours of Budapest are chronicled in my diaries. On top of 
the tours, there was the task of finding and buying clothes and footwear for Iya 
and for all of the Rotts who were back in tomsk. In an elegant coat and with 
a new haircut (at the hairstylist’s, Iya finally agreed to have her long tresses 
chopped off!), my beautiful wife looked like a doll! I’ll never forget our race 
around Budapest: Iya was almost constantly sick… Laci and Jutka would give 
her understanding looks, pull over the car, and look for the nearest trash can.

Amazingly, it was precisely in those days that the baby in Iya’s womb began to 
move… Jutka was especially elated over this and, until the last minute, kept press-
ing her ear to Iya’s stomach. She had never had any children of her own, after all… 
In the evening, on the eve of our departure, I explained to my wife—with the wis-
dom of prior experience—the unusual behavior of my relatives, who would scru-
pulously hand over to Laci their share of his expenses for our purchases.

The trip to Hungary went wonderfully, and the love, kindness, never-failing 
helpfulness and generosity that we saw from my Hungarian relatives were truly 
heartwarming.

Jutka said to me once, “When Feri (My father Ferenc) was jailed, he wrote 
to Mama (Ilonka), begging her to somehow help his family, but we weren’t able 
to do it at the time, so now Ilonka—the eldest in the family—keeps reminding 
everyone that we have an obligation to ‘help Feri’s flesh and blood’ till the end of 
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our days.” Everyone was especially happy because they liked Iya, and because 
she was about to bring a new member of the large Roth family into the world.

On our way back from Hungary, we visited Lvov, Kiev, and Minsk, spend-
ing two nights in each city. We also made a stop in Bobruysk, where I showed 
Iya the places where I grew up and introduced her to my former neighbors and 
friends. I was swelling with pride, while Mrs. Sikorsky, the Gertsoviches, the 
Malishevsky, and the Kaplans gazed admiringly at «Vladimka’s wifey». I was 
amazed yet again—as was Iya—at the squalor and backwardness from which 
our beloved Anyuka-Regina had been able to raise her two sons…

On August 17 at the Moscow train station, we received yet another wonder-
ful gift: we were met by Iya’s mother, Rachel Solomonovna, who was waiting 
for our arrival in Moscow after returning from a vacation in the Baltics two 
weeks earlier. It was the first time she was able to afford a vacation trip… Mama 
was surprised and happy to learn that she was going to become a grandmother.

I immediately hurried to the capital’s Yaroslavsky Station, where I spent over 
three hours being jostled in several ticket lines—I really wanted to get three 
seats in the same compartment for the trans-Siberian Railroad, so that we 
could all spend an extra four days together.

The three days spent in Moscow were filled with interesting activities. We 
strolled around downtown Moscow, went to the newly opened wide-screen 

Rachel Solomonovna and her students, 1964.
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movie theater Rossiya, visited the French National Exhibition that was being 
held in Moscow at the time, and saw an unforgettable show by the famous mime 
Marcel Marceau.

One moment at the gramophone record department of GUM, the city’s chief 
department store, was etched into my memory forever. The wonderful music 
from «Sun Valley Serenade», which had recently been shown for the first time 
in the USSR, was being piped in over the heads of the huge crowd of customers; 
they were advertising the sale of two British-made long-playing records with the 
famous melodies of Glenn Miller’s orchestra. I stood there for a while, taking 
pleasure in this performance, and finally decided to allow myself to splurge on 
one record. I paid 4 rubles at the register and was beaming as I held my purchase 
in my hands. Suddenly, I heard Rachel Solomonovna’s voice behind my back: 

“Vadinka, don’t deny yourself—buy the second half of the recording, too!” These 
words literally turned something upside down inside me. At that moment, I felt 
some kind of psychological shift in my consciousness. This piece of advice from 
Iya’s mother gave me a sense of human dignity and pride for the rest of my life. 
I immediately became the happy possessor of both of the Glenn Miller records.

And now, back to the «Moscow-Vladivostok» train, where Iya and I spent 
four pleasant days in the company of Rachel Solomonovna (with a fourth seat 
in the compartment that changed occupants twice). After that, Iya’s mother 
traveled in that compartment for three more nights without us, headed to her 
hometown of Ulan-Ude and still feeling the presence of the children with whom 
she had parted at the taiga station.

“An unforgettable event in the life of our household was the acquisition of a re-
frigerator. It was an unattainable rarity, after all. For a whole year—at first, with 
little Sandor still in her belly—Iya diligently went in for the roll-call to keep her 
place in line.

City residents who wanted to buy a refrigerator voluntarily formed a waiting 
queue. On the last Thursday of every month, you had to report to the courtyard 
of the city department store. There, the “chairman of the queue” would stand on 
an empty box turned upside down, half-open notebook in hand, surrounded by 
a dense throng of potential buyers, and call out the numbers one by one. When 
you heard your number, you were supposed to call out your name. If everything 
matched, the roll-call would move on. If there was no response from the crowd, 
the absentee was immediately struck from the waiting list, and the others adjusted 
their numbers, rejoicing at moving up on the list…

Finally, one day, there was a phone call from the department store, and we 
were informed that our turn had come. Our tiny kitchen was now graced by a 
huge, white beauty of a «ZIL» refrigerator, in which we now kept not only lit-
tle Sandor’s milk but also the foodstuffs of our neighbors (who included E. M. 
Guselnikov, a future Doctor of Technical Sciences; A.M. Kutelev, chief engineer 
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of the Tomsk Plant of Electronic Machinery for Military Equipment; and Yu. Ya. 
Kovalev, now a Senator in the Russian Federation Council and a delegate to the 
European Parliament).”

“July 24, 1962. Ulan-Ude.
Yesterday, we arrived here for a visit with Rachel Solomonovna. This was little 

Sandor’s first trip. We spent three days traveling in a separate, two-person com-
partment of an international car of the «Moscow-Beijing» train. Our little boy 
was wonderfully well-behaved and kept to his schedule; he regularly accepted our 
«invitations» (to the potty) along the way, so that there were no wet diapers at all…

The hospitality here is wonderful. Granny Ronya and her sisters are so happy 
they’re practically flying, and going out of their way to make sure that we’re com-
fortable. Rachel Solomonovna has let Iya and me have her bed while she sleeps on 
a folding cot, and Sandor in his stroller… Her apartment, which consists of a sin-
gle room with three large windows, is on the second floor of an old and run-down 
wooden building. Apart from the second floor, all this reminds me very much 
of daily life in our one-floor barrack in Bobruysk. Water is brought in a bucket 
from a pump one street down. In a yard, there are rows of ramshackle individu-
al sheds in which people keep firewood to burn in the stoves for cooking and for 
heating in winter. The three-seat public toilet with an impressive pit is about 40 
meters away, in the yard behind the sheds. It’s never particularly pleasant to use, 
but here in Buryat-Mongolia the cold winter temperatures are twice as bad as in 
Byelorussia… But now, it’s summer and the worst thing about it are the huge flies 
that swirl around you…

When visiting the public baths in the city, I was rather taken aback to find my-
self surrounded by many naked men who were splashing around noisily in small 
basins standing on benches before them…

There are no words to describe the 
feeling I got when I first set foot on this 
land and found myself in the midst of 
another people. There was the unaccus-
tomed sight of colorful, large, unique 
Asian faces, with beautiful skin and 
narrow slanted eyes. Rich, beauti-
ful black hair… I  constantly admired 
the women’s faces, while Iya and the 
Gutermans smiled at my enthusias-
tic reaction. Iya explained to me that 
the structure of the Mongols’ eyes and 
eyelids is a form of natural protection 
from the frequent sandstorms of the 
Mongolian half-desert.

We brought joy to Ulan-Ude: Rachel Solo mo-
novna receiving dear guests—her first grand-

son Sandor and his parents.
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Rachel Yaroslavkaya held the title of distinguished teacher of the Republic, 
and taught at the College of Education and the University. Her salary was quite 
modest; she lived in poverty and didn’t even have curtains on the windows, yet 
her generosity was endless. Loafers who spent their days hanging around in the 
streets would come in and ask, “Where’s that Jewish grandma around here who 
gives everyone money?”—“I think that would be me,”– Rachel Solomonovna 
would reply with a smile. “Well, what can you do?”—“What do you need?” –“All 
right, why don’t you bring me a bucket of water… or chop some firewood.” The 
fellow would chop up a single log and confidently pick up his ruble. Yet she 
might have no more than five rubles left in the house…

She always told Iya, “If someone asks you for help, do at least something to help 
him; don’t ever skimp on praise, always say a kind word when you can; don’t ever 
try to save money by leaving smaller tips…”

poverty was Rachel’s constant companion as she strove to give everything 
she could to her daughter. Once, during the war, Rakhil was brought home un-
conscious after she had fainted from hunger. Then she realized that if she con-
tinued to starve herself, Iya could be left an orphan. Once, when Iya was seven, 
Rachel Solomonovna went blind while delivering a public lecture. It took a year 
of treatment to restore her eyesight, and only in one eye. Thus, from the age of 
seven, the daughter became her mother’s eyes: she made sure her mother was 
properly dressed and patched up her torn clothes and stockings. From the age 
of eleven, Iya started sewing her own clothes…

Needing a place to live during the war, Rachel Solomonovna agreed to su-
pervise the city kindergarten, where she and her daughter were allowed to stay 
in a small room. during a cold winter, disaster struck: the winter’s supply of po-
tatoes froze in the cellar. The kindergarten supervisor was charged with criminal 
negligence, with a possible sentence of ten years imprisonment. Ronya’s brother 
and three sisters got some money together and bought a gold cigarette holder 
that they filled with money and cigarettes. The energetic Maria Solomonovna 
and her brother Moisey delivered this «gift» to the prosecutor… Rachel was 
saved from a prison sentence, but she lost her job and her home.

Future music fan.
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Iya recalls that her mother always clutched her briefcase to her chest on her 
way to the university, where she taught psychology and logic. She did this to 
cover up a hole in the coat she had been wearing for seventeen years.

In 1948, she got her «happy ending»: a former student whose husband, a 
Soviet Army major, had returned from Germany with a wagonload of «goodies» 
decided to repay Rachel Solomonovna for the help received from her over seven 
years while her husband was away in the service. She brought her a luxurious 
mink coat as a present, and our Rachel overnight became a «queen».

I was walking the streets of the city with Iya’s mother, astonished that not 
only was she greeting almost every person we passed, but also remembered and 
called each one of them by name and patronymic. For the first time in my life 
I realized the infinite importance of face-to-face human contact and its inspira-
tional power for both sides.

Fear, ingrained Bobruyskian anti-Semitism and lowlife shanty culture were 
rooted in me. Since I was a child, I had wished the earth would swallow me up 
out of shame when my mother Regina pronounced any word in Russian with 
a horrible accent and people laughed openly in our faces. And now I was walk-
ing around Ulan-Ude with Rachel Solomonovna, and from time to time she 
spoke to some people in Yiddish, as if it was nothing, and they answered her, 
and they talked. When I first heard it, it was like a bolt from the blue… But a 
few days later I began to feel infinite esteem for a person’s natural pride for her 
origins. She always lived as Rachel Solomonovna, while thousands of Soviet 
Jews, ashamed of their origins and scared, changed their names to Russian 
ones. This is why among Jews you can find a Raisa who was born Rachel; a 
Sergei or Stepan who was named Solomon by his parents; an Alexander that 
grew up as Haim.

Iya and her mother showed me their beloved Ulan-Ude, surrounded by 
mountain ridges at the meeting point of two Siberian rivers, the Uda and the 
Selenga, bearing their cold waters into the legendary Baikal, lake-sea, the deep-
est in the world and containing 20% of the world’s fresh water.

Iya’s biggest reason for pride in her city is her beloved ballet and opera the-
ater. It was built after the end of the war by hundreds of Japanese prisoners of 
war. Iya always remembers the lines of exhausted Japanese people, slowly mak-
ing their way to the construction site even on the most freezing Siberian days. 
They wrapped their feet and hands with paper and rags, trying to protect them 
from the cold. Most of them didn’t survive those winters long enough to return 
home.

Iya also showed me the city cinema, the maternity hospital, the bookstore 
and her music school. In winter she had to stop twice by friends’ homes, to get 
warm, on the way to classes, carefully carrying the violin wrapped in a blanket 
in absence of a case.
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Iya told me that in her childhood the principal conductor of the opera 
house, timofeev (before the war he was the conductor of the Operetta theatre in 
Odessa) also worked part-time as conductor of the symphony orchestra of the 
city music school where she played violin. In those cold and hungry post-war 
years, the conductor arranged with the administration of the opera theater to 
allow the students of the music school to buy one ticket for three (it was cheap-
er than a ticket to the cinema). So, during the seven years of school, Iya went to 
the theater every Sunday, and even now she knows and loves opera. «These are 
my operas! »—and she names a dozen operas that she has listened to at least 
thirty times each and knows their music by heart from the first to the last note.

I will always remember our first visit to Iya’s homeland. Getting to know 
Rachel Solomonovna, the city of Ulan-Ude and Buryat-Mongolia made me a 
much richer person than I was. I will always remain grateful to grandmother 
Ronya for her wonderful life and my dear wife, Iya Yaroslavskaya (Guterman).

Rachel Solomonovna was born in 1908 in Mysovsk (Mysovaya Station), a 
town on the eastern bank of Lake Baikal. She was the ninth child in a Hassidic 
Jewish family of ten children. Iya’s grandfather—Shlomo (Solomon) Haim 
Guterman—left poland in 1896, fleeing the Anti-Jewish pogroms, with his wife 

Ballet and Opera Theater of Ulan-Ude was built in 1946.
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and two children to Baikal where the construction of the trans-Siberian rail-
road was being finished. A few more years were left for the builders to finish the 
most difficult fragment of the road, the one existing today as a big curve em-
bracing the southern side of the lake. So, the main occupation of the five-thou-
sand people who lived in Mysovsk, 1600 of which were Jewish families, was 
tedious work—to transport over the forty-kilometer width of the lake, by wa-
ter, and in winter by ice, many thousands of tons of cargo, which followed on 
by train. Shlomo Haim, an experienced tinsmith, was a very desired worker, 
and his family began to prosper. They said that before the revolution Solomon 
Guterman even managed to take his children on a trip to Japan…

Rachel Solomonovna told me how in Mysovsk, she, a six-year-old girl, was 
taken to the the only school in town, a Christian school. There, she soon became 
the best pupil in Scripture knowledge. Shlomo Haim once noticed that after the 
family finished pronouncing the after-lunch blessings and prayers, little Ronya 
would hide behind the door and cross herself… The next day at school the priest 
announced: “Ronya, you shouldn’t go to my class …”

After finishing general school at the age of 16, Ronya the Young Communist 
was sent on a literacy mission to the village of Russian orthodox Old-Believers who 
were living in Siberia in exile since the 17th century. A young teacher, aside from 
teaching itself, had to know to answer any question, as well as to deliver a baby…

There, in Kunaley village, at the age of 17, she met a tall and handsome 
Russian, Veniamin Yaroslavskiy, sent there from the Volga Region. She married 
him, without even letting her parents know… In 1931, she was sent to Moscow 
University to study. Five years later, with an actual teacher’s diploma, Rachel 
came back to Ulan-Ude to discover her husband had been unfaithful to her, and 
left him forever.

The Civil War in Siberia and the Soviet rule brought a lot of suffering to Shlomo 
Haim Guterman’s family. Those were horrible years of arrests, tortures and exe-
cutions of thousands of innocent victims. The husband of his older daughter, Ita, 
from a religious family, whom she gave three children to, on one of the crazy days 
of the Civil War got on a horse and rode away with a Red Army squadron… He 
never returned to his family… The husband of the younger daughter, Esther, piotr 
Stoyanov, a representative of a Bulgarian company, «tabaco-Export», in Siberia, 
was arrested and executed in 1938… The husband of another daughter, Mariya 
Solomonovna, Naum Safro, who was a bank director in the city of Grozny, was 
also arrested and executed… Shlomo Haim’s son, Isaac Solomonovich Guterman, 
a bank director, was sitting at home in his study in Magnitogorsk. Next to him, 
was his wife Vera and their 12-year-old son, Marx. Someone knocked the door, 
which was locked from the inside. NKVd officers were outside, demanding the 
door to be opened… Isaac Guterman took a pistol out of the table drawer and shot 
himself in the temple with his wife and son watching… He was 35.
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Old Shlomo Haim Guterman spent a lot of time camping out on the door-
steps of the NKVd, asking them to dress his son in his own tachrichim (shroud). 
Finally, after deciding that they didn’t want to report the arrest that didn’t hap-
pen, the NKVd decided to give the old man his son’s body, which the father 
then laid to rest at the Irkutsk Jewish cemetery…

In May, 1938, Rachel Solomonovna had a daughter, Iya Yaroslavskaya. The 
girl’s father was an Irkutsk Buryat who had disappeared from the family forev-
er by the time the child was born. Rachel hoped to have a son to name him af-
ter her killed brother, Isaac, but a girl was born… This is where her name, Isya, 
came from. This was the only name by which the mother called her only daugh-
ter; the Russian or Georgian name, Iya, only appeared in her birth certificate.

For Shlomo Haim Guterman, who was widowed by that time and soon died 
of exhaustion, a birth of a «Buryat-Mongol» granddaughter was the last drop in 
the sea of sorrow. He renounced his daughter, his smart beloved Ronya, and sat 
shiva as a sign of mourning…

But life works in mysterious ways: Iya Rott, the only one of Shlomo Haim’s 
ten grandchildren, forty years later, already in Canada, will become an Orthodox 
Jew and every holy day that Izkor is read at the synagogue, will say memorial 
prayers for grandfather Guterman and every single member of his family…

In the post-war years, Jewish traditions in Ulan-Ude were slowly disappear-
ing. There was only one person left, old man Berlovich, who knew how to and 
dared to read the Mourner’s Kaddish at funerals, and Rachel Solomonovna, 
when a Jew from her close circle was buried, would take care of the minyan, a 
quorum of ten adult Jewish men. Once Rachel Solomonovna couldn’t find any 
better alternative than to include the husbands of her sisters, Miriam-Basya 
and Esther, dmitri Andreevich Osokin and Vasiliy Kuzmich Muslikhin, neither 
Jewish, in this number.

After the funerals the older Jews would chip in and give a small donation—5 
rubles—to Isai tikhomirov, the only mentally challenged Jew in town, Iya’s 
nephew and Shlomo Haim Guterman’s grandson.

Rachel was a wise and kind «Rabbi in a skirt», and many people would come 
to her in search of advice, sympathy or just a kind word. Century-long tradi-
tions of confession, compassion, people helping each other, were buried under 
the Soviet rule, and Rachel’s words of consolation in a moment of need were 
priceless.

Rachel Solomonovna is a typical, educated representative of the intelligen-
tsia, disoriented by the Bolsheviks’ ideology and the fake morality of the Soviets. 
Not only did she never tell her daughter about the Orthodox Jewish history of 
her large family, but over the seventeen years Iya lived with her in Ulan-Ude, she 
didn’t even hint that before Soviet rule was established, there had been a Jewish 
primary school next to their house. It wasn’t until three years ago that we, Iya 
and I, found the brickwork of a six-branched candelabrum (menorah) on the 
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front-facing side of one the posts of the brick fence, which once belonged to that 
school and has lasted until today.

The same way, not from mother Rachel, but only during one of our trips 
to Ulan-Ude, already from Canada, we found out that the three-story build-
ing that was always seen from the windows of their apartment, is the former 
choral synagogue of Ulan-Ude, built as early as 1882 in what was then called 
Verkhneudinsk (“Upper Udinsk”, to distinguish it from “Lower Udinsk”—tr). 
The Soviets started with taking down the majestic dome of the synagogue and 
cutting up the inner space into dozens of apartments for people to live in. Later 
the brick building was given to the local university of technology, which used 
it as a construction material strength tests laboratory.

This is what the building of the synagogue built in Verkhneudinsk (Ulan-Ude) in 1882 looked 
like. In Soviet times the building was adapted for residential purposes and at present it houses 

university laboratories.

In September, 1965, Iya and I  took a plane to Ulan-Ude for Rachel 
Solomonovna’s funeral. The body in an open casket was driven along the streets 
of the city, in the back of a truck full of flowers. Iya and I were sitting on chairs 
at the front of the casket. The three walls of the body of the truck were low-
ered. Thousands of people were standing along the road to see the face of the 
deceased for the last time and pay their respects. Until her dying day Rachel 
Solomonovna worked at the teacher’s College and teacher’s training School of 
Ulan-Ude. She dedicated her entire life to bringing up hundreds of future pre-
school teachers for the Republic, for which she was granted the title of «Honored 
Teacher of Buryat-Mongolia».

For ten years she was being treated for angina pectoris, and died of unno-
ticed kidney stones, which were what was apparently tormenting her for years… 
Her body still looked young and beautiful, while the face, which never knew any 
creams nor make-up, but was no stranger to the severe Mongolian climate, was 
covered in deep wrinkles. Baba Ronya left us at the age of 56. She was buried 
in the female row of the city’s Jewish cemetery. Nowadays, unfortunately, this 
separation of cemeteries by religion doesn’t exist in Ulan-Ude anymore, and the 
divisions are erased and forgotten…
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Rachel Solomonovna’s tradition to help out relatives in need, especially the 
disadvantaged tikhomirovs, was inherited by our family. We regularly sent 
them parcels and money—from tomsk, togliatti and especially from toronto. 
Upon our request, our good friend Misha Rabinovich, Lina Gertsovich’s brother, 
when leaving for Canada, sent his furniture and belongings to the tikhomirovs 
in a container from Mukachevo to Ulan-Ude.

Of all the relatives we left in Ulan-Ude, the developmentally challenged 
tikhomirovs were the only ones who weren’t afraid to keep corresponding with 
us during Soviet times. Rebecca regularly answered Iya’s letters from Canada 
and always remembered to ask about grandma Regina’s and my brother Joseph’s 
health. Iya would always ask Isai to also write something, and often their letters 
started with a line of pencil scribbles, followed by Rebecca’s «translation»: “Isai 
is sitting on the balcony, looking at trains and waiting for Iya to come …”

dear reader! Now, in this chapter, in this hymn of honor to Buryat-Mongolia 
and the contribution it made to my life, we have arrived at the next historic mo-
ment. But I don’t mean a “moment in the history of Humanity”, but rather a big 
achievement, another foundation stone, in the life of our family. By that time, 
we had already been living in Canada for eighteen years and didn’t even have the 
slightest thought that we would ever visit the Soviet Union again …

Our heroine, Rachel Solomonovna, didn’t live to see the idyllic future her Isya got to live in. Even 
more, she didn´t even have a chance to imagine anything like it… The city of Togliatti, 1969…
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Chapter 9 of my book «Joy of discoveries»11… I opened it and didn’t believe 
that it was me who told the story… And that all of this happened as far back as 
25 years ago:

“In the spring of 1992, the chaotic collapse of the former Soviet Union con-
tinued. The lies and absurdities had become so all-pervasive that catastrophe 
was inevitable. pillage and «prihvatization» [in Russian, «prihvatizatsiya»—bit-
ter wordplay on «privatization» derived from «prikhvatit»—to grab or to steal—
V.R.] reigned in the land. today, the Russian Internet reports, “There are 47 
billionaires in Moscow alone! What have they [USA—V.R.] got other than Bill 
Gates and a couple of other big-nosed idiots?” The country was now in the 
hands of secret police agents who had gotten a bad fright but recovered from it, 
and of former party and Komsomol careerists. Look at the past of most of to-
day’s «oligarchs», «tough guys» and «new Russians». They have many years of 
training in walking all over people and crushing them with no humanity at all.

It is a mistake to think that it was Gorbachev who dismantled the Soviet 
Union. No, he could not have accomplished such a feat. He simply happened to 
be at the now-completely broken steering wheel at that precise time. The most 
Gorbachev was capable of was holding on to his seat and crashing even the 
smallest sprouts of hope, including Russia’s greatest hope—dr. Andrei Sakharov. 
Without batting an eye, the General Secretary drove that great man into his 
grave.

The alcoholic from Sverdlovsk who came to power next could give the coun-
try nothing except for party demagoguery and endless promises to «provide», 
«appoint» and «personally oversee». It is sad to realize that the majority of 
Russian citizens found that sufficient…

The removal of the dzerzhinsky monument was the country’s last hope 
to cleanse itself someday of the filthy crimes of the KGB—the last hope that, 
amidst the army of men from the «power structures», there would be at least a 
small group of decent people who could keep order and help Russia at a criti-
cal moment, mobilizing every opportunity and relying on conscience and the 
rule of law.

After the Bolsheviks came to power in 1917, it was not an easy task for them 
to destroy the rich and industrious property owners and turn the country over 
to looters and thugs. But never in human history had anyone tried to reverse 
that process: to take the loot away from the bandits and find savvy owners who 
could increase the country’s wealth with their labor and honesty. Unfortunately, 
once again, Russia had a stroke of very bad luck. Only a few sons of Russia had 
the ability to revitalize the country—but they were silenced, ground down by 
the pushy and the shameless. The attempt to wake up the consciousness of the 

11 Vladimir Rott: «In Defiance of Fate». Book two: «Joy of Discoveries», p.268. Chapter 9. «First 
visit to Russia».
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nation failed. What can one say of a country possessed of a vast wealth of natu-
ral resources when it is run by dangerous, power-hungry nonentities whose in-
competence is obvious to any sensible person? Look at their attitude toward the 
older generation that has given it all to its country: “You’ve done your job, now 
you can go and die quickly!” Look at the way they play on the basest feelings of 
the populace—virulent nationalism and paranoia about foreign and domestic 
enemies—in order to consolidate their power.

poor Russia’s woes did not end with Rasputin, whose intrigues were fol-
lowed by the insane dispersal of the country’s only hope: the first Constituent 
Assembly. The country plunged into medieval barbarism. today, once again, 
Russia is being denied the truth: that only a gang can be run by one person, 
whereas a country must be led by the choicest minds, the best of the best. Only 
the collective reason of freely nominated and honestly elected intelligent people 
can provide treatment for decades of serious illness.

May G-d help Russia understand, as quickly as possible, that the future is 
created not by smooth talkers and demagogues who make irresponsible promis-
es but by the best and the brightest, who must be given the opportunity to chart, 
thoughtfully and carefully, the road to the future.

A decade and a half has passed since the collapse of the USSR. Russia still 
has no freely-elected state assembly, no independent courts and no truly inde-
pendent Supreme Court. It’s not a matter of copying advanced Western soci-
eties; it’s simply that, over the course of 34 years in the Free World, I have be-
come convinced that humanity has yet to come up with anything better. This 
system works, and it’s under this system that all people who feel confidence in 
their ability to overcome obstacles and are willing to fight for a better future 
for their families strive to live. Just like the building of the Volga Auto plant 
(LAdA) was an amazing opportunity for the Soviet Union to make a leap for-
ward in auto building, the collapse of the Soviet system gave Russia an invalu-
able opportunity to achieve something much better by building on humanity’s 
latest accomplishments. There is no point in arguing this—it’s enough to look 
at the accomplishments, and at the success Soviet immigrants have achieved 
in the West!

My brief diary notes bear witness to my sincere concerns about the fate 
of my former homeland, where news events were quickly making headlines 
and just as quickly vanishing into oblivion. I naively believed that a nation as 
talented as Russia could make great economic and political strides by relying 
on the intelligence, experience and knowledge of those who genuinely wish it 
well. But soon, the world was appalled by such shocking developments as the 
uncontrolled spread of protection rackets and cold-blooded murders of busi-
ness partners and dissenters. Humanity was witnessing something hideous, on 
a huge scale.



LIFE GOES ON, CHAptER 3

72

I was still afraid of the «vengeful hand» of the dying USSR and was always 
cautious whenever I approached its borders. And then suddenly, in early May 
of 1992, I received an unusual document from Moscow, on the stationary of the 
newspaper «Komsomolskaya pravda»:

INVItAtION
“Esteemed Mr. V. F. Rott:
It is our honor to invite you to Moscow for the dates of 25-28 May 1992 for a 

conference of Russian businesspeople, both those living in Russia and those who 
found themselves abroad over the years of the first and second waves of emigration. 
Among those who have responded to our invitation are S. Mamontov, his sons S. 
and A. Mamontov, and K. Goeringer of Argentina; V. Morozov, E. Aksyonov, and 
G. Pokrovsky of Japan; A. Shcherbatov of the USA; N. Aprelkov and S. Ivanov of 
Brazil; P. Golitsyn of Luxembourg; N. Ilyin of Germany, a Lufthansa employee; 
and also our other former compatriots residing in England, Switzerland, Spain, 
Venezuela, Paraguay and Uruguay. Entrepreneurs from the Urals, Siberia, and the 
Far East have also accepted. The participants will include managers of a number 
of large banks that are a part of Russia’s Banking Union.

The conference is being sponsored and held by «The National Accord Committee», 
a non-governmental international organization, as well as the newspaper 
«Komsomolskaya Pravda» and the «Russian Capital» shareholder society. Abroad, 
the Organizing Committee is represented by Russia’s ambassadors in Great Britain 
and Luxembourg, Boris Pankin and Chingiz Aitmatov, by the entrepreneur Sergei 
Mamontov in Latin America, and by the entrepreneur Yuri Trubnikov in France.

The conference program includes the discussion of various specific projects and 
negotiation of contracts (real estate, construction materials, long-term leasing of 
roads, antiques, catalogue sales, etc.). Participants will include important politi-
cians, members of government and, most important,—experts on privatization 
and on the trouble spots and the peculiarities of reform in Russia.

One of the principal tasks of the club—is to create a united (worldwide) Russian 
company that would representand defend the interests of Russian capital both in 
Russia and beyond its borders.

Russia-based entrepreneurs will pay fully for their own participation in the 
conference. The Organizing Committee will cover all expenses for the participation 
of our compatriots from abroad (other than travel costs).

Place: Moscow, Vernadsky Avenue, 84, Russian Academy of Management.
With profound respect,
(signed by): The editor-in-chief; the President of the «Russian Capital» share-

holder society; the Moscow director of the “National Accord Committee”.

A few days before the invitation arrived, we got a call from Moscow from 
Gennady Kraskov, who was talking about the possibility of some kind of 
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conference, but I couldn’t quite figure out what he was talking about. Kraskov 
had been a member of our popular Entertainment Ensemble in tomsk. Now he 
was living in Moscow and was somehow involved in organizing this conference. 
It was he who suggested that Iya and I be added to the list of invitees. Shortly 
afterwards, a letter of similar content addressed to Mrs. I. B. Rott arrived as well.

Iya and I were at a loss. It had been eighteen years since my defection from 
the Soviet Union, and I had never even considered traveling there. In the tele-
phone conversation that followed, Gennady assured me that the invitation was 
serious and that he would never risk subjecting me to any kind of danger.

We held a family council to make the decision. Ilona and Sandor were cate-
gorically opposed to the idea, fearing some kind of trap. Iya and I, however, were 
fired up with the idea of seeing our beloved Russia again. Finally, we decided to 
risk it, with Edwin’s support.

disembarking from our flight as it arrived from Amsterdam, I took my first 
step, with some trepidation, on Moscow soil. Of course, I had wanted to visit 
Russia, to see the changes with my own eyes, to get some sense of how things 
were improving. Our first sobering moment took place in the long shapeless 
line at the passport control window. We stood in a barely lit corridor, its ceiling 
decorated with worn-out wooden circles covered with thick layers of dust and 
cobwebs. The young border guards treated our Canadian passports with due 
reverence, and in that regard my worries proved needless.

“May 22, 1992. Moscow. We came to Moscow three days early so that we could 
look around before the start of the conference and get used to all the things that 
had started to slip away from our memory. We plan to visit several cities and 
see many good old friends. We need gifts for everyone, and so we ended up with 
5 suitcases of luggage, weighing a total of 95 kilos. To that, add a large quantity 
of hand luggage: the briefcase borrowed from Edwin contains 12 rolls of film for 
slides along with Sandor’s camera, a shortwave radio, and a small Japanese tape 
recorder for Gena Kraskov. I am holding in my hands a large «Hitachi» camcorder 
in a metal case; I plan to use it to film everything that happens. Harvey Weltman 
gave it to me in non-working condition, and a representative of the manufactur-
er in Toronto quickly fixed it for 185 dollars. After my visit is over, I plan to give 
the camcorder to Gena Kraskov, who is trying to make a living somewhere in the 
backyard of the «Mosfilm studio». Iya is carrying in her hands a dual-cassette 
radio/tape recorder, 80 cm long. That’s a gift for Volodya Yavorovich, to whom 
I gave Kraskov’s phone number when I spoke to him on the phone from Toronto. 
I am also carrying, slung across the shoulder, a large black bag containing a tal-
lis, a tefillin, a Torah, a prayer book, more gifts, and leftover food from our meal 
on the flight from Amsterdam. I had acquired another bag at the duty-free shop 
in Amsterdam, containing two bottles of «Johnnie Walker» whisky, cartons of 
«Camel» and «Marlboro» cigarettes, and a can of butter.
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The customs agent turned out to be young and polite. Of all of our possessions, 
he took the most interest in Iya’s rings and neck chain: “Are you by any chance 
bringing in Soviet-made jewelry…?”

On our way back from the airport, we took a close look at the «face» of Moscow. 
What we saw was worse than anything we had expected: roads in terrible condi-
tion, mud everywhere, crude billboards with nothing but the names of banks on 
them. On public transport stops, crowds of badly dressed people; the cars are old 
and dirty; the lawns and trees are poorly tended.

We stayed with Gennady for three nights. A bachelor, he lives very modestly but 
his efforts to prepare for our arrival were quite touching; he even made borscht. We 
praised the borscht, but Gennady admitted, “You know, I found all the ingredients 
for the borscht, but beetroot … I went to five stores and two farm markets, even 
called up my neighbors—and still couldn’t find any.”

“May 24, 1992. Moscow. O G-d! Thank you for everything! It is 7 a.m. I turn 57 
today. This is our third day in Moscow; we are staying at Kraskov’s place. Yesterday, 
early in the morning, my dear friend Volodya Yavorovich arrived from Bobruysk. 
He had come to see us: “Vadim, I can only spend two weeks with you!” One had to 
see how lovingly he started to take his gifts out of his tote bag and put them down 
on the table: two bottles of vodka (“You get it for rationing coupons!”), a stick of 
salami, four hard-boiled eggs, a cucumber, a loaf of Byelorussian dark bread, three 
small tins of canned fish, and a piece of lard. Deeply moved, I gave Volodya a hug. 
I accepted only the vodka out of politeness and put the rest back into his bag. Of 
course, he was quite upset when I told him I could only spend an hour with him 
and then Kraskov would walk him back to the metro stop. At that point, there were 
other people in the hallway already waiting to meet with us: Iya’s cousin Musya 
Platunova and her son, who had come over from Estonia, and Volodya Semyonov, 
the husband of Iya’s niece who lived in Moscow.”

“May 25, Moscow. Yesterday, Iya and I, accompanied by Kraskov, spent the 
afternoon visiting Iya’s niece, psychiatrist Lyuba Semyonova, and her fam-
ily. The joyful meeting of three cousins—Iya, Musya Platunova (the daughter 
of Esfir Solomonovna Guterman) and Tanya Dvorkina (the daughter of Ita 
Solomonovna). I was toasted as well, on the occasion of my birthday. Everyone 
examined, with mixed feelings, the new passports of Musya and her son Sasha; 
they live in Kochtla-Jarve and have come to Moscow as citizens of newly inde-
pendent Estonia.”

Besides Iya and me, Gennady Kraskov had also suggested inviting his dis-
tant relatives in Brazil to the Moscow conference. When we came back from 
the Semyonovs’ in the evening, we were met by an interesting couple: Feodosy 
Ivanovich Fefelov and his wife Alexandra Lavrentievna, both of them lying on 
benches by the entrance of his apartment building
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They were the invited Brazilians. They belonged to a rather large colony of 
Russian Old Believers which had left for China after the Russian Revolution, 
and then, after Mao tse tung had migrated to a forest-covered region of 
Southern Brazil. Several years ago, Gennady Kraskov had located the Fefelovs 
and visited them. It should be said that the novice filmmaker from Moscow 
did not find the patriarchal ways of the Russian Old Believers particularly ap-
pealing. They marry off girls as young as fourteen, and Gennady was partic-
ularly struck by the sight of toddlers playing in the sandbox outside the local 
school while the young «mommies» were jumping around on the trampoline 
nearby…

Even now, Feodosy Ivanovich was wearing a real Russian kosovorotka shirt 
[traditional Russian long-sleeved shirt with a collar buttoned to the side—tr.], 
with a multicolor woven belt, while his long beard left no doubt that he had 
never shaved in his life. Alexandra Lavrentievna was wearing a long, beauti-
ful multicolor frock and had a thick chestnut-colored braid wrapped around 
her head. Their trip from Rio had taken nearly 24 hours. They were quite ex-
hausted when they reached Gennady’s house, and we were not at home. After 
waiting on the bench, they left their things with a neighbor and went to the 
meat shop and the bakery to buy some foodstuffs. So, now they told us an-
imatedly that the polite salesman at the meat shop, Nikolai Ivanovich, had 
been able to offer them only one kind of sausage, while Maria Vasilievna sold 
slightly underbaked bread. In response, Gennady exclaimed in amazement, 

“I have been going to these shops for six years, but I never knew the salespeople’s  
names!”

While waiting for our return, the Brazilians had spent several hours on the 
benches in the company of women from the neighborhood, who soon heard a 
reproach from Alexandra Lavrentievna:

—How can you live like this? Everyone is so unfriendly, treating each other like 
strangers… What’s wrong with you women? All you do is sit here popping sun-
flower seeds in your mouth and chattering away… Why don’t you try to do some 
sewing, or plant some flowers? Look at this bare dusty ground all around!

They were very careful about their food consumption, and had brought with 
them a small tea kettle, two cups and a pot. They were quite pleased when Iya 
offered them packets of instant oatmeal which we had brought along with oth-
er food.

“May 26. Yesterday, we paid 100 rubles for a taxicab and moved from Kraskov’s 
to the high-rise «Yugo-Zapad» (Southwest) hotel on Vernadsky Avenue, chosen 
for the conference participants. Until recently, these buildings had been occupied 
by the elite Academy of Social Sciences affiliated with the Central Committee of 
the CPSU. Two huge rooms and a kitchen, a bidet in the bathroom, built-in closets, 
and a telephone in each room.”
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The Businesspeople of Russia conference opened at 11 a.m. At registration, 
we were handed a conference program and a list of participants with brief in-
formation on each of them. I have kept all the documents and notes to this day, 
and a viewing of the videos I made has revived the atmosphere of those days in 
my memory.

There was no welcome from Russian Federation president Boris Yeltsin, 
as promised in the program; instead, the conference opened with an inter-
esting speech from A. Vladislavlev, deputy chairman of the Russian Union of 
Industrialists and Entrepreneurs. Here is the essence of what he said:

“Practically everything I hear today from our Western partners is about buying 
and selling natural resources and so on. But please understand, we cannot sell nat-
ural resources anymore. In the 70 years that have passed, we have robbed the fu-
ture generations—not only our grandchildren and great-grandchildren, but even 
distant great-great-grandchildren. There is only one way to form real capital for 
the structural transformation of our economy, for overcoming the economic cri-
sis, and that is the realization of major investment programs that can rebuild and 
reconstruct our industry, and sometimes build it from scratch, using our natural 
resources, our infrastructure, our manpower, and Western technology and know-
how, starting with management. And this is an area where we can now start our 
work. Moreover, from this standpoint, we have unique opportunities today, despite 
the fact that in the conditions of financial stabilization, no investment climate is 
completely favorable (it cannot be otherwise—such is the objective logic of eco-
nomics). Our credits in various countries are being unfrozen. The problem with 
International Monetary Fund credits may be solved in July. We need big invest-
ment projects that can raise up and revive our domestic industry and take it to a 
higher level. Unfortunately, we cannot do this ourselves. We don’t have the experi-
ence of developing such large-scale investment projects. We simply don’t!

And that is where we have great need of foreign specialists who can develop in-
vestment programs together with us, adapting to two different economic cultures.

The problems are many. But no matter how difficult it is to work today, no 
matter how many problems we’re facing, I  am convinced that if two entrepre-
neurs—one of our own, and one from the West—sit down at the table and develop 
an interesting and specific project, we will not allow anyone to stop it. Essentially, 
all preconditions for this effective partnership already exist. Let us take advantage 
of these opportunities and, together, make a huge step forward in reviving Russia 
and its economy.”

And here are several main points from the presentation of Sergei Mamontov 
of Argentina, descendant of the famous Russian entrepreneurial family, the 
Mamontovs:

“Russia’s misfortune is not that we spent 70 years going down the wrong track 
but that we spent 70 years being cut off from the normal flow of information.”
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“I have been to Russia several times before, and I am more and more convinced 
that the people don’t know their own history!”

“The principal task is to integrate growing entrepreneurship into international 
experience.”

“There is no culture of law-abiding behavior. The law in this country must start 
working!”

“Only an owner can be an entrepreneur, and that requires private property.”

Sergei pavlovich Zalygin, 79 years old, said this:
“From everything that has been said by the speakers here, we can see that our 

foreign visitors are more Russian than we, who have been subjected to unthinkable 
experiments for so many years.”

An elderly guest from France, Ivan Alexandrovich Guchkov, drew every-
one’s attention with his pertinent and incisive questions, his surprising and deep 
knowledge of Russian history, and his sincere interest in its problems and its fate.

The speech by the handsome young Swiss financier Mikhail Orlov, a descen-
dant of the famous Count Orlovs, was interrupted by the most applause. This 
is what he said:

“…I live in Switzerland. My grandfather, my father and I—we are not many, but 
we have been fighting against Lenin and his ideas for three generations. Now, you 
are starting to fight against these ideas. But today, you and I are facing a different 
task: together, we must fight for the future of Russia. There is only one Russia! “

“Today, you are living very badly, in poverty. But I see seedlings of good things. 
Look around; the churches are full of people. And look at this: all of us, real «ene-
mies of the people», are now in Russia, on our native soil. And the fact that we are 
talking about this here today, and talking openly, represents progress! I believe that 
the Russian intelligentsia can create a better future.”

“People from various enterprises have approached me with proposals for coop-
eration. But each of them says, “I have this, I have that…” How can they “have” 
anything if your country has no property laws?”

“And one more thing: do not lie to us. One lie, and that’s it!”
“I work with the Organization for Aid to Russia. Help us so that we could help 

you!”
The conference was interesting and informative. It also left no doubt that 

Russia, undergoing a rebirth, was still facing a long and difficult road of restor-
ing a viable economy.

A representative of one of the former secret factories in the Urals took of-
fense to something I said after a brief conversation. He offered me to buy or in-
vest in vacant industrial space at their enterprise. “Who can guarantee that you 
have the right to sell them?” I asked. “I can guarantee it!” he said confidently. 
Without delving into the details of such a deal, I told him, “All right, give me 
your proposal and I’ll show it to my lawyer.” Since I used the word in English, 
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his response was a puzzled, “to whom?” -– “My attorney,” I explained. “What 
do we need him for?” the man asked, insulted. Then he got up and left.

Of the 105 delegates listed in the conference program, 65 were representa-
tives of Russian enterprises. Their intense concern and attention attested to an 
urgent interest in finding a way out of the disorder and breakdown that had 
befallen the country. All of them also complained about the fact that they were 
being charged too much money for the opportunity to participate in the con-
ference. Of course, it was cruel to fleece them like that in order to provide the 
foreign guests with free hotel accommodations and meals and even tickets for 
«Evgeny Onegin» at the Bolshoi Theater.

The conference organizers were unable to conceal their past membership in 
certain organizations where people were taught and required to be aggressive, 
unceremoniously force their opinion on others, and walk over everything and ev-
erybody. This became especially evident when, at the end of the very first day of 
the conference, they happily announced that Mr. Sergei Mamontov had requested 
to be granted Russian citizenship, and then hastily set about achieving their main 
goal: to create a «Worldwide Russian Club» as quickly as possible… At the start 
of the second day of the proceedings, they declared in a tone that brooked no ob-
jections, “Last night, we conferred among ourselves and decided that the entry fee 
for club members will be 500 dollars for those residing in Russia, and 12,000 (!) 
for those living abroad.” When the audience reacted with shock, the announcer 
quickly knocked down the price: “Actually, let’s charge the foreigners 6,000 each…”

Needless to say, none of the guests were in a rush to contribute money or 
write checks. My own opinion of the organizers of this venture was finalized 
when, two months later, I received from them an invitation to yet another con-
ference in September—this time for the purpose of creating a «Chamber of 
Russian Entrepreneurship»… This time, there was a detailed, itemized list of 
all the expenses to be shouldered by the participants; this list was followed by a 
request to transfer the money immediately to one of the six banks listed in the 
invitation. Moreover, not one of these six banks was located in Russia…

“May 28, 1992. Moscow. After the breakfast, which, as on the previous days, 
included an open bottle of vodka on each table, our Conference of Russian 
Businesspeople came to an end. We said good-byes and exchanged addresses.

«The CPSU—(Central Committee Communist Party of Soviet Union) Hotel» is 
still saturated with the shadows of the KGB which once reigned here. KGB habits 
are still quite visible in the behavior of the personnel, from the scurrying admin-
istrators to the maids on the hotel floors. Anyone who enters this complex has to 
pass through a booth with a security guard who checks people’s documents. The 
guards are aloof and well-trained, but when they learned that we are Canadian, 
they warmed up to us and showed a great deal of curiosity. They started asking 
questions about our life in the West, or, as they put it, «over the hill».
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“May 29, 1992. 8 p.m. We have just taken our seats in a plane flying from the 
Domodedovo airport to Ulan-Ude. Our travel documents indicate Moscow as the 
place of our stay in Russia, but Iya and I have decided to take this risk in order to 
fly to Buryat-Mongolia and visit Iya’s mother’s grave.

Today, we had a wonderful day in Moscow. Gennady Kraskov and his friend 
Sasha Minayev, who has a car, gave us a tour of the capital’s best sites. Sasha 
turned out to be a professional cameraman, so the movie he made of our walk 
around Moscow using my camcorder, to take back with us to Toronto, is going 
to be of substantially different quality to my own. It will be an interesting visual 
document of how Moscow looked in the summer of 1992. We went to Red Square 
and caught the changing of the guard at the Lenin Mausoleum; we also saw a pan-
orama of Moscow from the Lenin Hills, and had an interesting time on Pushkin 
Square among Muscovites who were strolling around or sitting in the small park. 
On the other side of Gorky Street, across from the Rossiya movie theater, one could 
see the unusual sight of the lit-up sign of Moscow’s first «Mcdonald’s» restaurant.

On the wall of the building of the offices of «The Moscow News», pages from 
«The New York times» translated into Russian were on display, and passersbys 
stopped and read them with interest. Small groups of people standing nearby were 
loudly debating various current issues. We approached some of these groups, lis-
tened, and tried to follow the debates.

I thought that the real symbol of the beginnings of private enterprise in Russia 
was a lad of about fourteen who somewhat sheepishly sold bottles of lemonade to 
the passersbys. I cheered him on and gave him some money, and he confidentially 
admitted that he was trying to save up money for the start of the school year.

At the Kazansky train statiоn we encountered a lot of surprises. The toilets now 
cost money—2 rubles; the famous fried donuts cost 5 rubles each; a gingerbread 
cake, 7 rubles. Those who don’t have a train ticket are even charged for entering 
the train station: it’s 4 rubles, 2 rubles for children and the handicapped. Bananas 
cost 240 rubles a kilo; flowers, 100 rubles; apples, 100 rubles. Smoked sausage sells 
for 260 to 300 rubles a kilo.

Iya made an interesting remark: “This city (Moscow) is still a child; no matter 
where we stopped today, Sasha Minayev was always easily able to find a parking spot.”

We weren’t able to get any sleep during the long flight from Moscow to Ulan-
Ude; nor was the long refueling stop in Omsk conducive to getting any rest. Iya 
and I were concerned about the hassles ahead of us. Our visit was virtually im-
provised, and we weren’t even sure if we would be able to stay at anyone’s place 
for these several nights. Excited by the fast pace of the changes happening in the 
country after the collapse of the Soviet Union, we were hoping that, even as foreign 
visitors, we could now get a hotel in Ulan-Ude without advance reservations from 
Moscow and without the sanction of the local authorities. However, we planned to 
first ask the tikhomirovs or the Chernovs to put us up; they were the only people 
we could count on after the death of Aunt Manya (Maria Solomonovna).
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Iya was also close to their former neighbors, the Chernovs. In late April of 
1945, Uncle Grisha Chernov, a childhood friend to Iya’s mother Rachel, asked 
Rachel—who, having gone blind and then had her sight partially restored, had 
finally received a two-room apartment—for permission to have his wedding 
banquet at her apartment and then stay there for a while. On May 9, 1945, 
Uncle Grisha and his young wife Sonya moved into the smaller room of the 
apartment and ended up staying there permanently. A year later they had a 
daughter, Vera Chernova, who had the good luck of living under the wing and 
the protection of Mama Rachel for a longer time than her own daughter Iya. 
At the age of 17, Iya went off to tomsk to study. That’s how these two families 
became «related».

Uncle Grisha Chernov spent almost his entire life working as a driver for 
the Council of Ministers of Buryat-Mongolia. For many years, he also chaired 
the party organization of the Council of Ministers car pool—though it was 
Solomon Grigorievich, his son from his first marriage, a teachers’ college grad-
uate and school principal, who wrote all of his reports for the weekly political 
education sessions he held for the drivers. As for his future wife, Uncle Grisha 
had met her at the Council of Ministers cafeteria, where she was the manager.

Ulan-Ude, summer of 1963. Our kind roommates, the Chernovs, were also infinitely glad with 
the first visit of Iya’s family to Ulan-Ude. Aunty Sonya is on the left. Uncle Grisha is holding 
Sandor. Chernov’s daughter, Vera is on the very right. She lived in the same flat with Rachel 

Solomonovna longer than Iya, her own daughter …
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Iya had known Aunt Sonya from the age of seven, loved her and always cor-
responded with her. She regularly wrote to the Chernovs from toronto, too, but 
the answers were rare and brief.

These were our two possible options for temporary lodgings in Iya’s home-
town. We had called ahead of time from Moscow with a request to put us up.

Back to our arrival. It is hard to describe the joy and agitation Iya felt when, 
after an 18-year hiatus, she stepped out on the airfield of the Ulan Ude airport. 
We found ourselves at once in the embrace of her «sister» Vera Chernova, who 
met us with her husband Slava and her younger son Anton. They had come in 
two cars. Anton had followed in the footsteps of his grandfather Uncle Grisha, 
becoming a professional driver and a skilled car mechanic. At sixteen, he did 
not yet have a driver’s license but was very confident behind the wheel. driving 
his own «Zhiguli» in the bright morning sun, he immediately took us on a tour 
of the clean, well-tended streets of the city we had come to love. It was some-
what better here than in Moscow, but we had gotten spoiled while living in the 
West. The absence of street signs with the names of the streets was puzzling.

We made our first stop when Anton brought us to a monument that had 
been built after our last trip to Ulan Ude, in 1974. It was a huge head of Lenin 
carved from black granite and resting on a low pedestal. It was high enough to 
reach the third floor of the Government House, which stood behind this unique 
structure. The overall impression one got from this work of art was one of com-
plete absurdity; in fact, it looked like a severed head.

The central square of Ulan-Ude. 1992.
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We wanted to go to the cemetery where Rachel Solomonovna was buried and 
visit her grave right away, but first we had to stop at the tikhomirovs’ and pick 
up Revekka, who could help us find the grave. After five minutes of knocking on 
the door of their apartment, a sleepy and startled Revekka opened up. I carried in 
the two suitcases of gifts we had brought for them. The half-dark apartment had a 
depressing look. It was past noon, yet Isai, Vova and Yura had just been awakened 
by our arrival and started rising from their beds. What we saw made our hearts 
stop. There were three wooden bed frames standing in the boys’ bedroom. The 
wire spring grids were sagging so badly that they looked like hammocks and their 
bottoms rested on the floor. In these grids were scraps of cotton from mattresses 
that had long rotted away. The boys were practically sleeping on the floor… Each 
of them had a blanket, but there were no pillows or sheets.

Revekka told the boys about Iya’s instructions not to touch the suitcases we 
were leaving, and then we took her with us and went to the cemetery. We quickly 
found the grave, but the entire cemetery looked horrific. In 1974, when we had last 
been here, the tall wooden fence separating the Jewish section of the cemetery—
where they even tried to stick to male and female rows of graves—had still been 
standing. Now, eighteen years later, there was no fence left at all. Buryat, Russian, 
and Jewish gravesites, with a variety of individual fences, were right up against each 
other in no particular order. It was impossible not just to walk but even to squeeze 
one’s way between those fences. Someone had recently set the grass on fire, prob-
ably being too lazy to cut it. The fire had blackened the grass and spread to many 
of the wooden headstones, of which nothing but charred posts now remained.

The black granite headstone I had once brought back from Moscow and in-
stalled on Rachel Solomonovna’s grave was in good condition, except that the 
porcelain tea rose brought back from Hungary and affixed to the headstone with 
epoxy resin, was now broken.

Uncle Mitya (dmitry Andreyevich Osokin, Maria Solomonovna’s second hus-
band) had passed away in 1976. Back then, Aunt Manya had called us in toronto 
and asked Iya’s permission to bury her husband next to Iya’s mother… Iya did not 
have the heart to refuse: after all, Uncle Mitya had always treated Iya as if she were 
his own daughter. to me, this closeness seemed like an expression of Rachel’s 
gratitude to her gentile brother-in-law for his repeated, kind participation in 
Jewish funerals when Rachel would ask Uncle Mitya to complete the minyan 
the tradition that requires ten men to be present for the memorial prayer. And 
now we saw three graves inside one low fence: dmitry Andreyevich Osokin to 
the left of Rachel Solomonovna, and Maria Solomonovna Guterman to her right.

Of course, Aunt Sonya (Sofya Maksimovna Chernova) insisted that we stay 
with her. Everyone missed Uncle Grisha, who had recently passed away. We found 
it very touching that his grandson Anton, who had inherited his grandfather’s pas-
sion for automobiles and had inherited Uncle Grisha’s car, now honked his horn 
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every time he drove past the cemetery in order to send his love and remembrance 
to his grandfather. His elder brother Seryozha, a military pilot, did the same.

It is impossible to watch without tears the scene, which I videotaped, of Iya’s 
meeting with her most beloved living relative—Aunt Sonya, to whose place we 
were taken after visiting the cemetery.

In the evening, we went to the tikhomirovs’ to hand out the presents. Revekka 
set the table. It was May 30, and she remembered that it was Iya’s birthday. She gave 
Iya a present: a silver bracelet. Vodka was poured for everyone, in equal amounts, 
and everyone drank together. The toast said by Yura, Revekka’s tall and handsome 
twenty-year-old son, truly stunned us. despite being a part of this household of 
wretched paupers, he was well-spoken and made intelligent remarks. It was obvi-
ous that this young man could have had a very different future in a normal family…

And here’s how the gift-giving took place. Iya distributed the presents and put 
a piece of clothing on everyone. Isai got the most presents, and Revekka was quite 
agitated and kept shouting, “Everything for your Isai! Everything for little Isai!” 
The sneakers we brought for Yura and Isai, who had size 45 and size 44 feet, were 
especially useful. Isai was so happy he actually started to dance. At the time, it was 
impossible to buy footwear of those sizes in Ulan Ude. However, we didn’t bring 
any footwear for Vova, and he felt very hurt. Usually Vova would sit in a corner 
and constantly mutter something, but now he suddenly fell completely quiet, and 
we felt so bad that the first thing next day, Anton took us to the city market where 
all we could get for Vova was a pair of slippers—but he was quite happy with that.

Just like when they were children, Iya offered to trim Isai’s fingernails for 
him. He agreed. One should have seen how happy they both were: beaming 
54-year-old Auntie Iya and a joyous Isai, her 56-year-old nephew, trustingly 
holding out his soft, non-labored, childlike hands with long, dirty fingernails.

On the way to where we were staying for the night, I was barely able to calm 
Iya down; she was deeply outraged by the poverty she had seen. We had been 
sending equal amounts of money from toronto to the tikhomirovs in Ulan Ude 
and to Iya’s cousin Musya, Esfir Solomonovna’s daughter, in Estonia. taking ad-
vantage of the crazy exchange rates in those days, Musya’s family had been able 
to buy half of a farmhouse and a new «Moskvich» automobile; all Revekka had 
to show for the same money was a new television and an old furniture set which 
Misha had sent from Mukachevo…

For the remaining two days, Anton took us around the city’s shops looking for 
beds, mattresses, pillows, and linens for the tikhomirovs. The shops were emp-
ty. We were able to buy some sort of calico fabric from which Aunt Sonya and a 
woman neighbor were able to sew pillowcases and sheets. Luckily, Iya was able to 
find her old school friend Fira Knizhina, a savvy and energetic woman. Fira was 
able to persuade an Army captain she knew to help, and he managed to «procure» 
three old beds and mattresses in the barracks and sell them to us.
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Before flying out of Ulan Ude, we spent the last hours of our visit with the 
tikhomirovs. Isai, Yura and Vova were all excited learning how to screw the legs 
into the seats of the new stools we had brought; meanwhile, I stubbornly tried 
to split the old two-level Army bunk bed into two separate beds. The connect-
ing parts had gotten rusty after so many years, but I finally won, to everyone’s 
rejoicing—though we almost missed our plane because of it.

Here’s an unforgettable picture: I am persistently banging on the unyielding 
bed joint with a small hammer; next to me, Isai, holding to his lips a curved 
pipe taken off the headrest, is loudly playing The Blue danube «on the trum-
pet», with Iya humming the tune. Finally, after our departure, the tikhomirovs’ 
bedroom had three clean beds for the boys.

Getting ahead of the story, I have to mention that several years after that 
meeting, Isai and Vova were gone. Usually, other diseases don’t stick to people 
with this kind of disability; but one day, when Revekka was buying her usual 
bottle of vodka at the market, they sold her something that caused the «boys» to 
grow very weak and made their bellies swell. A desperate Revekka called an am-
bulance, but sadly, all she heard from the doctor who arrived was, “What’s the 
point of treating them anyway, they’re just retards…” Isai was “lucky” enough to 
pass away the same evening; Vova suffered for a whole month.

On our first night at Aunt Sonya’s, we didn’t manage to get any sleep, either. 
I was awakened by animated whispers and muffled laughter in the kitchen. I got 
out of bed, grabbed the camcorder and went to the kitchen. Iya and Aunt Sonya, 
disheveled and wearing only nightgowns, were hugging each other joyously. 
Aunt Sonya, a talented folk storyteller with a great sense of humor (the residents 
of the apartment had always called her «a master of colorful cursing»), was an-
swering Iya’s questions. I have transcribed the text from the video recording:

—Oh, how I waited for you, kids! What did you call me for, Iya? To ask if you 
can stay at our place? As if you have to ask me about that! Of course you should 
have stayed with me.

—But you see, Aunt Sonya,—Iya said,—it’s been a while since we’ve had any 
letters from you. We hadn’t had any news of you…

—Oh, letters? When I get them from you… If he (her husband, Uncle Grisha) 
brings in the mail, he’ll see and go, “Oho! Foreign words again… It’s from them! 
You’ve gotten yourself mixed up with them! What are you writing to them for?” 
And I go, “Leave me alone! Get lost, pond scum” Then I’ll take the letter and put 
it in my pocket, can’t read it in front of him. In the evening Vera comes and then 
we’ll read it and of course I start crying at once. I have a good cry, then put the 
letter in an envelope and hide it in the drawer… He won’t touch it there. What 
are you talking about, God forbid! Besides, I’m supposed to be an «enemy of the 
people»,’ one of the exiled kulaks… That was my trouble. I just keep my mouth 
shut…
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—You see, Aunt Sonya was the daughter of a kulak,—Iya explained.—Tell us 
about it…

—There were six of us, five sisters, one brother. Our father was a blacksmith. We 
had a sewing machine, tilled the fields ourselves, had a huge house, cattle… Everyone 
worked hard, Vadya! Worked hard! And then they came… drove off all of the cattle… 
looted everything… What kulaks? What for? So, they put Father in prison… There 
were four of them, him and his three brothers, four big houses standing next to each 
other, and they were all locked away at the same time… Mother died right away… My 
baby sister, Dunya, was just two months old. None of the neighbors came to help. Our 
older brother Pavel, he was sixteen, saved us all from starvation. Even the little one, 
he’d chew up a piece of bread, wrap it in cloth, dip it in water and let the baby suck it…

Then, in forty-one, they got me a job in the Army… in the Secret Department, 
counterintelligence… in Chita…

—What were you doing there? Working with secret papers?
—Hell I was. Scrubbing the floors, cleaning, cooking, waiting on people…Then 

some general shows up for an inspection and this major says, “She’s a kulak’s 
daughter”. You think about it, I was twelve when they came and took everything 
away, what sort of wrecker could I be? And still they went and tossed me out of the 
army… I came home and my brother just gaped at me: “Why the fuck did you blab 
about being a kulak’s daughter? What’d you do that for? Now they’ll lock us all up!”

And here, the old man (Grisha, her husband)—he’s a communist, you know! 
Can’t say a word to him, he just goes, «Enemy of the people!»

—How did you meet him, then?
—See, I was working at the cafeteria at the Council of Ministers and he was 

working at the garage there, and that’s how we met… Actually, he was a sweet man, 
a kind man… He loved me a lot. So, he married me. Who else would have had me, 

Aunty Sonya Chernova with great-grandchildren, Ulan-Ude, 2006.
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being a kulak’s daughter? Just sticking in everyone’s craw… Still, it’s not like I was 
ugly. I was young, dressed pretty well… He knew all about it… And that «trouble» 
got the better of us in the end.”

—Mama (Rachel) knew about it too,—Iya added,—but she kept quiet. She 
knew your Papa and respected him a lot, and felt very bad for him. She herself used 
to work in the country among the «family folks» («Russian old believers» who 
were exiled to the Mongolian steppes in the 17th century)

—You know, one day Ronya (Rachel) actually said, “It’s a good thing, a good 
thing that they de-kulaked you people… Otherwise you’d still live that way. sweat-
ing in the fields for those riches…”—“Sure, sure!—I told her.—We’d have married 
fellows who were just like us, working men, and we’d be doing just fine!”

—So, he fell in love with you, Aunt Sonya. And then what? Did he just say, 
“Let’s get together”?

—He did. And so, we got together… Then they brainwashed him with that 
«Party stuff…» They filled his brains with so much shit, he became a real fanatic… 
I swear to God. Any time we had some kind of argument, he’d go, “I just have to say 
a word, one word … and you’re gone… they’ll deport you in 24 hours…” And I’d 
tell him, “Go fuck yourself! I’ve got it up to here with your talk about my trouble! 
What are you picking on me for? A little turd making a huge stink, that’s what you 
are!” (Grisha was a small man, much shorter than Sonya.) ‘And he’d go,—“Yeah, 
well, you’re a big fool with a small brain!”—“No more of a fool than you!”

Aunt Sonya,—Iya continued,—I remember how Uncle Grisha wore your sister 
Dusya’s colored jacket at your wedding…

And he wore my boots, too … for the wedding!—Aunt Sonya recalled, laugh-
ing.—They came back from Mongolia where Grisha worked for two years, brought 
back two «Studebaker» trucks full of stuff, and pissed it all away… Sofia Ilyinichna 
and Idochka (Grisha’s mother and sister) never did an honest day’s work in their 
lives. Always vacationing in the Crimea and going to resorts, hiring people to do 
their laundry and clean the house… It’s ridiculous! And then I showed up and 
suddenly I’m supposed to do everything. «A kulak’s daughter» and so I’m fucked!

At first, he’d drive by and honk and I’d look out the window. “What do you 
want, Grisha?” He’d go, “Why don’t you, you know … make me something to eat” 
I’d go,—“Fuck you! Make you what to eat? We’re finishing off our last bread, with 
no salt! It’s bad enough that we’re poor, and you have to fuck with me like this!”

Later on,—Iya added,—they lived better… Uncle Grisha would get hungry 
during the night… So she’d get up, light the stove and start frying meat patties… 
And that’s how it was for many years.”

—Meat patties! Listen up, one night I kept heating them and heating them… 
thinking, he’s going to come back any minute… He’d gone off to drive one of the 
bosses… then spent half the night waiting for the boss… “I’m coming home”, he 
says… So, I kept heating up these meat patties with a splinter of kindling wood, 
and you know … I just kept dicking around with them until they went bad!
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Our trip with Aunt Sonya to Kirov 
Street No. 15, the house where Iya had 
grown up, was a very touching mo-
ment. One could see at once that no 
repairs or proper maintenance work 
had been done on the house in years. 
The outhouse and the individual lit-
tle sheds in the yard had grown even 
more dilapidated; in the meantime, 
about half a dozen new sheds had 
been added. Residents came out of the 
apartments and Aunt Sonya would ex-
plain to them that “this is a guest from 
Canada, Iya, the daughter of Rachel 
Solomonovna Yaroslavsky who used to 
live here…” The residents’ faces broke 
into huge smiles. Iya recognized them 
too, and even I  remembered some of 
them. There were exclamations of de-
light, hugs, kisses and tears of joy, and 
my camcorder was constantly filming 
everything that was happening.

I wanted Iya to visit her old school, though she felt rather self-conscious 
about it. Of course, no one at Middle School No. 3 recognized a former student 
who had graduated 37 years ago. The school principal was surprised at the arriv-
al of such an important person from Canada and was kind enough to take us to 
one of the classrooms, where a teachers’ meeting was just underway. Everyone 
seemed to be very nervous, but the people in attendance started to calm down 
when they saw the principal and the guests. We took our seats at the school 
desks as well, and the teachers started smiling when they realized whom they 
had for a visitor. Moreover, it turned out that some of the subjects were now 
being taught in English and that 18 of the teachers were fluent in that language.

We talked about ourselves and answered questions. It was a very interesting 
meeting.

At the end of conversation, the teachers explained to us the cause of the ner-
vous atmosphere in the room when we first came in. It turned out that for many 
months now, the school had been short on money for teachers’ salaries. This time, 
people received only a small fraction of the pay they were due before the start of 
the summer vacation—and some didn’t get paid at all. The rest of their salaries 
was covered by «checks» issued by the school. What they called a «check» was ac-
tually an I.O.U. with a promise to pay the remaining amount as soon as possible.

The house on Kirov Street, 15. Iya grew up and  
lived here until leaving for Tomsk in 1955.



LIFE GOES ON, CHAptER 3

88

“Ulan-Ude, June 1, 1992. Early in the morning, Sasha Kochelev took me to 
the airport to pick up the plane tickets. Relying on his authority and his abilities 
(back in Moscow, he had been recommended to me as a reliable helper for the 
purpose of obtaining tickets by Volodya Semyonov, the husband of Aunt Ita 
Guterman’s granddaughter Lyubochka), I had not even thought to take our in-
vitation for the trip to Russia. The cashier, a Buryat woman, took one look at the 
Canadian passports and declared that she could only sell us tickets for hard cur-
rency, for dollars. Sasha started pleading with her, and she finally sold him two 
tickets, Ulan Ude-Tomsk, for the amount of 1040 rubles. At the airport, a Mongol 
fellow had most happily bought from me a hundred U.S. dollars at the rate he sug-
gested—140 rubles for one dollar, which meant that the two tickets cost us about 
eight U.S. dollars… What made the cashier yield to Kochelev’s persuasion was not 
so much the gift—of two tubes of lipstick as the revelation, which greatly moved 
her, that the Canadian Iya Rott was actually born in her native city, Ulan Ude.

Our brief visit to the Ulan Ude Opera and Ballet Theater began with a meeting 
with the theater’s former ballerinas, now working as box-office cashiers and ushers 
at the same theater after their careers in dance were over. Iya introduced herself 
and talked a little bit about herself, her childhood, and what theater had meant to 
her as a child. We treated them to chocolates we had purchased right there at the 
theater’s snack bar; at the time, chocolates were still hard to find in the city shops 
and were also very expensive for the locals. To everyone’s amazement, Iya actually 
remembered the names of some of those present, which moved them greatly. They 
were kindly giving us seats in the government loge, which even had a special pri-
vate bathroom next to it. What we saw on the stage totally won us over: it was a 
ballroom dance competition between children’s teams from the cities of Western 
Siberia. I kept filming with my camcorder as children between the ages of eight and 
fifteen danced the cha-cha-cha, the jive, the foxtrot, the samba and the Viennesse 
waltz, charmingly and quite professionally…”

I will end the story of our trip to Ulan Ude with fragments from the June 1992 
television program, «Buryat Panorama», a copy of which we were sent shortly af-
ter leaving the republic. This recording gives one a picture of the country’s worries 
and woes in those days.

Anchor:—Good evening, dear viewers.
A year ago, on June 12, Russia’s first president was elected. The first president of 

a Russia that has chosen the path of an independent democratic state, free from the 
old ideology and the old way of life. And this day was declared Russia’s Independence 
Day. It is not yet an official state holiday, but it is nonetheless a day off work.

It is difficult today to talk about the results of the first year in the life of the new 
Russia. While the same period last year was marked by tumultuous political pas-
sions, rallies, searches for new paths of political and economic development, the first 
five months of this year have been, for each of us, a time of fighting for survival, of 
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strikes, of hot spots of ethnic conflict. [This text is accompanied by images of a line, 
stretching over several blocks, at the doors of the local branch of the Savings Bank 
of the USSR.] A year ago, we were given assurances that there would be “no price 
hikes, no rise in the cost of living, because the people aren’t ready for it”. Then, they 
started preparing us for the opposite: “We won’t survive unless prices are raised. It’s 
the only thing that can save us from many woes. We are embracing the market”.

The never-ending, rapid rise in prices in these five months has not yet yielded 
the predicted effect, but they still keep telling us—“one last price hike, and then 
the situation will stabilize and prices will start going down…”

But let us listen to a fragment from a speech by President Yeltsin two weeks ago 
when he visited us here in Buryatia: [Yeltsin’s words sound against the backdrop 
of a crowd that has surrounded the president’s cortege]:

—…First I’ll take a look around, today and tomorrow… Then, tomorrow, I’ll 
meet with the leadership and we’ll discuss these problems. Of couse, I’ll try to do 
something to help, absolutely. You can’t just come over and visit, this is not a plea-
sure trip. Thank you. Do you support the reforms?

Uncertain voices in the crowd:—Yes, we do…
—Well, thank you for that! It’s hard. It’s hard. We have to—this year, that’s the 

most important thing, we have to get through this year. There will definitely, by the 
end of the year, be some stabilization—by the end of the year… That means prices 
will start to drop… I’m sure that’s going to happen… I’m sure.

This reminded me of a Soviet joke, from not very long ago. Chairman Mao 
is giving a speech.—“My poor Chinese people! I understand that we’re having a 
tough winter. You are hungry and cold. But I assure you, summer will come, and 
life will be twice as good!”

This is how Alla Aganesova, the host of «Тhe Buryat Panorama» program, in-
troduced our appearance on television:

“The situation in our country is a cause of concern not only for us but for peo-
ple all over the world. After all, in our time, it is far more advantageous to have a 
powerful, well-fed, conflict-free partner than one who is impoverished, embittered, 
and still fairly well-armed with deadly weapons. For our former compatriots, the 
situation in Russia evokes somewhat different feelings. The universally shared con-
cerns are heightened by feelings of love, patriotism, and filial attachment to their 
historical homeland.

…Among other foreign guests at an international meeting of Russian busi-
nesspeople held recently in Moscow, participants included one of our own—Iya 
Borisovna (or rather, Bazyrovna) Rott, currently a professor at the University of 
Toronto, and her husband, Vladimir Frantzevich Rott, a businessman and also a 
former compatriot of ours.

When she came to Russia, Iya Bazyrovna had to visit her native town here 
in Buryat-Mongolia, Ulan Ude—the final resting place of her mother, Rachel 
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Solomonovna Yaroslavsky, a renowned teacher in this republic, and the birth-
place of her father, Bazyr Nikolayevich Vampilov, who played a prominent role in 
the establishment of the Soviet regime in these parts.”

And here are some excerpts from the lengthy interview we gave to the Ulan 
Ude tV studio, filmed on the square in front of the opera theater on June 2, 
1992.

A question from the female host to Iya:—You have been away from Buryatia 
for many years, and now you are Canadian citizens. What brought you back to 
your birthplace so many years later?

Iya:—I was born and raised in Ulan Ude, then graduated from School No. 3 in 
1955 and went away to study. That was the end of Ulan Ude for me. This is where 
my mother is buried, this is where my father was one of the big Party leaders until 
1937. So, this is my birthplace, my land, and I have come here, maybe for the last 
time in my life—I have come here to see this place…

—No, no!—I interrupted Iya.—Not the last time!
—My husband says—No,—Iya continued,—he says I’ll come again… Maybe 

I will come again and bring my children, to show them Ulan Ude. But most im-
portant, of course, we have come here to visit my mother’s grave and to take a look 
at my roots. And it turned out that they were very beautiful.

Vladimir:—We came to the Soviet Union for the first time after eighteen years 
of life in Canada. We were invited to Moscow for a meeting of Russian business-
people to discuss the revival of Russian capital. More than 60 Russian-speaking 
guests from foreign countries came to this meeting. But they are all true Russian 
patriots. And, judging by the ones we have met, not one of them came here to make 
money. We all came to the roots of our past in order to invest our talent and our 
abilities, and to contribute our capital, capital that we have accumulated through 
very hard work, that we earned in the West with our talent and our skills.

Host:—Tell us a little bit about yourselves, what do you do?
Iya:—When we came to Canada, our first task was the accelerated study of 

English. Today, I have been a professor at the University of Toronto for eleven years, 
teaching descriptive geometry and engineering design to students of all engineer-
ing specialties.

Host:—And, you, Vladimir Frantzevich, what do you do in Canada?
Vladimir:—I also spoke no English when I came to Canada, although I had 

fairly vast engineering experience behind me, including work as the head of the 
equipment assembly, maintenance and repair shop at the Volga Auto Plant in 
Togliatti. In Canada, I immediately bought a small toolbox and, while learning the 
language, went out by city bus and tram answering calls for the repair of all sorts 
of household and industrial equipment. Luckily for me, I was fluent in Hungarian 
and had some knowledge of Italian, and that helped to some extent. Now I own an 
engineering company which I called «Sibel Engineering Ltd». Many people think 
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my name is Mr. Sibel, even though I’m actually Mr. Rott, and the name of the com-
pany is based on the word, «Siberian Electrician». Iya and I have our Canadian 
diplomas, with seals, as professional engineers. The rest of my work involves equip-
ment assembly and repair; it is not always engineering work, but I sometimes hire 
additional workers depending on how big the job is. We have no complaints. We’re 
not particularly rich or famous people, but we are regular people. We are regular 
working Canadians, neither of us has ever collected unemployment benefits or wel-
fare. We are, and have always been, regular Canadian taxpayers.

Iya added,—And we hope we’ll never have to be on welfare, though of course 
no one knows what the future may bring…

Vladimir continued,—Of course, there is a lot of economic anxiety everywhere 
in the world today, but when Professor Rott pays 40% of her professor’s salary in 
taxes, that’s a lot. And it’s not something we want to do. But we are proud of the 
fact that we can afford to pay, and that some of that money will go to the poor and 
to those who need support.

Host:—What are your impressions of this visit to Russia? What’s the most im-
pressive thing you have seen? What’s the most depressing?

Iya:—The most depressing was Moscow. We did not expect to see such deso-
lation, such neglect, such poverty… On the metro, in the overcrowded trains, the 
passengers all look so unfriendly, so morose, so full of cares. I understand that 
people have a hard life and are struggling for survival, but it’s painful to see the 
capital city’s streets and underground crossings completely cluttered up with squal-
id-looking vending stalls and boxes. Everyone is trying to sell something. The 
Domodedovo airport building is completely surrounded by vendors sitting on the 
ground. The drinks and foodstuffs they are selling look rather suspicious—one can-
not be sure that they are safe for consumption.

The most impressive was Ulan Ude. Believe me, this is not flattery—I speak 
from the heart. I am simply amazed by how beautiful everything is, and how 
pleasant. Just yesterday we took a walk along Lenin Street, from the Post Office 
all the way to the church, I think it was the Young Pioneers’ Park… And I was just 
amazed—what a beautiful city we have! How clean it is!

Vladimir:—We have two television channels that broadcast only news all 
day, and right now it’s mostly news about the Soviet Union. We keep close track 
of such news. And then we came to Moscow and right away, on the way from 
Sheremetyevo airport, we were stunned by the bad roads, the mud, the poor con-
dition everything was in. The heart simply can’t accept it. After dark, drivers don’t 
turn on the headlights because they’re scrimping on gas! It’s impossible to take 
pictures in the metro—it’s dark, there are hardly any lightbulbs lit… When were 
things ever this bad before?

And then we came to Ulan-Ude. First of all, you’ve got an excellent road from 
the airport, with a concrete divider between lanes. It’s exactly as if you were on 
the road to Detroit, New York, or cities in many other countries where we spend 
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our vacations every year… One can feel the pulse of your city. Ulan Ude has a 
will to live. We went to the market, I was filming the abundance of goods in the 
stalls with my camcorder and everyone was afraid that I was looking for black 
market dealers. No, I was filming for myself, to have something as a memento, 
something I could show my children and friends in Toronto. I am very glad to 
see that your Buryat-Mongolia, as before, tries very hard to be unique, self-suf-
ficient, the best.

Secondly, I’ve always really liked Buryat faces…
Host:—I  am really glad that we have moved on to more positive notes in 

our conversation. Right now, unfortunately, our republic is going through diffi-
cult times… Do you get the impression, from the discussions at the conference in 
Moscow, from your visit to Buryatia, from your trip around the country, that we 
do have the capacity to regenerate?”

Vladimir:—Absolutely! Absolutely! I have met a number of energetic young 
people here. One is from the city department for the planting of greenery, anoth-
er is a builder who is trying to do independent construction in Ulan Ude. This is 
so familiar to us—we know what it means to be an entrepreneur, when you don’t 
sleep at night, always trying to get more done. And this is not for money at all, be-
cause a 10 percent return on the capital you have invested is the norm for develop-
ment, for growth, otherwise society cannot exist. A 10 percent profit margin is not 
money-grubbing, it’s not speculation, it’s the norm for progress. We have learned 
that there is a normal growth process happening here.

Host:—What can you say about the general mood of our former compatriots 
who have come to Moscow? Are they ready to lend their support and assistance, or 
are they feeling some kind of despair?

Vladimir:—Believe us, you cannot imagine what a surge of enthusiasm and 
patriotism we saw at that conference. We did not expect that.

In Toronto, in addition to Ukrainians and new Jewish émigrés, there are three 
to five thousand Russians who even have several golden-domed Russian Orthodox 
churches. We live among them, but communism was drilled through their heads to 
such a degree that one doesn’t sense a whole lot of patriotism in them.

But on this trip to Moscow, we have seen a young generation of former Russian 
entrepreneurs, well-educated, full of energy, and ready to contribute their talent to 
the renaissance of their former homeland. The most important thing right now is 
that they should be helped and not hindered. Everything should settle eventually. 
Life always pulls you ahead if you’re willing to go forward, and drags you along if 
you resist. That’s the way it has always been.

Host:—In conclusion of our short conversation, tell me, what do you feel as 
you leave our soil?

Iya:—I think I’ll come here again. I feel so wonderful here! I have to show the 
children my native land, especially Ulan-Ude.

Host:—But you don’t love your former homeland any less?
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Iya:—No, we don’t love it any less! People can call us whatever they want—
émigrés, enemies, or even leftover White Guards, as they used to say until very 
recently…

Vladimir:—It all depends on who’s doing the name-calling. Because the less a 
person knows, the more name-calling he does. A person with more knowledge is 
more worried that he’ll open his mouth and say the wrong thing.

Iya:—I was brought up by my Mama. I had no father. I was born in 1938, but 
my Papa was already gone in 1937… My Mama brought me up in such a way 
that I can say: “This is my land! And no one can take it away from me, because 
it’s—mine!”

Vladimir:—Our wish for your republic, for this hardworking, life-loving 
Buryat-Mongolia, is that she can keep all of her talented people, because she will 
need them. A country’s strength is in its educated people and in honest workers, 
in capable, caring people who want to work. My wish for them all is to keep their 
strength and their health, because a lot will be required of them so that everyone 
can turn around together and start following a normal path.

Years went by. In 2003, inspired by the successful trips with our friends 
and relatives, Iya and I decided to try to make another of our dreams—«tour-
2004»12—come true. to celebrate the thirtieth anniversary of my moving to 
toronto, we wanted to show our children and grandchildren the places where 
we were born, to visit Belarus, Russia, Buryat-Mongolia, tomsk and togliatti. 
The plan was unsettling in its enormity, but imagining all the joy and experienc-
es that such a trip promised was enough to keep us inspired.

to solve the numerous issues and prevent possibly risky situations and com-
plications inherent to such a journey, Iya and I visited Moscow a year before it 
was supposed to happen. Then I went on to Belarus, and Iya to Buryat-Mongolia, 
from where she brought a joyful and unforgettable report:

“Iya told me about her trip to Ulan-Ude. She looked around the city’s hotels 
while staying with her aunt Sonya Chernova. Vera and her son Anton accom-
panied Iya everywhere. They took a trip to Lake Baikal and spent the night 
in a private vacation resort. While in the city, Iya met many old acquaintanc-
es. One of them, Sonya Vinevich, told her that with help from the American 
Jewish Joint distribution Committee (JOINt), a Jewish Community Center had 
been created in the city where people came every Friday night to celebrate the 
Sabbath. Happily surprised, Iya suggested to Vera that they attend this gather-
ing. That happened to be on a Thursday. On the next day, they bought two boxes 
of chocolates and went to the Center, which occupied two rooms and a kitchen 
in the old wooden building of a sports school. About thirty people had gath-
ered, most of them older folks. The director of the Center, Elena Uvarovskaya, 

12 Vladimir Rott: «In Defiance of Fate», Book two: «Joy of Discoveries», p.419 Chapter 16. «The 
Journey into the past (2004)».
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invited everyone to sit at the table and lit the candles. A young man said a bless-
ing over a glass of wine, a loaf of chala bread was sliced and everyone was given 
a light snack.

The newbies—Iya and Vera—were asked to introduce themselves. Everyone 
was surprised to find out that the Jewish guest from Canada was born in Ulan-
Ude. It turned out that quite a few people remembered Iya’s mother Rakhil 
Solomonovna and her sisters. An old man who was in attendance that evening 
told Iya that he still remembered, and could point out to her, the spot at the city 
marketplace where Grandpa Guterman once had his stall and repaired brass 
pots, pans, and primus heaters for the city residents…

during the extended conversation, it turned out that the city’s needy 
Jewish families were receiving small food parcels every month courtesy of 
JOINt, while a woman who had moved from Vladivostok to Ulan-Ude was 
helping old people buy medicines out of her own pocket. In response to Iya’s 
question about the most difficult problem facing them today, most of the old 
folks said that from the time of the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1992—that 
is, for over ten years—hardly any of them had been able to afford a single visit 
to the dentist…

That night, Iya called me in Bobruysk and agitatedly asked if I would agree 
to donate some money toward dental work for the needy. Jewish Center book-
keeper Ludmila Kovalchuk was moved by the unexpected generosity of the 
Canadian guest. On Monday, when she brought Iya to the bank, she explained 
to the cashier, “This woman from Canada is donating a thousand dollars to our 
Jewish Center and wants to start a bank account to help old people…” Upon hear-
ing this, the cashier at the bank started crying and marveled out loud, “Do such 
people actually exist?”

That was how the Rakhil Yaroslavskaya-Guterman Fund for Medical Aid to 
the Indigent Jews of Buryat-Mongolia was born. The Fund is managed by re-
tired dentist Vera Gordienko (Chernova) in Ulan-Ude; its sponsors include our 
family and a number of compassionate Jews in toronto whom Iya and I ask for 
help every year.

And now let’s remember the events during the visit of our entire family to 
Ulan-Ude (2004):

“The six-hour flight from Moscow was spent slumbering, except for my 
grandchildren approaching me one by one to show me the answers they had 
entered in their binder sheets. At the Ulan-Ude Airport, we were the last pas-
sengers to come out into the terminal hall—not because we were so slow, but 
because the middle-aged Buryat baggage controller would not let us through 
until she had checked the number of each of our bags against the number on the 
receipt, even though I tried to convince her that the last name on all the bags 
was the same. Nothing helped.
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As we entered the now-empty terminal hall, an incredible surprise stopped us 
in our tracks: we were being met by a most colorful group of people. Ahead of 
us were three women in ethnic costumes. A middle-aged woman, a member of 
Buryat-Mongolia’s Russian Old Believer community, was holding the traditional 
enormous round bread-loaf topped with a salt holder. A young woman from the 
Jewish community was attired in a dress of Israel’s white-and-blue colors, while 
a representative of the republic’s native population was clad in a brightly embroi-
dered Mongolian robe and a tall hat. The Old Believer started to sing, “Oi, welcome, 
our dearest guests! Oi, how happy we are to see you!” The Buryat girl offered us a 
large cup of kumys, the country’s traditional horse-milk drink, which each guest 
symbolically brought to his or her lips. Among those meeting us at the airport 
were Elena Uvarovskaya, the director of the Jewish Center, and the manager of 
our Charitable Fund, Vera Gordienko. In keeping with Buddhist tradition, a blue 
silk scarf—a symbol of respect and peace—was placed around each guest’s neck.

We stopped at the hotel for a few minutes to wash up and fix up our hair, and 
then right away the bus took us to Lake Baikal. The 150-kilometer drive flashed 
by quickly; two hours later a vast ice field opened before our eyes. That was 
how, on an April day, at a temperature of 22’C below zero, we saw the famous 
Lake Baikal, which contains 20 percent of the world’s fresh water and exceeds 
America’s five Great Lakes in volume. A small local restaurant had our table 
ready, with an abundance of fish delicacies. Iya was ecstatic at the sight of the di-
versity of dishes made from the omul fish, which she had almost forgotten. Our 
grandchildren didn’t dare taste anything: they were too frightened by the dish 
at the center of the table, from which the huge eyes of a stuffed fish were staring 
at them. That was a sight the children haven’t forgotten to this day.

In the binder, our grandchildren were offered the following questions in the 
«Lake Baikal and Ulan-Ude» section: «How long and wide is Lake Baikal?»—
(638 by 48 kilometers); «How deep is the deepest spot of Lake Baikal (and, by 
comparison, of Lake Ontario?»—(1,637 meters (244 meters); «How many rivers 

The Canadian family of the Rotts is being picked up at the airport in Buryat-Mongolia.  
Ulan-Ude, 2004.
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flow into Lake Baikal?»—(336); «How many rivers flow from Lake Baikal?» (Just 
one—the Angara, the main tributary of the Siberian Yenisei River.) «What an-
imal is endemic to Lake Baikal?» (The Baikal seal.); «What is the population of 
Ulan-Ude?» (400,00); «How many children were there in Shlomo Guterman’s 
family? Which of the children, in order, was Baba Ronya (Rakhil)?» (10 children; 
9th out of 10); «What instrument did Baba Iya study in music school?» (The vi-
olin.); «How old was Baba Iya when she left Ulan-Ude?» (17 years old); «What 
is the Rakhil Yaroslavskaya-Guterman Fund?» (A fund for aid by toronto’s Jews 
to needy Jewish families in Ulan-Ude.) ; «What time is it in toronto when it’s 
noon in Ulan-Ude?» (11 p.m. on the previous day).

After returning from Lake Baikal, we made a brief stop at the opera and bal-
let theater, where the attendants and ushers who greeted us were surprised to 
see that Iya remembered and recognized each one of them. We treated them 
all to chocolates, and they unlocked the doors of the performance hall to let us 
take a look.

Finally, we arrived at the hotel. The «Buryatiya» hotel was the best in the city. 
Nonetheless, many things struck us as unusual. There were well-fed men who 
seemed to be hotel employees ambling around the lobby and looking us over, 
but not one of them offered to help us with our heavy luggage that we had to 
get up to the third floor. However, a few of them had the initiative to whisper to 
various people in our group: “take me with you to Canada, I can do any kind of 
work you want…” The hotel had no elevator, and Sandor, paul and Edwin had 
to carry the bags up the stairs.

As soon as we settled in our rooms, the phone calls started. A soft feminine 
voice inquired: “do you need intimate services?” We had a good laugh after-
ward when Manana told us they got such a call in their room as well. Sandor 
picked up the phone, heard the same question and answered politely, without 
thinking too much about what it meant: “No, thank you, we’ve got everything 
we need.” Manana asked him, “Who was that? What did they want?”—“Actually, 
I’m not sure,” the tired traveler replied.

We all had dinner at Vera’s place. She gave us a warm reception, with her en-
tire family in attendance. Aunt Sonya tenderly petted and kissed each of her «little 
Iya’s» grandchildren. But the joy of our get-together was marred by a sad occasion: 
it was forty days since the sudden death of Vera’s husband, Slava Gordienko…

during dinner, I  stood up at the table and said: “My beloved family! 
Remember this day. There has been yet another miracle. Fifty years ago, a sev-
enteen-year-old girl named Iya left this city, leaving her mother behind—and 
today, Iya has brought back her beautiful, loving, happy family to see the city of 
Ulan-Ude, which is so far away from Canada, and to visit the grave of her moth-
er, our dear Baba Ronya. Congratulations, Mama Iya! Congratulations to all of 
you! And many thanks to you, Vera and Aunt Sonya, for always loving us and 
always being ready to welcome us as guests!”
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On the next morning, an unforgettable meeting was held at the Jewish 
Community Center. All of its activists, young and old, gathered to greet us. The 
first thing that moved us was the sight of a colorful «dentistry Fund» board 
on the wall, with a large photo of Iya’s mother, a photo of our entire family, in-
formation on the Fund, and a selection of letters of gratitude from those it had 
helped. Some of the old folks thanked us in person and even showed us their 
fixed-up teeth.

We were greeted by Valentina Alekseyeva, chair of Buryat-Mongolia’s 
Committee on Ethnic Issues; she thanked us for our help and for our visit, and 
asked us to visit more often… She gave our four families albums with landscape 
photos of Mongolia and of Lake Baikal as souvenirs.

The Center’s leaders talked about their work. Of the two thousand Jews liv-
ing in Mongolia, about three hundred rely on the Center’s services. Alexander 
Marshalik, a Joint coordinator who had come from Krasnoyarsk especialy to 
meet with us, gave us the translation in English.

Next was the visit to the cemetery. The priceless video filmed by paul cap-
tured the magical moment: inside the metallic fence around the grave, sur-
rounded by five small but suddenly solemn-looking grandchildren, the proud 
Iya tearfully cleans the surface of the dark gray Labrador granite headstone un-
til the engraved inscription can be seen more clearly: «Yaroslavskaya Rakhil 
Solomonovna, distinguished teacher». Outside the fence, the rest of our family 
members and Vera Chernova’s family stand shoulder to shoulder. In the silence, 
I read the Kaddish with profound emotion.

Aunty Sonya Chernova with her family. Next to her, in the center, are Sandor and Iya Rott.
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Next to a stand about our charity fund to help the Jewish people  
of Buryat-Mongolia.

Visiting the Jewish Community Center. Valentina Alekseeva, the president of the Committee for 
Ethnic Affairs of Buryat-Mongolia, is greeting our family. Ulan-Ude, 2004.
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Our merry group was similarly subdued when the bus made its next stop 
and we entered the courtyard of the building at Kirov Street, 15. That was the 
wooden two-story house where Iya grew up. But the house turned out to be 
in horrifying condition: crumbling plaster outside, bent or missing banisters, 
smashed windows, peeling paint… two of the tenants, a man and a woman, rec-
ognized Iya and ran out to greet her, smiling broadly they exposed their missing 
upper teeth. They welcomed our heroine with warm hugs, and we all melted 
emotionally. Iya introduced us: “Kolya and Lyuda Nikitin. He’s older than I am, 
and used to be my Mama’s «best friend»!”

despite being slightly retarded, Kolya was once drafted to serve in a con-
struction battalion of the Soviet Army, then later discharged as unfit but only 
after three years of service… He often wrote letters to Rakhil Solomonovna 
from his military posting, but they were always the same: “You’re a lucky wom-
an, Rakhira! You’ve got lots of bread, I’ve got little.” And «Rakhira» replied reg-
ularly to his letters, enclosing a ruble in the envelope. After his discharge from 
the Army, Kolya showed «Rakhira» the document explaining why he was unfit 
to serve: «Nikolai Nikitin behaved strangely. He collected empty bottles on the 
garrison grounds, turned them in for a fee, then bought gingerbread cakes, sat in 
a corner and ate them all». But Kolya was not without a certain amount of inge-
nuity: when he got a job in sewage disposal (the job popularly known as «shit 
carrier»), he would fill up the barrel with a scooper, then set the horse running 
at a fast trot and pull the stopper out of the barrel, spilling the sewage on the 
street to speed up the process of disposing it…

(On our next visit to Ulan-Ude, Iya and I were pleasantly surprised. The 
house on Kirov Street 15—apparently, as «most frequently visited by foreign-
ers»—had been plastered and painted on the outside…)

The visit to the Ivolga datsan (Buddhist monastery), where we were warmly 
received by the Gunchen Lama dagba Ochirov, turned out to be another won-
derful surprise for our family. Ochirov turned out to be an «old friend» of Iya’s. 
A year earlier, while flying back to Moscow after her trip to Buryat-Mongolia 
to make the preparations for our family’s visit, Iya found herself sitting next to 
a Buddhist monk, on the plane. They started talking, and Iya realized that the 
monk was quite a worldly man. It turned out that he was the Gunchen Lama of the 
Ivolga datsan, which houses and educates 150 monks. He is also the rector of the 
Buddhist University affiliated with the datsan, which graduated its first class of 25 
college-educated Lamas in 2003. The Gunchen Lama was then flying to Moscow 
for a seminar on computers… Interestingly, when we were leaving toronto to go 
on this trip, Iya had taken with her the last issue of «National Geographic» mag-
azine, to which we have a subscription. That particular issue had a cover story 
on the dalai Lama. Iya took the magazine with the picture of the dalai Lama on 
the cover out of her purse and showed it to the Gunchen Lama. It turned out he 
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had met the dalai Lama in person. Iya gave him the magazine, and then got him 
a year’s gift subscription to «National Geographic» at the Ivolga datsan address.

The Gunchen Lama asked a monk who was fluent in English to serve as our 
family’s escort. He gave us a tour of the datsan’s temples and explained to us 
about Buddhism and their traditions.

The highest point of our visit to Ulan-Ude with all the children and grand-
children during «tour-2004» was a dinner at the Jewish Community Center, 
where Friday evening about seventy guests gathered—the Center’s leadership 
and members, as well as Iya’s former classmates, now grandmothers, and the 
current principal of the school they attended. It was a moving sight to see the 
women of our family light the Sabbath candles. The guests at the dinner heard 
and exchanged many kind words.

Now it’s december, 2017. I am working on this chapter, feeling amused by 
how easily and simply I wrote that last paragraph about our family’s participa-
tion in the Sabbath celebration evening at the Jewish Community Center in the 
capital of Buryat-Mongolia. My dear reader, rejoice with me. As every word of 
the paragraph is hiding yet another Miracle of our life! Can you imagine: Who 
came and from where?! Where is it all?! What is that evening?!

Next to one of the temples of the Ivolginsky datsan (Buddhist Monastery Complex),  
Buryat-Mongolia, 2004.
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…The first Jewish settlers came to trans Baikal in the middle of the 19th 
century. They were convicts, prisoners of war and cantonists, soldiers who had 
served their 25-year duty in the tsar’s army… In 1882, the Choral Synagogue 
was built in Verkhneudinsk (Ulan-Ude). In 1909 Jews made up 20% of the city 
population… Among the merchants they were 38%, among rich land-owners, 
43%… After the establishment of Soviet rule, in 1923, the Jewish Community 
of Vekhneudinsk was required to register… But shortly thereafter the period of 
militant atheism began, when all synagogues in Buryat Republic were closed, 
and so were datsans and churches; performance of any religious rites was strict-
ly prohibited.

during the years of Stalin’s repression around 20 thousand citizens of the 
Buryat-Mongolian Republic perished. Just between 1937—1938 6836 people 
were arrested, of whom 2483 were executed by firing squad… during the Great 
War around 120 thousand citizens of the Republic were called up, of whom 
42.5 thousand died. Jews comprised a significant portion of those who were re-
pressed and killed at the front…

At the beginning of the 1990-s, «on the wave of perestroika», Jewish life 
started to return to Ulan-Ude, as it did all around Russia. In my previous book13 
I  wrote about visiting a peculiar site in the town of Kabansk, a district mu-
seum of local history in the former mansion of the merchant Eidelman. The 
great-grandson of the merchant, pavel Yakovlevich Eidelman, residing in Israel 
at the time the book was written, used to work at the Republic Ministry of 
Culture, the department of historical monuments conservation. At the begin-
ning of the 1990-s he confirmed the authorization on behalf of the merchant’s 
descendants to donate the mansion to the town.

Life is full of wonderful coincidences: the first story about the revival of 
Jewry in Buryat-Mongolia I  quote here is by an active participant of those 
events, a great-granddaughter of 
that very merchant Mark Aronovich 
Eidelman, Ada Borisovna Ivanova 
(nee Eidelman). Between 1996 and 
2000 she worked as the chief coordi-
nator of the Jewish Agency in Russia, 
Hasochnut. Ada’s husband, Ivan 
Ivanovich Ivanov, is sitting next to her, 
nodding in confirmation as she is tell-
ing us about events that are a part of 
their over-forty-year life together. She 
is a chemical engineer, graduated from 

13 Vladimir Rott: «Joyous Encounters», p.194. Chapter 17 «The Shalom Memorial».

Ada and Ivan Ivanov…
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the Irkutsk polytechnic Institute. Ada’s father—Boris Matveevich Eidelman—
was a very good math teacher, who taught Iya at the 3rd middle school of the 
city of Ulan–Ude.

In the words of Ada Ivanova:
“At the beginning of the 1990s, Hasochnut14 sent its representative, an ener-

getic Brazil-born Israeli, Asher Rosenthal, to Siberia. His objective was to orga-
nize Sunday schools for Jewish children in big cities, where they would be able to 
get acquainted with the national traditions and study Hebrew. To do so, first he 
had to find and train local Hasochnut coordinators, as well as prepare language 
teachers.

A. Rosenthal arrived in Ulan-Ude in 1992. He was received by the Deputy 
Minister of Culture of the Republic, Anatoly Mikhailovich Gerstein, who pro-
vided active support in moving towards the established goals. The guest from 
Israel didn’t stay at the hotel. Instead, he was staying with a couple, Yosef and 
Evelina Yarnevsky, former colleagues of A. M. Gerstein from the time he taught 
at the Institute of Culture. In July 1993, a Jewish National Cultural Center was 
registered in Ulan-Ude, and a few years later it was renamed as the Jewish 
Community Center (JCC). Its main goal was to restore Jewish culture and tra-
ditions, and provide charitable help to those in need. Evelina Yarnevsky was the 
permanent President of the Center, until she left for Israel in 1998. After that, 
Elena Uvarovskaya and Nadezhda Skarbovskaya served at this office and re-
ceived their well-deserved honors… All these women were librarians, so educa-
tional and cultural programs had priority.

Meticulous work was done to revive Jewish life, from gathering information 
about the Jews living in the Republic (with the help of phone books, surveys and 
personal acquaintances) to organizing big cultural and charity events. For chil-
dren, “Steps Towards”: Sunday school, puppet theater, dance group, Hebrew class-
es, summer and winter camps. For adults, Family club, volunteer club, vocal group 

“Nitzanim”, Hebrew classes, senior club «Golden Age». Food gift baskets and finan-
cial help began to be distributed.

We held the first Passover Seders at Pioneers House on Lenin Street. …I re-
member the Seder of 1997. We booked a room at a restaurant, sent out invitations, 
helped people find their seats. There were 420 people in all… Rabbi Zvulun came 
from Jerusalem to host the Seder.

…once they sent me to bring him to the Center from the hotel. I enter the room 
and see a few dollar bills on the floor… I bent over to pick them up… He caught 
me by the hand: “don’t you dare! Sabbath! You are a Jew! You can’t…!” It’s hot in 

14 The Jewish Agency for Israel, Hasochnut, is an international Zionist organization with 
headquarters in Jerusalem, dedicated to repatriation to Israel and providing help to the re-
patriated.
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the room to the point of being difficult to breathe! Rabbi is nervous, he is pointing 
his hand at the red-hot spiral of an electric stove… I wanted to pull the plug. “No! 
No! Jew! Can’t do that today…! Let the desk clerk…” I run down to the reception, 
ask the girl to go with me to the room and turn off the stove…

All Jewish holidays began to gather a great number of people. Members of 
the Jewish community got actively involved in city and Republic scale events: 

“Commonwealth of Hearts”, “Friendship Coffees”, “Verkhneudinsk Fairs”. City li-
braries started to organize Jewish book festivals.

In 1992, Olga Rusinova, a talented and dynamic lecturer of the Institute of 
Culture who had a female relative living in Israel, was advised by her department 
colleague, Yosef Yarnevsky, to try and learn Hebrew. She agreed and Hasochnut 
welcomed her candidacy. Olga took a course in Irkutsk, then in Krasnoyarsk and 
after that, in Israel. Around the same time, a young Buryat Vladimir Petushkeev 
found himself highly interested in Jewish culture and its language. The young man 
also completed the courses in three schools, and soon Olga Rusinova and Vladimir 
Petushkeev became the best Hebrew teachers for those intending to move to Israel 
from Buryat-Mongolia. These two are still remembered with big gratitude by hun-
dreds of the repatriated.

Hasochnut did a great job picking up local talents, training and assigning its 
representatives and coordinators, who held Jewish holidays, prepared people for 
repatriation to Israel, organized Hebrew classes and meetings with Israeli repre-
sentatives, etc. Since 1992, this complicated duty for the Republic was consequently 
performed by Olga Gerstein, Irina Vorobyova and Masha Eidelman, who passed 
it to me in 1996. Faina Oller was my assistant.

The diverse activity promoted by the Jewish community of the city, including in-
teresting and fun public celebrations of Passover, Jewish New Year and Hanukkah, 
attracted crowds of Ulan-Ude citizens of all ages, returning to the Jews of the city 
the lost feeling of pride for their background, the possibility to talk without shame 
about their ancestors, to pass on to their children the feeling of security, respect and 
international equality of all people. The words of Maria Isakovna Suzdalnitskaya, 
a teacher well known in the city, became a popular quote: “I have lived most 
of the not so few years of my life in Ulan-Ude, but until retirement I couldn’t 
imagine that among the local Russians and Semeiskys [a community of ortho-
dox Old Believers—tr.] there were so many real Jews, intending to soon emi-
grate to Israel!”

Overall, about 1.5 thousand people repatriated from Buryatia to Israel. The 
first 52 people left in 1996, among which 13 were children who went to study. In 
Russia Hasochnut was offering programs for adolescents, over 15 years old, to 
continue their education in Israeli institutions, be it the last two years of school or 
already university. In 1999, 660 people left for Israel, out of which 18 children by 
the educational program. The Israeli cities of Karmiel, Ashdod and Bat Yam were 
the ones to receive most of the emigrants from Buryatia.
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[It is worth pointing out that my wife Iya’s compatriots, former Ulan-Ude 
citizens, when we visit them in those cities, jokingly say that it’s now more cor-
rect to say “Ulan Yam” instead of “Bat Yam”. “Bu-wish” is a loving nickname 
they proudly gave to the new generations of the Jewish families that came from 
Buryatia.—V. R.]

In 2007, the office of Joint15 in Krasnoyarsk picked Ulan-Ude to hold Bar and 
Bat Mitzvah celebrations for a big group of children from Jewish communities 
around Siberia and the Far East. The children lived at a resort in Verkhnyaya 
Beryozovka from the 16th to the 21st of July. Two young Rabbis brought a real 
Torah scroll from the US for the ceremony, which was held at the Philharmonic 
Hall. The preparatory sessions took place at the Community Center. All partici-
pants greatly enjoyed the event.

After I stopped being the coordinator, I kept working at the JCC for a few years 
as president of the Women’s Club and the Visiting nurse care, which included six 
visiting nurses trained in Krasnoyarsk. They took care of 28 feeble patients, bath-
ing them, taking them to doctors, tidying their homes, doing groceries, bringing 
medicines…”

That is the story of our Ada Ivanov—a witness and participant in the events 
that the city of Ulan-Ude lived through at the end of the 20th century.

I want to add a few words about the wonderful Olga Rusinova. This nice 
and welcoming woman, deeply knowledgeable about her subject and genuinely 
enjoys sharing it with her listeners, has been the only and failure-free “Rabbi” 
of the city of Ulan-Ude for a quarter- century now. She is always ready with a 
new story about this or that Jewish holiday. Throughout the year, almost every 
Friday evening, people would gather around the tables set at the Community 
Centre for the lighting of Sabbath candles and gratefully listen to Olga Rusinova 
read the weekly torah fragment that would be recited the next morning in every 
synagogue around the world.

My feelings towards Buryat-Mongolia grew even warmer when I received 
readers’ feedback on my books. When I am writing, thinking over and trying 
to share my new discoveries, my heart is overwhelmed with joy, gratitude to 
the Almighty and each individual kind person for everything I received in 
life. I am lucky enough to have written about events of three decades, looking 
back at which, I come to realize that the speed of our time is close to… the 
speed of a meteor. Such speed! So many things to do! And you want only the 
best! That’s it: if you want to live, live and do your best, follow kindness, learn 
from the best and create. You need a bit of luck as well, obviously. My books in 

15 Joint, also known as JdC, American Jewish Joint distribution Committee. Established in 
1914.
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Buryat-Mongolia also had it. They found real friends, taisya Chernykh, Vera 
Gordienko, Luiza Maltseva and many others.

For the last decade and a half, one of the best parts of our visits to Buryat-
Mongolia has been meeting a wonderful person and a good friend of our 
family, Luiza Aleksandrovna Maltseva. She is a big enthusiast, a true en-
lightener, a well-read, deeply knowledgeable woman of letters, an inexhaust-
ible visitor of countless libraries, schools and clubs of the Republic, always 
bringing unforgettable lectures of history and literature to her listeners. 
Our shared friends smile pleased when I  call this genuinely Russian wom-
an «double Jew of Buryat-Mongolia» For an outsider it does sound a bit 
weird, of course. But those of us who witnessed all the selfless labor and en-
thusiasm Luiza Aleksandronva Maltseva puts into organizational help to the 
Jewish community would even support granting her the title of Hero of the  
Republic.

I am going to quote here a few letters from Luiza, where she writes about 
her enormous contribution to the cultural life of Buryat-Mongolia. They 
cover the period from the construction the «Shalom» memorial, now dec-
orating the abandoned ancient Jewish cemetery at Mysovaya station, to the  
present.

Luiza Maltseva.
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“Luiza Maltseva, 5th of February, 2014, Ulan-Ude.
Good morning, Vladimir and Iya! Today we received guests, 11 people (in-

cluding the interpreter, Anton). The guests are from the USA, England, Egypt 
and somewhere else. They arrived 45 minutes late and only had one hour to 
talk. The delegation is headed by Isaac from Israel (born in Odessa). All of 
different ages, very nice people. Unfortunately, I had to strongly cut the sto-
ry about Jews in Buryatia, skip references to books I wanted to make to bring 
examples; I spoke a bit about the work of the club, slightly more about your 
Foundation: conveniently, the guests were sitting in front of the stand dedicated 
to Rachel Guterman. They asked two questions (how Jewish families kept their 
traditions and who has children and grandchildren in Israel), then we sang two 
songs together (“Tumbalalaika” in Yiddish and “Ose Shalom). I gave them cop-
ies of the “Mysovaya Station” book in English, a colorful flyer about building 
the Shalom Memorial and on your behalf invited them for its inauguration on 
the 17th on June. Mira Kudrya told a nice story about family traditions. That’s 
it. Of course, we are a bit disappointed, we would like to have had more time 
to talk, and it was quite tiring to wait in our stuffy “chicken coop”. After that, 
the guests split up and went to visit the fosterlings of the visiting nurse care and 
children. Kind regards, Luiza.”

“Luiza Maltseva, 23rd of April, 2014, Ulan-Ude.
Dear Vladimir and Iya! A few words about our progress on the memori-

al. Anna Anatolyevna and I participated in the Siberian Forum «Dialogue 
of Cultures» that was initiated by and took place under the auspices of A. 
K. Tulokhonov, Plenipotentiary Representative of the President of Russia in 
Siberian Federal District. V. Nagovitsyn (the President of Buryatia) and M. 
Gershevich (The President of People’s Khural) came to greet the participants of 
the Forum at the opening ceremony. I participated in the discussion panel “The 
role of cultural institutions in shaping a tolerant society” with the topic “The 
meaning of the inauguration of the “Shalom” memorial for international rela-
tions and tourism development”. Timur Tsybikov was the moderator of our panel.

On the 18th of April I informed the participants of the extended plenary 
meeting of the city Veteran Council about the inauguration of the memori-
al, and invited them to the meeting with writer V. Rott on the 20th of June 
at 15:00 (the time was approved and the order was signed by chief librarian 
Zhanna Ilyina). Natalia Stefany will host the meeting. She is already burst-
ing with ideas and would like to meet you and talk in person (she is Volodya 
Zharov’s friend on Facebook); she will come to the inauguration. Today in the 
club we were remembering Lena Uvarovskaya. She would be 65 years old now. 
There were 30 people altogether, who said a lot of good words about her. Olga 
Rusinova was here as well. On Sunday we are going to discuss all the issues at 
the People’s Friendship Center.
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By Anna’s proposal, on Sunday I am taking the students of our Sunday 
school on a guided tour, «Jews in Verkhneudinsk», from the building of the for-
mer synagogue along Lenin Street; and on the 25th of May Vera and I are going 
to have a conversation with our students, titled «In Defiance of Fate» (about 
family and about literary work of V. Rott).
Take care! Warm embraces, Luiza.

“19th of May, 2014. Dear Vladimir and Iya! On the 14th of May I gave 
Olga Rusinova the plan of the tour of the cities after the inauguration of the 
memorial. She looked at it and wrote she could be almost everywhere, with the 
exception of Kyakhta. She is very worried about the financial side of the issue 
(we can pay for ourselves), and so am I, you are already facing huge expendi-
tures. I think it can be solved. I ask you to offer Olga to host this event. She is 
the best candidate we have. I am taking the walking tour around Ulan-Ude, 
will also join in Kabansk and host the meeting at the National Library. At the 
Committee of International Relations, they promised me to pay one return bus 
trip to Mysovaya. The chief of the tourism agency promised all kinds of help 
and gave us a few valuable ideas, but she won’t be able to provide financial sup-
port. Next week I am meeting the chiefs of the Committee of Culture and the 
Committee of Industry, Customer Market and Tourism of the city of Ulan-Ude 
(both are on a business trip now). Warm embrace, Luiza “

Olga Rusinova announcing the inauguration of the “Shalom” memorial, Jewish cemetery at 
Mysovaya Station, 17th of June, 2014.
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Those who read the chapter of my book about the construction and inau-
guration of the «Shalom» memorial remember how exciting and diverse the 
program of this event was, which included, among other things, a tour around 
the cities of Buryatia. This would have been impossible to arrange without the 
advice of our supporters. Luiza was one such supporter. Here are a few abstracts 
from her letters:

“6th of June, 2014. Dear Vladimir and Iya! I am sending you the annex 
and details of your most recent plan. The walking tour, among what had 
been already listed, will include a visit to the Memorial to Victims of Political 
Repressions on Linkhovoin Street (next to the People’s Friendship Center); at 
the People’s Friendship Center we’ll see the room of the Jewish, the Polish and 
the Tartar autonomies, as well as meet the President of national autonomies 
of the Republic, Sazhida Rastamovna Batolova. We won’t spend a lot of time 
at the city history museum, as we will get some idea about the city during the 
walking tour, but the director of the museum will receive us free of charge; we 
will have a chance to take pictures in folk costumes. They will be waiting for us 
even if we come after opening hours. For dinner, there are two cafeterias next 
to «Simhat Haim»…

After the meeting at the National Library and visiting the Opera Theater (a 
tour), will we have energy to see Buryat Drama Theater as well? We’ll decide 
on the dinner depending on that.

The Museum of Decembrist is in Novoselenginsk, 130 km from Ulan-Ude, 
and the road is good. I talked to the director, who will be glad to receive us. 
Aside from a guided tour around a two-story wooden building with unique 
furniture and household items related to the Decembrist revolt, visitors are tak-
en to a sightseeing platform (wonderful view!) and to the tomb of Decembrist 
Torson; there is also a «Tea Party at Startsev’s» (a ritual of lighting the samo-
var, making tea and drinking it with pancakes). Prices: entry tickets 50 rubles 
per person + 50 rubles for the ride to the platform, 150 for all for the guided 
tour and the tea party about 100 rubles per person. [back then $1 US = 38 
rubles—V. R.]

Atsagat is 60 km from Ulan-Ude, the road is good. Meeting house museum 
of Agvan Dorzhiev, getting to know customs and traditions of the Buryat peo-
ple, the lunch is also there, at a café “Nomad of the Steppe” (Buryat cuisine, no 
kumis, entertainment. It’s from 9 to 16:00, but considering we need to meet the 
members of the city administration on the same day, we’ll ask them to move 
and shorten it a bit). The bus is small, and the Committee of Customer Market, 
Industry and Tourism promises to pay for it.

The administration hasn’t yet published the event program for the 22th of 
June (Day of Memory and Sorrow); the president of the city Veteran Committee, 
Viktor Guschin, wants our delegation to also participate in it. So far what 
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remains is a bus city tour (2,5 hours). All the best to you. Take care. Warm 
embrace. Luiza.”

“11th of December, 2014. Dear Vladimir and Iya! Today the meeting of our 
club, «Golden Age», took place at the events hall of the Friendship Center. First, 
I told about your trip to Magadan. Then, we showed your film to the club mem-
bers and guests, on a relatively big screen. A lot of good words were said there. 
Those who were at the Memorial inauguration say that they felt their spirits 
lifted once again after seeing the movie. They can’t stop admiring you talented 
and creative people. Warm embrace. Luiza. “

After the presentation of the book «Joy from Sadness» at high school No. 19,  
Ulan-Ude, 25th of April, 2015.

“30th of September, 2016. Dear Vladimir and Iya! I’ve just returned from the 
presentation of your book «Joy of Discoveries» that took place at the National 
Library. I will write you a bit later who the contributors were and what they 
said: I am in a hurry to send the pictures, since my son is leaving tonight for a 
couple of weeks.”
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Presentation of the book «Joyous Encounters» at the National Library of Buryat-Mongolia, 
Ulan-Ude, 30th of September, 2016.
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The plan of our presentation today was as follows (Tasya and I hosted the evening):
1.  V. Rott’s biography (life and work milestones).
2.  Literary gift (a quote from the book, p. 341-342).  

«Father’s Letters!—2007, «Joy from Sadness»—2008, «Joy of 
discoveries»—2010,  
«Mysovaya Station»—2012, «Joyous Encounters»—2016.

3.  The role of book in life: (the Rott family meets the readers at the Central 
and National Libraries of Buryatia, 4 book presentations at seminars for 
librarians).

4.  t. A. Chernykh—the story of meeting the book and its author, joint work 
on the “Shalom” Memorial. On the movie “In the Memory of Cemetery 
in Siberia”.

5.  «Father’s Letters Live On»—an emotional contribution by Larisa parkina, 
a member of the Association of Victims of political Repressions, who not-
ed that they always “equip themselves with” «Father’s Letters» when they 
go to meet school children.

6.  Iya Rott—the story of how they met (I read out loud an abstract from the 
book «Joy from Sadness»), about the crucial importance that his wife had 
in Vladimir’s life, and her professional independence (professor universi-
ty of toronto). Irina pohosoeva also shared her memories.

7.  Chapter «BARGUZIN, The woeful detective story»—presented by A. 
tivanenko

8.  On the sponsorship activity of the Rott family, told by Vera Gordienko
9.  «Open Microphone»—Albert Malikh, Evgeniy Kozulin, Irina Krishmar, 

Evgeniya Molchanova, Nelli Maltseva made their speeches.

Instead of the initially planned 1 hour, the gathering took 1,5 hours, in a 
warm and hearty environment. There were about 60 people altogether, and it 
felt like the light of the good deeds of the author of the books touched each and 
every one of them.

Unfortunately, Vladimir Zharov wasn’t with us to film (he was togeth-
er with the “Rys’” (Bobcat) search party around Khalkhyn Gol until the 4th 
of October), but there were a lot of pictures (those that I sent were taken by 
Marina Kibanova, the librarian who organized our event).

Later I will make transcripts of my notes of the interventions and send you. 
Warm embraces. Luiza.

A review of Vladimir Rott’s book «Joyous Encounters» by Nelli Ivanovna 
Mltseva

“Vladimir Rott’s books. They are unique, sizeable and considerable, both by 
volume and by content. Here’s a new one that arrived to our sunny Buryatia as 
a bouquet of fall. So many pages and pictures of the trans Baikal land and from 



A SUNRISE FROM ULAN-UdE

113

all around the globe where the author, Vladimir Rott, and his wife Iya met their 
friends and relatives.

Just the name of this third book has a magnetic attraction, «Joyous 
Encounters»! As if a ray of sun was coming from these encounters of differ-
ent people, of different nationalities, in all kinds of different circumstances. 
Friendship of peoples of the world!

With such information from all over the planet, the entire world comes alive 
before our eyes. Great respect to the parents, gratitude to those who are gone, 
restoring the memory of people and their lives…

The vagaries of fortune take the author on a journey around the world, to-
wards discoveries he is grateful for, and through this book he shares these dis-
coveries joys and encounters with us. As a young boy in the Belorussian city 
of Bobruysk, having survived the «Germanification», he received order to his 
heart from his father’s letters… “Where is my father? Where is Ferenc?”

And this feeling takes him to Siberia, to Magadan. The same thoughts bring 
him to the land of his wife Iya, to Mysovaya Station, to Baikal, where the story 
of a big undertaking begins, and the construction of the «Shalom» memorial at 
the abandoned Jewish cemetery.

Larisa Parkina, a member of Association of Victims of Political Repressions, noted in her emo-
tional contribution that they always “equip themselves with” «Father’s Letters» when they go to 

meet school children.
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This state of soul, not of a dreamer, but our real-life contemporary, Vladimir 
Rott, and his wife, takes them (and us) to Barguzin, when a great poet of the 
Hungarian nation, Sándor petőfi, lived, died and now rests…

Thank you, dear Rotts, for your love to people, respect for them and memory. 
Thank you for the joy of encounters!

 Nelli Ivanovna Maltseva
(At the end of her emotional speech, Nelli makes a low bow to Tasya…)

Evgeniy Kozulin at the presentation of the book «Joyous Enounters» at the National Library. 
Ulan-Ude, 30th of September, 2016.

Review of the book «Joyous Encounters» by Evgeniy Kozulin
“two years ago I read in the local newspaper, «Inform-polis», an article about 

the inauguration of the «Shalom» memorial around Mysovaya Station. The me-
morial was constructed with help and support from Vladimir Rott, a Canadian 
entrepreneur and patron from the city of toronto.

That story got me interested, since such an event is extraordinary and im-
portant for our Buryatia, and thus deserving of attention. I had questions to ask. 
And began searching for answers. And just recently I received—not by mail, but, 
as they used to say in the old days, “with an occasion”—Vladimir Rott’s book 
«Joyous Encounters» as a gift, and autographed at that. I read it in the evenings. 
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I have a few chapters left until the end. The book attracts me like a magnet. It is 
easy to read. This is a sure sign that the author is richly endowed with the fine art 
of narration. The theme, the time, the heroes are all close to me. I find familiar 
names, see familiar people in the pictures. And the magic of the book is in the 
author’s personality. Every line in it is warmed by the fire of his heart and soul. 
This context remains unseen, but it’s palpable, it’s present…

As for the «Shalom» Memorial, it’s in this book that Vladimir Frantsevich 
Rott tells the story in great detail; how it started and how it progressed. He is not 
merely a patron, but a devotee, an active participant at every stage of construc-
tion and its organizer. to pay tribute to ancestors, commemorate their lives… 
This is sacred. And such things are only endeavored by highly spiritual people 
and with crystal-clear morality. Such a benefaction invokes deep respect, evokes 
the most intimate feelings in one’s soul.

Our Republic doesn’t lack wealthy people. But has any of them created any-
thing like this? Not that I remember.

doctor Gaas, a great humanist of the 19th century, said: “The most import-
ant thing we can do in life is good deeds. And the most important thing that will 
remain after us is the memory of our good deeds”.

Getting back to the book «Joyous Encounters». I was deeply touched on a 
personal level by the story about the visit to the Babushkin psychoneurological 
care home! All the reverence and love the Rott family showed when taking care 
of their newly found family members in this sad place. Interest to the works 
of Vladimir Frantsevich Rott is increasing. The circle of his admirers is grow-
ing bigger all around the world. So it is here, in Ulan-Ude, where many are his 
friends. Our duty is to make Buryatia know the work of this documentary writ-
er, enlightener and patron of our days.

Evgeniy Kozulin. 14.10.2016. Ulan-Ude”

Review of the book «Joyous Encounters» by Evgeniya Molchanova
“I am personally related to the Rott family (I went to school with Iya for 7 

years) and a lot of what Vladimir writes about is familiar to me. I remember Iya’s 
mother, Rachel Solomonovna. Vladimir is so genuinely eager to document the 
lives of Iya’s relatives!

particularly touching are the fates of Misha, Yura, Revekka, her grandfather 
and other family members. Such respect he shows to the people at Mysovaya 
Station. Such gratitude to the people who took care of Iya’s dear ones.

And how many good words are said in the book about the people who con-
structed the “Shalom” Memorial at the Jewish cemetery.

Reading the book and meeting familiar people, I seem to have lived the ep-
isodes of this family’s life myself.

The same can be said about his descriptions of relations in his own fami-
ly. The life of his mother, the wife of an “enemy of the people”, also wasn’t easy. 
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Likewise, for their many relatives, though a hard life didn’t turn these wonder-
ful people hard.

I am grateful that fate has brought us together. I am grateful to you for what 
you did for me. Thanks to your books people also learn about our everyday life.

I wish you and your family health, optimism and long years of life and cre-
ation!”

 (Evgeniya Yakovlevna didn’t have a chance to read her review, but she passed 
me her notes. I typed them down without editing). Luiza.

“Luiza Maltseva, 20th of October, 2016, Dear Vladimir! I am sending you the 
review of the book «Joyous Encounters» by a member of our club, «Golden Age», 
Albert Malykh (78 years old, builder by profession, writes poetry):

“I read Vladimir Rott’s book «Joyous Encounters». His way of writing is in-
teresting and his language is simple and accessible. He writes the truth, without 
cutting corners, calling things by their names.

An enormous work was done, titanic I would even say. He lives an active life 
and prods others to do the same. Good job, V. Rott!

But what fascinated me most in this book was all the love and respect he 
shows to his wife, Iya, how proud he is of her, how he doesn’t call her any-
thing other than “my beauty”. How slowly, bit by bit, he gathers his first and 

Iya’s former classmates (1955 graduation) after presentation of the book «Joyous Encounters» at 
the National Library. Ulan-Ude. 30th of September, 2016.
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second cousins, loves them, keeps in 
touch. How he makes them be friends 
with each other. Not all of us know all 
our cousins, let alone second cousins. 
He teaches us to love each other, to 
respect and keep in touch, to stick by 
each other…

He dedicated many lines to the leg-
endary poet petőfi. Only after reading 
these chapters have I  started to have 
doubts if it’s his remains buried. Since 
they never actually took his mother’s 
dNA to make tests. And why did this 
case, if it’s of national importance, end 
up being the primary work and life 
goal of one enthusiast? After 25 years 
of ordeals, a period should have been 
put in this case; so it was. But appar-
ently, it is not a period, but a comma, 
and maybe the truth will evade us for-
ever …”

And this is one of Albert Konstan tinovich Malykh’s lyrics:

Destiny

We are all in the same railcar, gathered by fate,
The rich, the poor and even the ragged.
You can’t pay your way out with gold, or prayers, or whatever…
Our railcar is headed into eternity, our railcar is headed into the night.
We live, hiding a faded hope at the bottom of our soul,
And the terminal station is different for everyone.
Our train paces on, every year faster,
And each of us tries to sit farther from the doors,
Hiding in a darker corner: “I still want to live.
Maybe I’ll manage to pass my station somehow,
I would really like to ride a bit further, exit a bit later…”
But the conductor is adamant to entreaties: “Next one is yours!”

Albert Malykh. (2016)
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“Luiza Maltseva, 29th of October, 2016. Dear Iya and Vladimir! Yesterday, at 
the inter-urban library, I had an encounter with tenth-grade high -school students 
of Ivolginskiy District. It’s close to Ulan-Ude. A wonderfully decorated library, in-
terested faces, lively eyes!

The library has all of your books (the last one was acquired during the presen-
tation at the National Library). The chief librarian and the entire staff asked me 
to send you big thanks and wished a lot of creative success.

I left from there in a wonderful mood. Warm embrace.”

Meeting the Gymnasium students. Ulan-Ude, 12th of October, 2016.
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The encounter with tenth-grade 
high-school students of Ivolginskiy 

District. 28th of October, 2016.

“dear friends! today we had a wonderful “poetic Salon”, where 21 people 
confessed their love for our city. The honorary guest—Leonid Sinegribov, chef 
Editor of the newspaper «Sudyba» was given a book that received high praise. 
Ulan-Ude, 22nd of November, 2016.”
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“13th of October, 2017. Dear Vladimir and Iya! I finally found time to inform 
you about the latest events, which are primarily related to the activities relat-
ed to victims of political repressions. Larisa Parkina, an active member of the 
Association of Victims of Political Repressions, and a not-less active member of 
the club «Golden Age», drew me into hosting library encounters with high-school 
and college students.

Regardless of what the event is titled (“80 Years of Big terror”, “Let Us Remember 
of the past to Not Repeat It in the Future”, etc.) my topic never changes. I talk 
about the fates of family members of the repressed people, illustrating my words 
with Vladimir Rott’s books and Olga Gromova’s “Sugar Child”. My main objective is 
to show, with the examples of memories of a son and a daughter of repressed parents, 
that even in the most severe conditions it is important to stay a good person, and 
that there will always be people around who will help and support you.

Four encounters have already been held, another five are planned before the 
end of the month. I am sending you a few shots from my camera.

…I would like to use the opportunity to thank you for the unforgettable trip to 
Israel. Be healthy! Warm embrace. Luiza

PS. I don’t want to make you sad, but my own health leaves something to be 
desired. I have to overcome myself.”

“24th of November, 2017. Dear Vladimir and Iya! I am sending you a copy of 
the report to the Veteran Council of Ulan-Ude and pictures from the presentation 
of your books that took place on the 22nd of November at the “Doverie” (Trust) 
care home. Evgeniy Kozulin says hello to you (he has the third book of the trilogy 
with your autograph). Warm embrace, Luiza.

The encounter with students of the College of Industry and Education. 26th of November, 2016.
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Report.

In October and November, I  was meeting high-school and college stu-
dents within the framework of a series of events dedicated to the «Big terror», 
tolerance day and peoples’ friendship:

 1.  Videoconference with Olga Gromova, the author of «Sugar Child» at the 
Central City Library

 2.  “Let Us Remember the past to Not Repeat It in the Future” (9th of 
October, 2017);

 3.  8th grade of School No. 49 at the Library No. 24. “Know in Order to 
Remember” (10th of October);

 4.  the same theme with the 9th grade (24th of October);
 5.  in collaboration with the library, I gave two lessons at School No. 55, in 

the 8th and the 9th grade (30th of October);
 6.  training School of Construction and Communal Services, 2 groups (fu-

ture plumbers and communal service workers) (31st of October);
 7.  Library of Vostochny settlement, encounter with students of the Aviation 

training School (future hardware engineers), debate “tolerance or 
peoples’ Friendship?” (16th of November)

 8.  guided tour for 6th-graders at the people’s Friendship Center; I  intro-
duced them to the thematic collections on tartars, Jews, Uzbeks, Chinese 
and Koreans (22nd of November);

 9.  “doverie” (trust) care home; together with Evgeniy Kozulin (a member 
of the Union of Writers, permanent resident at the care home), I hosted 
a presentation of Vladimir Rott’s trilogy «In defiance of Fate» (22nd of 
November);

10.  on the 9th of November, during the «Golden Age» club session, I  re-
ceived gratitude from the Association of Victims of political Repressions 
of BR (Buryat Republic—tr.)

The encounter with ninth-grade students from School No. 49. 24th of October, 2017.



LIFE GOES ON, CHAptER 3

122

“26th of November, 2017. Dear Vladimir! You asked me to talk a bit about my-
self. I doubt that it would be interesting for your future readers, but to me, my work 
at the Jewish Community Center of Buryatia is very important and significant.

I retired in the middle of year 2004 (for the previous 12 years I had worked 
at the city administration as a public and media relations specialist). Elena 
Uvarovskaya was the JCC director at the time, and Nadezhda Skarbovskaya over-
saw the community library. They were my colleagues from the library system of 
the Union Council in the 70-s and 80-s. My friends often invited me to national 
celebrations, where I excitedly discovered traditions that I didn’t know before, and 
was attracted by the overall atmosphere, bringing together people that are so dif-
ferent, but so close at heart.

Unfortunately, because of a serious illness, Elena Uvarovskaya had to leave 
to Israel for treatment, and Elena Uvarovskaya took the reins of the communi-
ty. At the beginning of 2005, she invited me to deal with the community library 
and to host the sessions of the «Golden Age» elders’ club. And I, being Russian, 
was curious to get to know the history, the culture and the national traditions of 
a great nation. I read and learned a lot myself, and tried to pass this knowledge 
to the community members during our Sunday school classes, club sessions, and 
Saturday evenings.

Nadia recommended that I to keep track of all the community events and city 
events where I participated. Here I have the “Chronicles of the Jewish Community 
Center of Ulan-Ude. Started on the 1st of March, 2005” in a giant spreadsheet 
book. I am turning the pages and remember how interesting and active community 
life was. Every month we had club sessions of «Golden Age» and «Gesher», four of 
each; Saturday evenings, Sunday school—16 to 30 events per month!

Nadia Skarbovskaya, Olga Rusinova and I participated in conferences of tol-
erance, people’s friendship, history of Buryatian Jews, using books and press as 

The encounter with the students of the 8th and 9th grades of the School No. 55, Zabaikalskiy 
Microdistrict, 30th of October, 2017 г.



A SUNRISE FROM ULAN-UdE

123

resources. The 1990s saw books published on the history of Jews in Siberia by the 
scholars of the Russian Science Academy, Leonid Kurlas and Lidia Kalmina, as well 
as proceedings of regional conferences organized by “Joint”. In 2008, Moisey Krol’s 
(member of “Narodnaya Volya” (“people’s Will”, a revolutionary political organi-
zation) lived in Siberia in exile in the 19th century, studying Buryat culture and 
traditions, and closely interacted with the Jewish population of Verkhneudinsk) 
book, “pages of my life”, was published. Whenever I give speeches as a member 
of the Committee of Raising Patriotism of the city Veteran Council at libraries, 
schools and colleges, I always draw examples from your books, among others. They 
have become my reference books.

Now, on the 30th of October we celebrated the Victims of Political Repressions 
Memorial Day. On the eve of the mournful anniversary (the peak of repres-
sions was in 1937), the regional organization “Buryat Association of Victims 
of political Repressions” (Larisa Parkina—deputy president of the Association, 
«Golden Age» club member) developed a program, “Let Us Remember the Past 
to Not Repeat It in the Future”, entirely dedicated to working with young people.

For a few years now, I’ve been collaborating with the association and held 4 
encounters with students and 3 more are planned. I received a very warm letter 
of gratitude.

We are continuing the work of the «Golden Age» club, participate in folk culture 
festivals, have a room at the People’s Friendship Center (that was opened 6 years 
ago in Ulan-Ude), we interact with other expat communities, organize Jewish 
holidays. With me are the community members that I became very close with 
over these years: Iya’s friends Irina Pokhosoeva and Evguenia Molchanova; Boris 
Khaikelevich Berlovich, a Great Patriotic War veteran; Vera Gordienko, head of 
the charitable foundation named after Rachel Yaroslavskaya; Nina Gitelman and 
Mira Kudrya, long-term collaborators of the Jewish Community Centre; Galina 
Dvoynishnikova and Valentina Samsonovich, grandmothers whose grandchildren 
grew up in the community and a few left to Israel; activists Albina Antsiferova, 
Irina Kozhevnikova, Tamara Maslova, Svetlana Leontyeva, Lea Stakhova, AgnIya 
Radovskaya, Sofia Bazykina.

To conclude, I would like to stress that everything starts with a book. If your 
book «Joy from Sadness» didn’t exist, I wouldn’t talk about it at the seminar for 
librarians of the Republic, the librarian of the technical library of the town of 
Babushkin, Taisya Chernykh, wouldn’t read it, wouldn’t write a letter to the au-
thor,—and we wouldn’t have the «Shalom» memorial, the construction of which 
was so vividly described in «Joyous Encounters».

I will confess; maybe I lack self-criticism, but for me meeting young people isn’t 
a chore, but joy and positive emotions. Drawing examples from books (yours, in 
the first place) and personal life experience, I try to pass to them that there are 
more good people around, and that even in the most severe of conditions one can 
stay a good, thinking person; to evaluate other people not for their skin tone or 
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shape of their eyes, but for their moral actions; to work to have a decent life, etc. 
And when I see the smart and interested eyes of boys and girls, I like to think that 
my words haven’t been in vain. Librarian, what a wonderful profession I picked 
for myself many years ago!”

dear reader! These are the heroes that were given to me as gifts by the won-
derful faraway country Buryat-Mongolia, which has become so close to my 
heart! One of the heroes is Luiza Maltseva! It is hard to find proper words of 
gratitude worthy of this restless and talented woman for her many years of self-
less and enthusiastic cultural and educational activity, for the orchids of kind-
ness that she planted in the minds of the youth of the Republic. Thank you, dear 
Luiza!

The sudden collapse of the Soviet Union brought unimaginable difficulties 
and the hardest of challenges to every region of vast, endless Russia, but our 
dear Buryat-Mongolia keeps giving the country an example of infinite stamina, 
self-containment and admirable diligence and dedication in search of practical 
solutions and good directions for development. We often come, call, listen to 
stories of our Buryat friends, search tirelessly in the world of information for 
any positive sprouts in the life of trans Baikal, and see that Buryat-Mongolia 
has a will to live. to live up to the standards of the best achievements of modern 
humanity. With such deep and heartfelt sorrow and care she treats the memory 
of the innocent victims of Stalin’s repressions…

The amazingly clean and well-kept streets, the gripping attempts of survival 
of industrial plants, newly constructed buildings, educational institutions, dar-
ing success of arts, courageous debates in the press, and at the same time the 
constant feeling of warmth and friendliness of the local people, keep filling me 
with optimism. And the mutual respect, tolerance and international friendship 
that rule among the peoples of the Republic, deserve the highest praise and rec-
ognition as an example for many countries.

toronto, January, 2018.
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Chapter 4

HERO OF VIETNAM

The younger generations of modern Russia, as well as the majority of the 
population of the countries of the Free World, no longer believe their elder’s sto-
ries about how just recently a dozen countries of Europe and Asia were engulfed 
in the «Socialist Camp», where the lunatic dictatorship of the Soviet Union ran 
rampant. If only they could imagine the «almost unbelievable» fact that, with a 
miserable exception for diplomats and athletes with security staff, nobody could 
leave this «camp» to visit another country, even an equally “socialist” one… If 
it is “unbelievable” for you, take a look at witnesses’ or victims’ memories, my 
story is not about that.

After we, by the will of the Almighty (I don’t know how else it could happen), 
moved to Canada, mastered English and got our engineering qualifications rec-
ognized, I opened a small installation and repair firm and Iya reached a profes-
sor position at the University of toronto (where our children Sandor, Ilona and 
Edwin graduated from), a new tradition was established in our family. In order 
not to forget the past and keep celebrating the taste of freedom, every two years, 
or sometimes even every year we go travelling to see the world, the accomplish-
ments and ways of life of different countries. Iya’s professor’s salary covered a 
good, but smaller part of the expenses, the rest we saved together. For the first 
two dozen countries our children shared our friendly company, but then they 
grew up and acquired different tastes… Meanwhile, Iya’s and my urge to travel 
grew only bigger.

Even now, as I start to write this chapter, we are on a flight of an airline that 
we had never tried before, getting close to the North pole. Iya is counting, on a 
sheet of paper, how many countries we have visited so far. The number is get-
ting close to 70… Of course, we have already visited every continent, except for 
Antarctica; we admired Easter Island and will never forget the «wet landings» 
in Galapagos…

Unfortunately, the crazy world we live in today has progressively fewer plac-
es that are safe for tourists, free of war and hordes of armed-to-the-teeth young-
sters who have never entered school and are ready to kill anybody they are 
pointing at. Iya and I have been lucky in this sense so far. In February 1995, after 
the establishment of peaceful relations between the two countries, we entered 
Jordan from Israel by bus over the just-opened Allenby Bridge. In the spring of 
1997, our three-week journey around South Africa, a country straight out of a 
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fairytale, coincided with the last days of white rule and the transfer of power to 
the promising Nelson Mandela…

Over the years of travels, we grew to love the most the services of Colette, a 
US travel company that has an office in Vancouver, Canada. For many years now, 
Lisa Elliott has been our only agent from this company. Unfortunately, we have 
never had the opportunity to meet this intelligent, knowledgeable and highly 
ethical woman, but we have always been pleasantly surprised by the care and at-
tention she gives us. We can call her from any country and immediately receive 
the help we need. And I am particularly glad that Lisa has read all my books…

So, for February 2017, my wife Iya and I picked a 19-day tour around South-
East Asia (Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia). There are only three or four countries 
that we have no interest in seeing… (to those who ask we have the same answer: 

“We are from Bobruysk…”16) In this region of Asia, we’ve already seen the island 
of Bali, Singapore, Hong Kong, Thailand… Just a few years ago we wouldn’t 
have gone to Vietnam either. And not so much because of the unforgettable or-
igins of the Vietnam War, but rather due to the horrors from the stories of the 
hundreds of Vietnamese refugees who arrived to toronto in 1979-1980. They 
were called “Boat people”, thousands of people from separated families, who 
fled on boats into the open sea from South Vietnam occupied by the commu-
nists, leaving their fate entirely at the mercy of the captains of passing ships of 
free countries.

At the time I became co-owner of a small company, “Ferrum Metal Mfg. Co.”, 
which was increasing production of metal elements used for door installation. 
One day, a lady came to our firm, who was the head of the “boat” refugee help 
organization in toronto and asked me to hire at least two people. I agreed, and 
the next day she brought in a not very young Vietnamese gentleman Ken Van, 
and a pretty, young looking, dove-like Laotian lady Amfon. Completely tooth-
less Ken, a former Vietnamese public servant, arrived in Canada with a sister 
and a nephew. His sister lost her husband and two children to the sea… Amfon 
turned out to be a mother of two boys. She didn’t know anything about the fate 
of her husband, reportedly picked up at sea by an Australian military ship… The 
sympathy of these people, their discipline and motivation to work soon con-
vinced me to call that lady from the “boat people” help organization, and this 
is how our staff grew by five Vietnamese, including two welders. Soon the firm 
changed owners, but I kept going there for many years for business, and every 
time had a very warm encounter with our “overseas” charges. They shared news 
and achievements of their families with me. All of them successfully worked 
there until old age and retirement.

16 An expression used to mean “we can handle that as well”, referring to the difficult life in this 
provincial town of Belarus (where the author resided for some time) and the resilience of its 
citizens—translator’s note.
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But let’s get back to our flight. We are flying to see the Vietnam of today, Laos 
and Cambodia. In television stories they look very attractive and it seems that 
the economic level of life of the population is improving. On top of that, Iya has 
been dreaming, for a long time now, to present to the History Museum in Hanoi 
two interesting photographs given to her by her father, who participated in the 
creation of this museum. Let’s first have a glimpse of the distant past:

Iya’s father, Bazyr Nikolaevich Vampilov, and her mother, Rakhil Solomo-
novna, studied at Moscow University in the 1930s. Her father had two higher 
education degrees. He became a historian and a specialist in Buryat, Vietnamese 
and one of the Chinese languages. After graduation, he was sent to Buryat-
Mongolia as the Chief plenipotentiary Representative of the TsK VKP(b) 
(Central Committee of the All-Union Communist party (Bolsheviks)). At the 
beginning of 1938, when mass arrests of innocent victims of Stalin’s repressions 
were taking place all over the country, a young couple was expecting a child. 
One day, Vampilov’s private driver trustingly whispered to Rakhil Solomonovna 
that NKVd (the people’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs)17 would come that 
day to arrest her husband… In the evening, when B. Vampilov appeared at the 
door, Rakhil Solomonovna met him with a briefcase she had packed and insist-
ed that he disappeared somewhere, urgently…

(I would like to quote a similar description of that same episode: on May 
10, 2017, G. Bashkuev published an article in a weekly newspaper, «Polnochny 
Express» (Midnight Express). The journalist explained that this term was not 
only used in inmates’ jargon as a disguise for an overnight prison escape, and 
brought an example:

“…In gloomy 1937 on the wave of the repressions that had already decapi-
tated the Government of Buryat-Mongolia, B. N. Vampilov was the only pol-
itician to escape on the “midnight express”. Not until the 1970s did Bazyr 
Nikolaevich reveal that he and the republic’s prosecutor, A. I. Gross were ex-
cluded from the TsK VKP(b) at the meeting of the bureau of the regional party 
committee “for connection to an enemy of the people” M. N. Erbanov. (Mikhey 
Nikolaevich Erbanov was the First Secretary of the regional committee of 
the Communist party in Buryat-Mongolia. Arrested in 1937.)

Some of the NKVD personnel warned Vampilov about the upcoming arrest, 
and immediately after the bureau meeting, at night, he caught a train passing 
by Ulan-Ude and reached Moscow…

Vampilov used to say, “Gross knew about the upcoming arrest, but didn’t 
agree to run on a train because of his family, and was soon arrested”.)

17 The interior ministry of the Soviet Union, responsible, aside from the regular police work, 
for overseeing the country’s prisons and labor camps—translator’s note.
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A briefcase in hand, Bazyr Nikolaevich arrived in Moscow and until the 
beginning of the war hid in a remote place in the Moscow Oblast, sheltered by 
the famous Yemelyan Yaroslavsky, who saved him from prison. He served in 
the war in artillery, was awarded, injured… After the war he started working 
at the Ministry of Culture of the RSFSR (Russian Soviet Federative Socialist 
Republic) headed by Yemelyan Yaroslavsky, and was promoted to the position 
of deputy Minister.

At the end of the 1960s Bazyr Nikolaevich was sent to Vietnam, where he 
spent an entire year participating in the creation of the country’s first History 
Museum in Hanoi, for which he was awarded the title of Hero of Vietnam.

Iya was born and grew up without a father. When he met his daughter in 
Moscow, he offered her two big photographs, miniature copies of which you 
can see below. The first one depicts the 
inauguration ceremony of the History 
Museum in Hanoi. “Father Ho”—the 
president of Vietnam, Ho Chi Mihn, 
is making a speech. Next to him, 
B. N. Vampilov. In the second picture, 
during a tour at the museum—from 
left to right—phạm Văn Đồng, prime 
Minister of VietnamHong Min Zang, 
Minister of Culture; B. N. Vampilov.

The first encounter of student Iya 
Yaroslavskaya with her father, Bazyr 

Vampilov. Moscow, 1960.

Inauguration ceremony of the History Museum of Vietnam. The President of Vietnam, Ho Chi 
Mihn, is making a speech. Next to him B. N. Vampilov—Deputy Minister of Culture of the Russian 
Federation (Iya Rott’s father). Hanoi, 1960. (He gave this picture to Iya as a gift in August 1960.)



HERO OF VIEtNAM

129

So, we are flying to Vietnam. planning such a long journey, I decided to 
add one more stop to it. For a long time now, I’ve been dreaming about visiting 
the mysterious heroic country, the Republic of China—the island of taiwan—
to see what those Chinese that were less affected by socialism achieved… We 
remember that just recently the entire world was buying consumer products 
labelled “Made in Taiwan”. Even at my small workshop in toronto, a lathe 
and a milling machine of taiwanese origin have been working well for many 
years now.

Sandor recommended that we use the service of a taiwanese airline, EVA 
Air, for this trip. For over eight years, our son has been flying between toronto 
and San-Francisco several times per month. He is responsible for the archi-
tectural aspect of construction of a big venue and has made over two mil-
lion kilometers on this route already. He knew what he was saying. EVA Air 

Tour around the exposition of the History Museum of Vietnam. From left to right: 
Phạm Văn Đồng, Prime Minister of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam; Hong 
Min Zang, Minister of Culture of Vietnam, Bazyr Vampilov—Deputy Minister of 

Culture of the Russian Federation. Hanoi, 1960.
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indeed was an amazing start of our journey. Already at the airport in toronto, 
pretty and very polite Chinese girls, noticing our age, were so kind to take 
our boarding passes and move us to more comfortable seats within the same 
economy class. You would think it’s a normal BOEING-777, but the distance 
between the rows is much bigger than the one you find in Air Canada and 
most European airlines, and a comfortable leg position is quite important on 
such a long flight. In short, for the attentive and caring attitude of the flight 
attendants, always with a smile; tasty and varied meals; permanently clean 
cabin and almost personal attention to every passenger I only have one word—
approved!

Our good friend in the city of togliatti, a former designer of LAdA cars, 
Vladislav pashko, helped us create a collage of the full route of our trip.

to go so far to the West from toronto, it is faster to go “through the North pole”, 
and it felt pretty strange that during the flight both Kamchatka and Japan were on 
the left side of the route. Over twelve thousand kilometers of the flight took 16 
hours. We couldn’t help noticing that the enormous halls of taipei Airport were 
completely deserted. I wish I was wrong, but apparently after Mainland China 
lost its «Chairman Mao», for many countries the role of taiwan as a main con-
nection hub for long-distance flights lost most of its relevance.

The route of the journey to South-East Asia. February, 2017.
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We spent three days in the capital of taiwan, taipei, a city with a population 
of 7 million people in a country with slightly over 25 million citizens. What 
we saw defied all our expectations: modern architecture, impeccably organized 
transport, attractive stores with an unusually rich range of products, organi-
zation, cleanliness, tidiness… On the other hand, for all their politeness, most 
taiwanese don’t speak English, and the vast majority of signs and announce-
ments were only in Chinese.

After losing in Manchuria, from 1885 to 1945 the island of taiwan (Formosa) 
was under Japanese rule, which is why Japanese architecture is eminent in many 
buildings. In 1949, when Mao Zedong’s army, equipped by Moscow, seized pow-
er in Mainland China, the then-ruling party, Kuomintang, headed by generalis-
simo Chiang Kai-shek, fled to taiwan, together with about two million Chinese. 
This is how the Republic of China was created. The taiwan Strait, that separates 
it from the continent, is about 130 kilometers wide. On the other side of the 
strait is the people’s Republic of China, which has spent the last 70 years threat-
ening taiwan’s independence and trying, by all means, to take control over it… 
during our trip around taipei, whenever we managed to start a conversation 
with someone in English, our collocutors almost always expressed an enviable 
pride in their country and an assured optimism about the future.

“The working day has started”—the first thing we saw from the hotel room. Taipei, 2017.
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In the center of Taipei.

The mausoleum of generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek.  Inside the Mausoleum.
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A view of Taipei from the hill, where the mausoleum of generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek is built: 
on the left, the State Concert Hall; on the right, the National Opera Theater.

Pantheon in honor of fallen warriors. Taipei.
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Change of Honor Guard.
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A Taiwanese family. February 2017.

One of the small Buddhist temples. People leave their requests to Buddha on pieces of paper. The 
papers are immediately burnt in a furnace right in the place. And to not pollute the air, there is 

a modern system of smoke filtering next to the temple…
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As planned, on the second day we took a short ride by the taiwanese high-
speed railroad built with Japanese technology. In the USA a railroad of this 
type is still under construction. The underground central railway station of San 
Francisco is a part of exactly the project that our son Sandor is working on, 
which will receive fast trains from Los Angeles… In taiwan, for a few years now, 
it is an operating trunk, 335 kilometers long, going all along the western coast 
of the island from taipei to Gaosun. The trains go at 300 kilometers per hour. 
We took our comfortable seats in one of the twelve coaches of the train and in 
twenty minutes of a breathtaking “flight” saw and believed that on “hot” days 
the line can service up to 140 trains per day!

At the end of the tour around taipei that we took, our guide brought us to 
the National Museum of taiwan and showed us the halls. due to holidays for 
the celebration of the Chinese New Year they were crowded with school groups 
with teachers and entire families with parents. From everywhere you could hear 
the explanations of tourist guides from other countries. Several floors of the 
museum hold unique showpieces from the National treasures of China, brought 

The ticket sale hall at Taipei central railway station. The train platforms are under the building of 
the station. Alongside with regular trains, “Bullets”—Taiwanese speed railway trains (300 km/h) 
leave from here all day.
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The two floors of the railway station are full of food stands—fast food restaurants, bakeries, fruits 
and vegetables, confectione’s. Those who work in the capital take a ready dinner to eat at home af-
ter the working day…

It’s not that easy to interview the locals in Taiwan about where the restaurant you are searching 
for is, but if they understand your gestures, they will show you a restaurant where you can make 
your lunch yourself… Just point at the desired ingredients…
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to taiwan in 1949 by the Chinese who arrived together with Chiang Kai-shek. 
to our surprise, the entrance to such a rich museum is free and our guide ex-
plained that at the National University of taiwan foreigners also don’t pay for 
studies. And added, especially for Iya and me, that there are some young people 
from Buryat-Mongolia among the students…

“Taipei, February 3, 2017. We are sitting at Taipei airport. Waiting to board 
our flight to Ho Chi Minh City. In front of us, an elderly Chinese cleaning lady 
is sorting trash from the trash bins. Iya and I are curiously observing her ac-
tions: with long tweezers, she separates glass bottles, disposable coffee cups, tin 
cans. She puts clean bags in the bins… Finished, she went on along the corridor.

All of a sudden, she slowly comes back to us, waddling, and gives us small 
gifts—a cookie and a candy in a paper wrap for Iya and for me… Smiles… We 
thanked… She left.

After a moment, I ran after her… Caught up. Gave her a ballpoint pen with 
CANADA in red letters. She was surprised… And glad. Farewell, TAIWAN…!”

We boarded. Friendly stewardesses passed to check the seatbelts. Iya, as al-
ways, started to explore the invisible buttons appearing on the computer screen 
in front of her, searching for a movie to watch. And my thoughts plunged into 
the multitude of pieces of knowledge before the upcoming meeting, a meeting 
with a long-suffered country—Vietnam.

Vietnam, with its population of almost a hundred million, became second 
only to the Soviet Union with its two hundred-million population, in the group 
of countries who went through the hardest challenges, losses, and mourning 
over millions of victims that the crazy communism of Stalin brought to the 
World, under an almost century-long cover of a fake, druglike attractive bait—

“Take from the rich and give to the poor”. Look, for example, how the successors 
of the communists are trying, by all means, to prevent the revelation of truth 
about why and how the war in Afghanistan started, and not just there, on the 
entire long-suffering Middle East, or who brought to the edge of chaos and ex-
tinction a number of African countries?

The fate of Vietnam is quite similar. The most terrifying part of its three-
thousand-year history turned out to be as recent as in the 1930s, when the fu-
ture ideological minions of Ho Chi Ming and Mao Zedong started to receive 
training in the USSR. After completing the course, Stalinism sends the first 
of them to Indochina, and the second—to Chiang Kai-shek’s army to create 
an illusion of loyalty to China… As early as at the end of the 1940s, Ho Chi 
Ming created an underground militarized communist organization, Việt Minh. 
It is going to change its name several times over the next few years, but for the 
next four decades Ho Chi Ming’s communists will become the main suppliers 
of cannon fodder—millions of ideologically intoxicated soldiers—for seizing 
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the country, abolishing private property and implementing the socialist system. 
And after the collapse of the Soviet Union, thousands of workers from Vietnam 
will become «an important brotherly help of temporary workers, cheap and doc-
ile» in perishing Soviet factories.

After Khrushchev’s de-Stalinization, the relations between the USSR and 
China quickly became very tense. Vietnam, flooded with Soviet counselors, 
maintained loyalty to Moscow. Enraged China, after failed moves of glory—at-
tempts to reclaim damansky Island—«conquered» Laos and Cambodia. That 
brought the genocide of millions of victims under pol pot’s regime… Soviet ad-
visers «advised» and Vietnamese «friends, after resolute attacks, freed Cambodia 
in december 1978, followed by a not-so-successful counterattack from the part 
of Mainland China. diplomatic intervention by the USSR made China give up on 
any future actions against Vietnam. Instead, China decided to deal with a more 
prominent issue, the perfection of its own socialist economy.

Let me quote a few more facts from reference materials:

“during the period of stand-down between the French, fighting for South 
Vietnam, and Ho Chi Ming’s army (1948—1950), the lands of French “colo-
nizers” and Vietnamese “traitors” started to be confiscated on the territories 
under control of North Vietnam. Nationalization of mineral capital, irriga-
tion systems, woodlands and transport routes began.”

“Resolute actions on the South by North Vietnamese guerillas who were 
receiving enormous help from the USSR, including echelons of tanks and 
air defense guns, led to substantial losses on the American side and forced 
Washington to sign the paris peace Accords, the provisions of which included 
the withdrawal of American troops from Vietnam, where general elections were 
soon to be held. Without American support and under the pressure of the ad-
vancing North Vietnamese army, the South Vietnamese troops gave up Saigon.”

“The first thing North Vietnam did was to construct in the South 150 «Re-
education camps», where about a million people were imprisoned without 
charge or trial. Artists, actors, teachers, journalists, monks were arrested 
indiscriminately… 165,000 people died in the camps ща gruesome tortures 
and hunger. No archives or records were kept. Out of each three families of 
Vietnam, one person was in a «Re-education camps». The term of impris-
onment was from 3 to 5 years, 7 years for students; over 100 people were 
kept for up to 17 years. The representatives of the Vietnamese government 
refused to answer the questions of humanitarian organizations but made 
a Statement about the camps:—“After the liberation of the Southern part of 
Vietnam the people who worked or collaborated with the previous government 
were introduced to the current government. Thanks to the policy of humanity, 
mercy and national reconciliation of the Vietnamese state, these people did not 
face punishment. Some of them were put into re-education facilities in order to 
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prevent them from repeating their previous mistakes and give them the oppor-
tunity to go back to being normal members of the community.”

“On the 2nd of July 1976, the North and the South of Vietnam were 
merged into the Socialist Republic of Vietnam; a new Constitution was ad-
opted; Saigon was re-named to Ho Chi Ming.”

“Over the period of war, years 1955—1975, the military casualties 
and collateral damage of both parts of Vietnam reached 3.4 million peo-
ple, Cambodia—about 260.000 and Laos—about 45.000 people. Reference 
books quote war losses of military personnel: South Vietnam—254.258; the 
USA—58.318; South Korea—5.099; Australia—426; Thailand—351; New 
Zealand—37; taiwan—25 and the philippines—9 people.”

“In the past, the USSR and Vietnam cooperated closely in different areas: 
agriculture, oil industry, construction and science, not to mention the mili-
tary technical industry. Now many projects are shut down”.

“Blind copying of the Soviet model of national economy led to a serious 
economic crisis in Vietnam. Under the influence of perestroika in the USSR 
and reforms in pRC, the Vietnamese administration announced in 1986 the 
beginning of the ‘renovation policy’”.

“For a long time, the economic growth of Vietnam was hindered by the US 
‘embargo’ and excessive protection by the Soviet state — foreign capital was not 
welcome in the country. In december 1988 the Vietnamese government adopted 
a law on foreign investments that guaranteed companies from other countries 
that their assets and profits would not be nationalized. The first to go to Vietnam 
were companies from Asia-pacific, mostly, South Korea and Australia followed 
by many others. And in 1997, the parliament of Vietnam allowed all prov-
inces and districts to conduct their foreign trade transactions independently”.

“polygamy was actively practiced in Vietnam for many centuries until 
prohibited by the Communist party of Vietnam in 1959. However, after the 
Vietnam War (1957—1975) illegal polygamy, a result of the gender imbal-
ance due to the large number of men dead to the war, became a rather wide-
spread phenomenon”.

“31 of August, 2004 — the MFA of North Korea announced the recall of 
their ambassador in Vietnam because of ‘Vietnam’s participation in conspiracy’, 
the result of which was delivering 460 North Korean refugees to South Korea 
in July 2004. North Korea demanded official apologies from Vietnam and 
threatened to recall all members of the diplomatic delegation in Vietnam if the 
authorities of the country did not guarantee such incidents would not repeat”.

“The International Coffee Organization announced that for the first half 
of 2012, this country of South-East Asia overcame Brazil by 13% in the pro-
duction of coffee beans. This way, Vietnam, for the first time in history, be-
came the world’s major exporter of coffee beans”.
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All the seats in the plane were occupied. The same Eva Air, covering 2400 ki-
lometers in 3 hours, took us from taipei to Saigon, the former capital of South 
Vietnam. It is now called Ho Chi Ming City, but both the plane tickets and 
common people use the old name, the same for one of the old city newspapers, 
«Saigon times». A representative of «Collette» picked us up at the airport and 
took us to the «New World Saigon Hotel».

“Saigon, February 3. 26 degrees of heat. Not to fall asleep, we went “to look 
around”. Entered a giant market, endless stands, a real “warren”. There are 10 mil-
lion people in Saigon. And probably the same number of scooters, bustling in and out 
with two-three passengers each… Two Chinese young men, visitors from Singapore, 
who were waiting together with us for a moment to cross the street, were very polite 
and decided to help an elderly couple… to cross this avenue with fast traffic. Iya and 
I were first slightly embarrassed and gratefully rejected the offer, but in the end, we 
didn’t manage to go without their “knightly” help anyway… To my phrase about “a 
million speeding scooters” the Singaporean added, “You will see yet another mil-
lion scooters, the ones stores are flooded with… They are not expensive, made in 
China and cost just 500 dollars…”

Our hotel is located in the district of big hotels, but we haven’t seen a single 
traffic light so far. The guests from Singapore accompanied us to the hotel itself. 
When leaving, they gave us advice: “to cross the street, establish visual contact 
with the driver first—they will let you pass—and then cross…”

View of Ho Chi Ming City (Saigon) from the stairs of our hotel. February 3, 2017.
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Former palace of the President of South Vietnam. Saigon, February 2017.

“Saigon, February 4, 2017. We spent all day on the tour around Saigon. A 
young tour guide, assigned to our group for the whole tour, is a native of South 
Vietnam, and in all his stories you can feel subtle remorse and an assured pride for 
his “half ”. He is a knowledgeable specialist and tries to pass along to us as much 
information as possible. He is ready to answer all our questions, including politi-
cally “hard” ones. The first of his phrases that I remembered was, “On August 28, 
1945, the French left North Vietnam, and on the 2nd of September, Ho Chi Min 
‘declared war against the French’…”

Our guided tour started with a visit to the former palace of the President of 
South Vietnam. A magnificent, enormous and spacious building with a rich inte-
rior and a fountain of unforgettable beauty in the park surrounding the palace. It 
didn’t take me long to realize that Saigon was the capital of French Indochina, with 
its wide European-style boulevards, a majestic “Notre Dame de Paris de Saigon”, 
an Opera and the classic spacious building of the Central Post Office.

The interesting and rich collections of the Military Museum replete with the 
phrases from the long-outdated clichés of the once-dominant Soviet propagan-
da that pop up here and there in the commentaries: “in the struggle for peace…”, 

“against the war and Yankee aggression…” Observing the reaction to this of the mu-
seum visitors, who were mostly schoolchildren groups, you could feel that for them 
as well it is all fairytales of the old days, and tourists similar to ourselves—Canadian 
and American retired people—just smiled understandingly and carried on…”
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“Notre Dame Cathedral”, Saigon, February 2017.

Central Post Office, Saigon, February 2017.
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Trophy American machinery in the yard of the Military Museum. Saigon.

Buddhist temple. The 1st of April, New Year (Rooster). The hanging spirals with names of the 
deceased smoke, emitting a pleasant aroma…
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A bus and boat cruise from Saigon to the Mekong river delta:
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From the one-day cruise to the re-
gion of the Mekong River delta, filled 
with events and impressions, we re-
turned conquered by not only the 
beauty of the natural treasures and 
the incredible business activity of 
these wide-shouldered, short people, 
but also by their infinite industrious-
ness and will to survive. Really like an 
anthill—everybody is busy with their 
own task. And along the roads and 
the river, in front of every hut or small 
house there’s the mistress of the house 
or one of her family, patiently waiting 
for the right customer, cooking some-
thing on a tripod. Most often it will be 
a popular soup, packed with all man-
ner of locally grown greens.

With the engine sound of the small holiday cruiser that took our tourist 
group along this wide part of the Mekong River as an accompaniment, I couldn’t 
get rid of the thought, “One could only hope for such business activity along the 
powerful rivers of Siberia …!”

After the historical and multi-faceted Saigon, we arrived by plane to the 
modern city of da Nang. After seeing it, we reached the ancient port of Hội An, 
with its still-preserved piers for medieval merchant trade ships.

Saigon, February 2017.

Panorama of the city of Da Nang with the Dragon Bridge.
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The city of Hội An.

“And there, beyond the horizon, is our America.”

“The city of Huế, February 8. We spent the entire 
day in this interesting city, the ancient capital of 
imperial Vietnam. From here, the Nguyen dynasty 
ruled the country from 1802 to 1945. A giant for-
tress, which used to be called the Forbidden Purple 
City, is the real gem of the city. The fortress is sur-
rounded by a thick brick wall. Inside, there are over 
200 beautiful constructions: palaces, mausoleums, 
monuments. Most of the buildings remained, but 
during the Communist rule the entire complex was 
left unattended and abandoned… Nowadays, no-
ticeable restoration is taking place. The palace halls 
are full of tourists.
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In the evening, our group was invited for dinner at a local restaurant, where 
we tried some typical dishes of Vietnamese cuisine. The feast was accompanied by 
traditional folk songs and music. Every guest was dressed in a colorful costume 
mimicking the costumes of the kings’ times. My wife Iya and I were “assigned” to 
be “the queen and the king” 
of the evening.

Tomorrow after lunch, 
we are leaving Huế and fly-
ing to the capital, Hanoi”.

The palaces of the Forbidden Purple City, the capital of ancient Vietnam. Huế, 2017.

“The king, the queen 
and two princesses from 
Manitoba” at the tasting 

evening of Vietnamese 
cuisine. Huế, February 

2017.
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“Hanoi, February 10. We arrived at Hanoi yesterday evening and spent all day 
today getting to know the city. The evening ended with us seeing a performance 
of the local puppet theater with a water-filled stage… The puppets, representing 
all kinds of water fowl, and the actors, puppeteers—stand in the water that fills 
the stage.

The performance at Hanoi puppet theater just finished.

We are staying at the new, high-class 
Movenpick Hotel. The room is spacious and 
furnished in style, but it’s the first time we’ve 
ever seen the wall between the room and the 
bathroom made of transparent glass, with 
a roll-down curtain… Interesting, but you 
don’t feel like turning on the light in the 
bathroom at night… The breakfast had a big 
choice of dishes.
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A typical high-rise street in Hanoi. Not only 
in the capital, but also passing by small 
Vietnamese towns, here and there you see 
narrow buildings, most of the time multistory, 
with a façade of just 3-4 meters wide, 
stretching along the road. As it turns out, 
families get the land for house construction as 
a stretch in meters along the street, not as a 
patch of square meters of area…

A landmark of Hanoi, an ancient wooden lo-
tus-shaped pagoda supported by a single stone 
post rising from the bottom of the pond.
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Two hours of the city tour around Hanoi we spend at the museum in the former 
prison Hoa Lo. Alongside many photos, a real guillotine is on display, which was 
used in Vietnam at the times of the French colonization. Many pictures show events 
of the last war, when captured American pilots were incarcerated in these walls…

Another surprise was our visit to the Temple of Literature, created in 1070 
on the base of Confucian philosophy, which served as a base for Vietnam’s first 
University in 1076. The temple is a pagoda complex with a park, surrounded by a 
brick wall. Even back then, noblemen could become important public servants of 

the country and demand a seat closer to the mon-
arch during royal receptions only after passing a 
public exam for doctorate in philosophy and lin-
guistics, after which successful candidates received 
the rank of Mandarin. The exam consisted of the 
following: first, the king presented a short speech, 
most commonly, a poetic phrase, after which each 
of the examinees was supposed to “develop the 
meaning” of what had just been said by the head of 
state. This leads to the fact that the most remark-
able objects in the Temple are 82 steles set on top 
of tortoise-shaped sculptures with centuries worth 
of lists of those who were successful at the exams.

The building of the former Hanoi prison, Hoa Lo.
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Rickshaw tour around Hanoi. February, 2017.
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Unexpected encounter! Pobeda and ZIS, famous among Soviet citizens, manufactured in 1950s at 
the GAZ (Gorky automobile plant) and Likhachov Plant (former Stalin plant) in Moscow. A gift to 

Ho Chi Ming from the Soviet Government.

A small pond in the center of Hanoi still hides remains of an American strategic bomber B-52 
downed over the city during the war. Behind the pond, you can see a red sign of a popular  

cafeteria, B-52.

Today’s unforgettable experience was a rickshaw tour, which took us in indi-
vidual carts, swiftly, with short stops, along the ancient merchant’s rows of Hanoi 
occupying over 30 quarters of the city. Overcrowded streets, an endless flow of 
scooters, colorful stands with merchandise… Not a single unpleasant smell—meat, 
fish and vegetables are all of the utmost freshness. They are roasted, boiled, fried 
right here. Vendors beautifully pack what you buy.”
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“Hanoi, February 12. Yesterday morning, we left for a one-day tour, with an 
overnight stay, to Halong Bay. It is an outstanding natural wonder—a unique 
large group of densely packed, young sharp-edged peaks sticking out of the bay 
waters. Almost every mount has caves. We were housed in guest cabins of a small 

three-story ferry. We immediately 
sailed to one of the mounts to visit 
the cave in it, called Surprise. For us, 
the first Surprise was that to see the 
cave you need to go up many steps. 
After a hundred steps, Iya was out of 
breath, she refused to go any further 
and went back to the entry… I  con-
quered all 700 steps… Mesmerizing 
beauty, but hard-gained…

Before breakfast, we took yet an-
other tour, going to see the sunrise 
on boats and passing through a few 
coves in the neighboring mounts. 
After a late breakfast on the ferry, we 
returned to Hanoi around 16 o’clock. 

Entrance of the Temple of Literature complex.

Stone steles date back starting from the 1000s. The 
names are of those who successfully passed the ex-
ams to get the rank of Mandarin. The Temple of 
Literature, Hanoi.
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Tomorrow we are flying to Laos early in the morning, so Iya set up a little laun-
dry in our room. In the meantime, I remembered about Vampilov’s photographs… 
I rushed to the ground floor of the hotel and asked at the information desk where 
the History Museum of Vietnam was and how we could get there. The clerk an-
swered that he didn’t know a museum with this name, but the only famous muse-
um was a few quarters away… He was kind enough to call there and said that the 
museum was open that day, but since it was Sunday, entry of visitors was closing 
in 15 minutes. The clerk called a taxi for me, and I ran up to the room for Iya…

The taxi driver understood where we needed to get, picked up speed and took us 
to the already closed gate of the museum, with a security guard behind them. Both 

Halong Bay, Vietnam, February 12, 2018.
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the security guard and the driver immediately understood that “Ho Chi Ming’s pho-
tographs” is something that demands assistance. I asked the driver to wait for us. 
The security guard allowed me to enter the gate and led me to the main entrance. 
The entrance door was already locked. He went up to it and started knocking. Upset, 
Iya and I were contemplating the museum architecture. It didn’t look anything like 
in the pictures… We were standing, embarrassed, and worrying, “How could we…! 
tomorrow early in the morning we are leaving Hanoi… In eight day we return 
to Vietnam, but to Saigon, from which we are going through taiwan back to 
toronto…! Where and to whom can we leave the photographs…!”

The security guard managed to reach out to those behind the closed door. They 
opened it but had no intentions of letting anybody in. Through the open-door 
crack, the security guard kept explaining to somebody how important the situa-
tion was. They understood him, the door closed and he, all satisfied, came back to 
us… In two or three minutes, a girl, the museum worker, appeared to us. Iya and 
I apologized several times for such lack of respect for the end of opening hours… 
We briefly showed her the pictures and told their story… And, after apologizing 
once again, said that, to our great regret, the entrance in the picture doesn’t look 
the same… The girl looked attentively at the photo, took a moment to think and re-
alized, “You are right! It doesn’t look the same… Because the picture was taken 
from the side entrance to the museum, where the ceremony indeed took place…” 
The girl took us to the side entrance, and we rejoiced: the same two street lights 
were decorating the wall that our family members saw in the pictures in Tomsk, 
Togliatti and Toronto!

I asked our helpers to write their names with their own hand in my notebook. 
The museum worker’s name was Bui tujen and mister security wrote Ngujen Ba 
Quang. We left the two pictures we brought to the girl, offered her a picture of our 
family from Toronto, and I gave her my business card. The security guard took a 
picture of the three of us at the entrance to the museum, for posterity”.

Iya’s pictures were welcomed at the History Museum 
of Hanoi. The same entrance where B. N. Vampilov 

stood… Hanoi, February 12, 2017.
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“Hanoi airport. We are waiting for our flight to Laos (Luang Prabang). February 
13, 2017. An unfortunate event just happened. At 7 AM the entire group was hav-
ing breakfast at the hotel restaurant getting ready for the flight to Luang Prabang. 
An hour before that, baggagemen had already taken our suitcases down from the 
floors. After the meal, we made a quick jump to the rooms, grabbed our hand lug-
gage and rushed to the bus that was already waiting for us. At the airport, we stood 
patiently in the queue to pay for our visas to Laos and, after passport control, took 
our places to wait for boarding”.

Here I am forced to stop for the following. My wife doesn’t like handbags. In 
toronto she gets by with a middle-sized purse she carries on her shoulder with 
her credit cards, home and car keys, money, driving license… When travelling, 
however, our passports, travel documents, travel diary, plane tickets, phones 
and addresses, and local currency are in my shoulder bag. Iya always takes a 
small purse with a strap across the shoulder that she will always carry with her. 
At hand, in the purs, she has her glasses, a hairbrush, her medicines, an emer-
gency puffer for an asthma attack and US dollars—all our money for the trip.

My wife also likes to wear for special occasions and always takes with her 
a transparent plastic bag with her favorite “jewelry treasure”, two pieces that 
she holds very dear: a gold panther (“a la Cartier…”) and a necklace—her only 
string of pearls. We bought Iya the panther during one of our visits to Jamaica 
and the necklace was given to her by my cousin, Joe Weltman, forty years ago, in 
the days of our shared joy—Iya’s arrival to Canada with the children. Joe bought 
it at an auction. At the time, we had no idea that that necklace could be of any 
particular value. Iya likes to wear it for important events, and store assistants 
occasionally throw a professional glance at her necklace…

Some ten years ago, Iya found out that it was “cultured pearl of very good quali-
ty”. The nuclear method of pearl cultivation was first patented in 1896 in Japan by 
Kokito Mikimoto. This method uses a mother-of-pearl ball made of a shell of fresh-
water mollusk as a nucleus. This ball, implanted for many months into the body of 
a live mollusk, will slowly get covered by what pearl is made of—mother of pearl.

Once the line broke, and Iya asked a pearl specialist to replace the old thread 
and add four pearls so the necklace could be put on without opening the lock 
every time. We were surprised that we had to wait for quite a long time until 
the master could find pearls of the same quality. He valued our string of pearls 
at two and a half thousand dollars…

So, it was about an hour left until the flight from Hanoi. Everybody was busy 
with their own tasks. I was looking through my diary, making notes. Iya, as usu-
al, went store-gazing and exploring the local novelties. Some were taking a nap, 
others deleting bad pictures from their cameras…

Iya runs up to me, suddenly, worried and breathing heavily:
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—Vadya! I lost my purse…! I don’t remember, maybe I left it in the bus… Maybe 
at the hotel…? At a Duty Free a friendly store assistant was showing me a nice inex-
pensive pearl string… I explained to her that I already have one, and of what quali-
ty… Then she took a purse out of the stand… And I realized, where’s mine…?

Nervous, we started to analyze the last hours. The pur was hanging on the 
back of the chair, together with a jacket. Good thing, Iya had already passed all 
the money from it to me two days before that. Hotheaded, I wanted to take a 
taxi and rush to the hotel… I ran to our guide John and told him what had hap-
pened… He also got worried. He stepped aside and started calling somewhere. 
We felt as if time had stopped… Finally, John came back and announced with a 
very assured, victorious tone:

—The head of the hotel said that a cleaning lady found the purse in the room… 
They are awaiting your instructions… They can send it to Toronto…

Such news made us glad, but also worried…—“Too good to be true…?” I started 
explaining to John that we can’t pass by Hanoi for the purse. But that in seven days 
our group from Cambodia would come back to Saigon, for one night, to the same 
hotel from which our tour had started… I said that I would cover all the expens-
es and implored them to send or bring Iya’s purse from Hanoi to the New World 
Saigon Hotel in these seven days. John stepped aside again and started calling. 
After ten minutes or so, he came back and informed me in a very caring manner:

—I talked to the representative of Vietnam Tourism at Movenpick hotel. He 
promised that by the time you return the purse is going to be waiting for you at the 
hotel in Saigon! You don’t have anything else to worry about… Problem solved!

Such an assurance from our guide helped us to continue our journey and 
see two more wonderful countries that were new for us, Laos and Cambodia.

One of the buildings of the Buddhists temple and monastery  
Wat Xieng Tong. Built in 1560, Luang Prabang, Laos.



HERO OF VIEtNAM

159

Kuang Si falls, Luang Prabang.

“Luan Prabang. February 16, 2017. At 5:30 in the morning, our guides Anu and 
John took our group to one of the streets of the city, where low stools were already 
prepared and waiting for us. They sat us, put a colorful scarf around everyone’s 
neck and distributed cylindric boxes made of bamboo leaves filled with hot cooked 
rice. Each of us was also given a plastic box with sweets…
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The Mekong River also runs across Laos.

Rice fields, a familiar landscape of Indochina.

Soon, a long procession of monks appeared at the end of the street from the eve-
ning shades. Shaven heads, in long orange robes, barefoot, with a fabric bag across 
the shoulder and a box with a metal lid in hand. With our bare hands, we put a 
handful of still hot rice to each monk’s box and added a pack of waffles or a few 
candies to the bags of those who were still very young adolescents.
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We learned that this tradition is very strong in Cambodia. Young men go to 
the monastery for some time. To do so, you should get approval from the local au-
thorities, and you can finish your service at any convenient time. The main goal 
of this tradition is for a young man to try himself, acquire the necessary skills of 
restraint and patience, acceptable moral limits and the wisdom of religious lessons, 
and learn independent survival with minimal possibilities.

A big lesson for us was to see that most of the people of the country earnestly 
follow the tradition of feeding the monks and helping them.”

“Siem Reap, Cambodia, February 19, 2017. 10 AM, we are waiting for the bus. 
After a three-day visit, we are leaving this exciting country. I can’t express the scale 
and majesty of the ancient temples of the 9th-11th centuries. The most popular lo-
cal transport, the «tuk-tuk», is something like a scooter with a cabin for passengers, 
cheap and amenable… Endless trade and food points everywhere. It is surprising 
and noticeable that every spot has enough clients: there are many Europeans, but 
Chinese faces are a majority.

To my question about the millions of victims of Pol Pot’s regime, Pen Kong (that 
was the name of our guide in Cambodia) told us about his terrifying childhood, 
when in front of his and his mother’s eyes the «Khmer Rouge» killed his father, a 
former policeman, and he himself, being a three-year old, was sent to a camp for 
«re-education…» His mother was allowed to visit him only once per year… Local 
guides don’t like to talk about this sad time in the history of Indochina…
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I remember the year 1978, when they were raising money in Canada to destroy 
the millions of mines left in Cambodian fields…

Wherever I go, in every country, when I hear street musicians, I always try 
to come up to them, greet them with a nod, say to myself: “I am with you…! 
However, I am grateful that I am not one of you…” and leave some money… But 
the experience I got in Cambodia was one of a kind. In all popular tourist areas 
there are always many people, and you can often hear street musicians. But in 
Cambodia you wil find these «orchestras» much more frequently. They are always 
playing at a distance from the main crowd, often somewhere under a tree. The 
sound is primitive, percussion mostly… some kind of little drums… Somebody 
tries to sing… From afar you can see that «musicians don’t get fired here…» I get 
closer and my heart skips a beat: they are all severely disabled… One has lost both 
his eyes and has scars from old injuries on his face… Another is missing fingers, 
or even the entire hand… He holds the drum under his arm and hits with what is 
left… All «musicians» smile at me with gratitude… «Ten million mines» are still 
alive…

On the first day, we visited «Kampong Phluk», a peculiar fishermen’s village. 
The Mekong River has its source up in the Himalayas. In some years, when spring 
arrives there very suddenly, the snow melts very quickly and the Mekong drags 
down huge amounts of water. Our guide said that in some regions of Cambodia 
the water level in the Mekong can rise up to ten meters…

“Tuk-tul.”
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This village is an embodiment of its dwellers’ life experience across many cen-
turies. All buildings are on stilts, long stilts. Look at the pictures. We had to go 
up many steps to get to the restaurant where we had lunch… Even the toilet was 
«high level…»

Pen Kong, our guide in Cambodia, showed us the «Floating village» 
that saves fishermen even on the highest spring floods of the Mekong. 

Cambodia, February, 2017.
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Our guide in Cambodia, Pen Kong, with his 
family. We received this picture from him a 
week after our return to Toronto. Which is the 
best confirmation of our tour to Indochina be-

ing useful and pleasant for both sides.

«Angkor Wat»—a temple complex in the province Siem Reap in the Angkor 
region is one of the places that attract tourists in Cambodia with both its mystery 
and its beauty. With an area of 160 hectares, it is the biggest religious structure 
in the world. Construction of the temple started in the middle of the 10th century. 
At its zenith, about a million people lived here. In the middle of the 15th century, 
the Khmer Empire stopped existing. The temples, left abandoned and unattended, 
were slowly consumed by the jungle.

The boarding of our flight has been announced. In a good mood, we are leaving 
to Saigon (Ho Chi Ming). Our exciting journey to Taiwan and Indochina is close 
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to its end. Each one of the four countries turned out to be so bright and unique 
that aside from admiration and gratitude for what we have been shown, we feel 
like apologizing for daring to take a look at such beauty without honoring it with 
a longer visit. We thank them for their warm reception, sincerity in showing their 
achievements, and their desire to live and create”.

There was no time for taking diary notes later on. We were mentally prepar-
ing for the long trip, the next morning we were flying back home, to toronto. 
Barely set to rest at the «New World Saigon Hotel», we rushed to find out where 
we could receive the package that had arrived from Ho Chi Min in our name. 
The administration of the hotel only made a helpless gesture. to my demand 
to provide a written explanation why a promised package from Hanoi hadn’t 
been delivered to Saigon in seven days, our guide John kept silent, looking lost… 
deeply upset and annoyed, I didn’t know what to do… Soon, John arrived to our 
room with an answer: “The «Соllette» representative in Hanoi who had promised 
to send your pursуe here to the hotel forgot to do it…”

to which I answered:
—I have been traveling the world as a tourist for 40 years now, but have never 

experienced anything of this sort… I promised you to cover all your expenses, and 
still my wife’s purse, found in the hotel room, hasn’t arrived at an address within 
the country in a week… This is an unthinkable lack of responsibility! This is my en-
velope with a sum of money I prepared. These are tips for you, our guide, for your 
special care for this tour. But I am not going to give it to you now, I’m going to send 
it to you by mail from Toronto as soon as we get back what we lost…!

John tried to explain something, but I was annoyed and adamant. He left, but 
soon came back and started imploring:

—Mister Rott, please give me the envelope…! I promise you that I will send it 
by mail to your address within three days…

Iya thought that I was too hard on him and started convincing me to give 
him the envelope. And I gave it… Gave it with hope…

Farewell, New World Saigon Hotel. AVA-AIR pilots are ready to take us from 
Saigon to Toronto. February 19, 2017.
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A «businesslike and substantial» correspondence started. A week after our 
return, the first letter came in:

“Kuong Nguen Man (president of diethelm18 in Vietnam), Hanoi, 25.02.2017.
Dear Mrs Rott, Greetings from Diethelm in Vietnam!
We have just received your address from the «Collette» company and we 

would like to contact you on the issue of sending your purse back to you. We re-
ceived a consult from the Department of Immigration and Customs about the 
objects that we could send you. Please take a look at the two photographs of the 
objects that arrived to us from Movenpick hotel in Hanoi. You see two packs

Allowed (top): objects that we can send back 
to you.

Not allowed (bottom): objects prohibited from 
being sent by customs.

Please examine them and let us know about 
your authorization for us to promptly send them 
to your address.

Hope to hear from you 
back soon,

Best regards, Kuong 
Nguen Man, president of 
a national branch”.

Such news! Life is giving us another «bitter pill» that we are supposed to try 
to swallow… Just look at it: the hospitable Vietnamese side is kindly ready to 
send us, together with the empty purse: glasses and a case for them, a hairbrush, 
a pen, a pencil and a headscarf… And they don’t even want to talk about the 
lower picture, where in the bag on the right you can see the pearl necklace and 
the gold brooch, accompanied by a nasal spray and a «puff» inhaler for a sudden 
asthma attack… Let’s try to help ourselves, in the end, “we are from Bobruysk…!”

Iya immediately sends a response:
“Dear Mr. Kuong Nguen Man,
Thank you for taking care of my purse that is currently in your possession. 

I was very unlucky to have forgotten it at your hotel.
Regardless of the opinion of your customs office on the issue, I do not intend 

to lose my individual property because of some bureaucratic requirements and 
will not authorize my belongings to stay in your country. If all objects from my 
purse, without exception, are not going to be sent to me, I demand that they are 
passed to the officers of the Canadian Embassy to be kept until a secure way of 
their delivery is arranged.

18 diethelm is one of international travel agencies with offices in Indochina.
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I DO NOT authorize you to separate the contents of my purse into parts 
“permitted” and “not permitted” to be sent to Canada. Your customs do not 
have my authorization to detain what belongs to me personally.

I kindly ask you to answer as soon as possible with a plan of your actions 
for returning the property that belongs to me back to its owner.

Sincerely yours,
Professor Iya Rott, Toronto. February 25, 2017.”

The next day, a letter from the head of the Movenpick hotel arrives:
“Dear Mister Rott,
I hope this letter finds you well. I would like to very briefly thank you for 

taking the time to learn about our hotel and staying with us. I am glad you 
enjoyed your stay. I was informed about the problem with the purse that your 
wife forgot in the room and I am glad it was found, and at the same time I am 
surprised that it wasn’t sent immediately, as the «Diethelm Travel» company 
had promised. Our staff will ascertain the reasons for this delay. We are glad 
for your stay with us and will be waiting for you in Hanoi again.

Best regards,
Nicholas Jose, president of «Movenpick» hotel, 26.02.17.”

On the same day, I entered the office of Mr. Marco Mendicino, a Canadian 
Mp from our district of toronto which was close to us. I asked the office assis-
tant for contacts in the Canadian Embassy to Vietnam.

Next morning, I was already calling to Hanoi, to the Canadian Embassy. 
I sent Miss Lan phan, who answered the phone, the letter from Lisa Elliott, the 
«Collette» travel agency representative:

“Hello,
My name is Lisa Elliott. I am a sales department manager at the Collette 

company in Vancouver, Canada. I am writing you in the name of the Rott fam-
ily on the topic of a purse forgotten by them during their travel with a Collette 
group. A member of our staff in Hanoi who is currently in possession of the 
purse states that some items from the purse, namely the pearl collar, cannot be 
sent outside Vietnam. Could you please assist us in this issue, as we are not 
acquainted with Vietnamese laws on sending items to other countries? Could 
you please help Mrs Rott get her belongings back? In the attached picture you 
can see the items that are not allowed to be sent out of the country. The medi-
cine can be thrown away; you don’t need to send it to Canada, as Mrs Rott has 
already replaced it.

Could you help the Rott family, please? Our representative in Hanoi is ask-
ing for the name of a staff member of the Canadian Embassy to whom they 
could pass the purse.

Warm regards, Lisa. February 28, 2017”.
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Reliving the situation that we got into, over and over again, one day I reached 
Mister Kuong Nguen Man by phone and called him, saying approximately the 
following:

—I apologize, Mister Man, but I need to tell you more about who my wife is. 
Iya Rott is not just a full professor at university, she is the daughter of a Hero of 
Vietnam… Her father participated in the creation of the first Museum of History of 
Vietnam. Tomorrow I am going to send you three pictures where her father, Bazyr 
Vampilov, is standing next to Ho Chi Ming at a meeting for the museum inaugu-
ration in Hanoi…

After that, Iya wrote him a letter:
“Dear Mister Man,
I am sending you the three photographs my husband mentioned yesterday 

in his phone conversation with you.
I hope for your positive participation in the safe return of my purse that 

I accidentally forgot in Hanoi, at Movenpick hotel, on February 13. On the 
same day, you assured the leader of our tourist group that the loss would be 
found and immediately sent to the New World Saigon Hotel, where our group 
was going to return on February 19; however, this never happened…

Please inform me of the names and positions of those members of your staff 
that are objecting to sending me the pearl collar and a gold panther brooch, 
which I have had for 30 years.

Thank you for your attention.
Iya Rott, Professional Engineer.
Professor of Toronto University,
Daughter of Hero of Vietnam, Bazyr Vampilov,
World Tourist—20 years with «Collette Tours».

In the photographs attached: (The reader saw them at the beginning of this 
chapter)

1.  Inauguration ceremony of the History Museum of Vietnam. The President, 
Ho Chi Mihn, is making a speech. On the left from him, standing, is 
B. N. Vampilov—Deputy Minister of Culture of the Russian Federation (my 
father). Hanoi, 1960.

2.  Tour around the exposition of the History Museum of Vietnam. From left 
to right: Phạm  Văn Đồng, Prime Minister  of the Democratic Republic 
of Vietnam; Hong Min Zang, Minister of Culture of Vietnam, Bazyr 
Vampilov—Deputy Minister of Culture of the Russian Federation. Hanoi, 
1960.

3.  My first encounter with my father, Bazyr Vampilov. Moscow, 1960”
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The following day, we received an answer from Mister Man, saying:
—Dear Mrs Rott, Thank you for your letter!
—Please allow me to once again ask the opinion of all the people involved be-

fore we can get you some more detailed information. (March 3, 2017)

On March 6, a letter arrived from Miss Lan phan, a staff member of the 
Canadian Embassy in Hanoi. The letter was sent to three addresses: to us, to Lisa 
Elliott and to Mister Man. Here is its text:

“Good morning from Hanoi.
We apologize for the delay with this answer. Please send all the items found to 

the embassy. We will try and find a way to return them to Canada for Mrs Rott.
Best Regards, Lan Phan, embassy officer”.

Iya’s and my excitement didn’t abate. The reader can imagine our patience 
and hope as we waited for the mailman to knock on our door… Weeks passed… 
It didn’t get any easier to wait… Hope was fading, and for a good reason… On 
March 27, a letter arrived from the Canadian Embassy in Hanoi:

“Good afternoon from Hanoi,
We consulted our administration and customs and received an explanation 

that the purse can’t be sent in our diplomatic bag, as it is intended for docu-
ments only. We are sorry, but our staff members are not allowed to take the 
purse with them either.

The purse is in the embassy safe in Hanoi. Please share your thoughts.
With best wishes,
Lan Phan, officer of the Canadian Embassy.”

It was hard, but with great effort we “swallowed this bitter pill as well…” 
On the same day, March 27, I had to call and ask for advice on this issue from 
our good friend, the kindest person, the Consul General of Hungary intoronto, 
Stefania Szabo…

On March 29, at 8:30 in the morning, during breakfast, Stefi called back:
—Vladimir, I’ve solved the problem…! Within two days Michael, a staff mem-

ber of the Canadian Embassy in Hanoi, should bring the purse to the Hungarian 
Embassy in Hanoi, to Mister Marton Karoi, who is a good acquaintance of mine, 
very nice man. In June he is going to Hungary for vacation and will bring it with 
him…

I will go on vacation in July to Hungary, will see him, after which I’ll bring the 
purse for you to Canada…

Iya and I were left speechless with surprise… After a moment of silence, 
I didn’t find anything better than to groan:

—As soon as you get it, you can wear your pearls right away in Budapest!
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Iya took it a step further; she pulled the phone handset away from me:
—Stefi! I promise you to write in my will, “After my passing, the pearl necklace 

and the panther brooch shall belong to Stefania Szabo!”

Indeed, man is made in an intelligent way! After big concerns and surprises, 
a long-sought rest finally establishes itself. Iya and I also sort of disconnected 
from this unfortunate accident, a not very expensive, but very dear and cele-
brated family possession of ours. All of a sudden, everybody forgot and stopped 
bringing it up.

Until one day, precisely on July 7, we received an unexpected piece of news 
from Budapest:

—Dear  Vladimir, I have Iya’s purse! I’ll bring it to you as soon as I come back 
to Toronto! Love! Stefi.

—Dear Stefi!—we wrote her in response—It’s a Miracle! The Russian saying 
states, “better a hundred friends than a hundred rubles”!

May G-d bless you and all your family! With great respect, excitement and 
love, always yours, Iya and Vladimir. May you all be healthy. Have a nice holiday! 
BRAVO!

—It is not a miracle,—Stefi answered.—It is just that good people found each 
other. Love, Stefi.

HERO OF VIETNAM!
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July 31, 2017. At 7:10 pM somebody knocks on our front door. Iya and I have 
just finished our habitual ritual watching the NBC evening news. I thought that 
it’s just another fundraiser for the poor. I got up from the armchair and went 
to open the door, and there was Stefi with a smile on her face and a bag in her 
hands.

—Hooray!!! Thank you, Stefi!!! And this has happened as well! Yet another 
Miracle!

The next morning we received the first greeting, which came from Berlin, 
from our daughter Ilona who was teaching a summer course at a university 
there.

—My congratulation upon completion of yet another incredible quest.
Hugs to everyone. Ilona. Berlin, August 1, 2017.

toronto, March 28, 2018
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Chapter 5

I AM SO SORRY

travelling around the world, it is not uncommon to encounter something 
interesting, unexpected, instructive… But the adventure I am about to tell you 
about I will remember forever.

One day while in Laos, we went on a guided tour to the famous Kuang Si 
Waterfalls and the surrounding rainforest. Even though the cascades of the wa-
terfall weren’t all that big, our cameras and smartphones were clicking greedily, 
trying to capture the beauty exposed to us, so we could take it home.

After seeing the waterfalls, we took a forest path and, after about a kilometer 
of walking, arrived at an elephant enclosure. This spacious and beautiful patch 
of the jungle was allotted to attract tourists who come to visit the waterfalls. The 
keepers of the enclosure, a dozen young men, invite tourists to take an elephant 
ride or simply feed the animals. Only females and their babies are kept here; the 
fathers, due to their violent character, are not allowed to interact with tourists…

A few people from our group, with the help of the keepers, quickly climbed 
the elephants to ride. The rest of the tourists, including Iya and me, approached 
the horizontal bar fence, behind which the elephants were walking.
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The keepers immediately started to bring the animals closer, they cut rather 
soft sugarcane hearts and gave them to the guests so we could feed the four-
legged giants ourselves. Three-year-old babies were already barely different 
from their mothers… Our group was thrilled with this unexpected and excit-
ing activity.

And suddenly this happened: “my” huge elephant lady grabbed the first of 
the two pieces of the treat I had in my hands, and, after briefly chewing, put it in 
her mouth. Without contemplating for long, she reached for the second piece… 
At this moment, I saw Iya standing near with an I pod in her hands, all excited, 
taking pictures of some of our colleagues.

—Iya!—I called her loudly.—Take a picture of me!
She targeted the camera our way. The elephant had already started wrap-

ping her trunk around the second piece of fleshy food in my hand, when I saw 
that Iya would be late to capture the moment… Unconsciously, without think-
ing much, I pulled the hand with the treat away from the trunk… The elephant 
dropped he trunk and then reached for my hand again. And I, seeing that Iya 
was still occupied with 
something, pulled my 
hand away again…

The elephant brought 
her trunk back behind 
the fence and turned a lit-
tle back.

In a moment, my wife 
was already ready to take 
a picture… Leaning onto 
the bar with my chest, 
I  tried to reach and put 
the sweet flesh up to my 
giant heroine’s trunk, but 
the elephant was not will-
ing to accept such a “gift”… 
I felt it immediately… My 
second attempt had the 
same result. The elephant 
was offended…

The keeper observed 
my fiasco and rushed to 

“save” me… With both 
hands, he tried to turn, 
bring the head of his ad-
ministered elephant to 
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my unfortunate treat, but the elephant snatched the trunk away and walked to-
ward the interior of the enclosure…

The keeper made a helpless gesture…
Giving a tip to the keeper, I was sincerely apologizing with my eyes…
I felt deeply ashamed before the elephant…
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Chapter 6

“THANK YOU!”

In June, 2014, the «Shalom» Memorial was inaugurated at the Mysovaya sta-
tion in Siberia.19 This majestic structure was raised on the ruins of an ancient 
Jewish cemetery, where not a single tombstone remained.

19 Vladimir Rott: «Joyous Encounters» Budapest, 2016. Chapter 17: «Shalom» Memorial.
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The black granite of the monument is engraved with:

It’s nothing new to me to hear about the lives and wonderful deeds of my 
friends in Buryat-Mongolia. And now, once again, I want to share with my read-
ers the joy of the events that were warming our hearts with the unforgettable 
memories of our trip to Israel.

Intense construction of the Memorial took two years. during this time 
the boundaries of the cemetery needed to be identified, the taiga cut down 
around it to lay a comfortable pedestrian path, and the monument itself raised. 
Each member of the Chernykh family, all six of them, became practically 

Builders of the «Shalom» Memorial—the Chernykh Family—and Vladimir Rott.  
Misovaja station, July 2014.
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the only builders of the project at Mysovaya Station. Fundraising, design 
and development of all construction details came from toronto. By spread-
ing the word about the goals of the project in the printed media of different 
countries, we managed to re-establish and engrave on the granite stones the 
names of 59 people, of some of the 400 buried at the cemetery. Rabbis from 
tomsk and Irkutsk held the inauguration of the «Shalom» Memorial. Since 
then, the Memorial has become a landmark and a popular tourist site in the 
Buryat-Mongol land. So far, 19 more names of people buried there have been  
identified.

The construction of the Memorial became a wonderful reality. Ilona Kercsi, 
a Hungarian, was among the guests of the inauguration. Here is what she wrote 
later:

“Budapest, 26 October, 2016. Dear Vladimir and Iya! I have been very busy 
lately (directing the construction of a sports venue for the upcoming World 
Aquatics Championship in 2017—V. R.) and haven’t had much time for read-
ing, but I finally finished the book. Highly engaging!

I re-read several times the «Shalom Memorial», a chapter of unforgettable 
joy for both of us! It was just amazing to revisit the wonderful time that I spent 
with you in places that left me awestruck by their beauty. I will be eternally 
grateful to you for showing me the country where Iya was born and introduc-
ing me to the people living there, who I will always remember.

And the beauty of Lake Baikal is a memory for a lifetime, starting from the 
moment I first saw it. It must have been clear to anyone watching me then, as 
I stood there speechless and immobilized, contemplating the sheer beauty of the 
lake. With sincere gratitude and love! Ilci.”

On Youtube there is a film in Russian with English subtitles, called 
«VLAdIMIR ROtt. IN MEMORIAM OF A CEMEtERY IN SIBERIA», which 
tells the incredible story of the stages of the Memorial’s construction.

With the assistance of our sponsors from toronto and Mr. Kurt Rothschild, 
president of the World Mizrachi Movement, the Foundation named after Rachel 
Yaroslavskaya-Guterman, led by our family, decided to celebrate the excellent 
work as a major contribution to the preservation of the history of the life of 
Jewish people in Siberia. We did this by making small gifts to the most active 
participants in the Memorial’s construction, and by inviting them for a two 
week guided tour of the Land of Israel.

The «Rott Mission», as we were called in Israel, included eleven people. It 
is both logical and symbolic that, besides two Jews—my wife and I—the rest 
of the delegation members were Russian people. Normally, if it’s something 
serious or special, I  try to keep the information about the upcoming event 
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secret for as long as possible… The members of our group learned about the 
“start” only when I asked everyone to send me a copy of their passports for 
travelling abroad. As for Mr. Rothschild, like I did before, I discussed all the 
details and possibilities with Elka peltz. She is his personal secretary, who has 
been working with him in toronto for about 40 years. A mature, competent 
and very knowledgeable woman. Her role was particularly important since 
Kurt Rothschild, a 98-year-old, moved to Jerusalem a few years ago. It is be-
coming increasingly difficult for him to travel to Canada, but his phone is 
busy all day. Mr. Rothschild, having accumulated such an immense of respect 
over the course of his life, that no wealthy person can refuse him when he 
is raising huge amount of money for the needs of Israel or some projects for  
the poor.

Mrs. peltz knows how to present new topics and problems to her boss in 
a timely, brief, and precise manner. She did this in our case too. I had already 
discussed with her a few times my possible plans for the trip: where to visit and 
how to find affordable hotels, and so on. My plan was soon formalized, with cit-
ies and hotels pre-selected and accepted.

Then came the moment for Mrs. Elka to inform Mr. Rothschild about our 
plans. She briefly updated him and passed me the phone. I summed up again 
that the selfless builders of our Memorial deserve such a gift. I told him that 
I did not expect financial assistance from him, unless he could get a discount 
for us in any of the hotels. I also mentioned that I would like to show the guests 
a settlement in the territories, and that it would be even better if he could go 
with us and see the results of his work. Finally, I mentioned that we wanted to 
see him in Jerusalem and that if some Israeli state officials could greet our guests, 
it would be the culmination of the visit…

—How many people will be there in your mission?—Mr. Rothschild asked me 
calmly.—And where are they from?

—Eleven…—I said with a little delay, feeling that this number is humongous 
for him.—All from Buryat-Mongolia,—I added quickly.—From Mysovaya and 
Ulan-Ude. The enthusiasts who built the «Shalom» Memorial!

—How many of them are… Jews?—he asked, ready to calm himself…
—Not a single one! All are Russians!—I answered sharply, waiting for a com-

ment, but the prolonged silence on the phone soon turned into a busy tone…

The next day was unforgettable for me. After lunch, I received a call from Mr. 
Rothschild. I sat up to listen:

—Mr. Rott! Do you understand what you are doing?!—after hearing this first 
phrase, I froze for a moment in suspense…

—What do you mean?—I asked timidly.
—Incredible…!! You came up with a wonderful endeavor! Bringing Russians 

to Israel and showing them the Country…! It’s great!!
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“Kurt Rothschild to Secretary Elka Peltz: 26 March, 2017.
I took good note of my conversation with Vladimir Roth when he was in 

your office and your subsequent remarks in your email to me.
1.  I notice from your remarks that the 9 people (7 adults and 2 children) 

worked hard on the cemetery project. Do give me again the name and 
location of the cemetery but do it in a way that does not indicate that 
I don’t know. I would look very foolish because he gave me the name 
many times and has it in his book.

2.  Give me the precise dates, which nights in Jerusalem, which nights in Tel 
Aviv, which nights in Elat. The hotels in Israel are all overbooked during 
May and will be difficult to get any discounts. When I have your reply, I will 
do my best to find accommodation and cost and pass it on to you promptly.

3.  I would also like a one page write up about what these people did to re-
pair and beautify the cemetery and I will then ask Yuli Edelstein, orig-
inally a Russian Refusenik, who is now Minister of Foreign visitors 
to meet and address the group and organise a suitable place for them 
(during their three day stay in Jerusalem).

4.  It is a beautiful idea but I am afraid that when you add airfares, sleeping 
accommodation, food and other expenses, it will be a costly affair.   Kurt.”

Kurt Rothschild  
is the long-time  
President of World 
Mizrachi, the Religious 
Zionist Organization.
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“March 30,2017. I am delivering today to Yuli Edelstein the English edi-
tion of «Joyous Encounters» together with your description and colored pho-
tos of the dedication of the Jewish graves.

Again, I am greatly impressed by all the work you have done preparing 
the itinerary and accommodation. I do not have a particular connection to 
Jerusalem of Gold hotel. I will ask Elka to give you a cheque from me for $500 
toward the cost of the Mission. Tell her to whom the cheque should be made out.

Looking forward to seeing you in Jerusalem on May 9.
Kind regards to you and Mrs Rott.
Kurt.”

“April 6, 2017. Vladimir, I had a phone call first thing this morning from 
Yuli Edelstein’s office confirming that we have a date with him on May 9 at 2 
p.m. in the Knesset. Please email to me soonest the names of all participants at 
this meeting (which will include you and your wife and me) and their passport 
numbers. Don’t forget to include me.

Please note that Yuli Edelstein has requested that your Mission be at the 
entrance of the Knesset on May 9 no later than 13.30 in order to meet with Mr 
Edelstein at 13.50 p.m. As Speaker of Knesset his scheduling is extremely tight 
and we must be on time. Kurt.”

“April 24, 2017. Vladimir. Your group of people who will visit Israel are true 
friends of ours in helping to restore Jewish graves and it makes a lot of sense 
to bring them together with Yuli Edelstein at the Knesset as we have now done 
for May 9.

In your days of visiting Jerusalem and the Old City it would make sense 
to take the group for a couple of hours to Chalutza and specifically to Bnei 
Netzarim which has been transformed from total dessert into a township that 
is building permanent housing now, that has a beautiful synagogue and learn-
ing centre as well as a children’s playground and growing greenery. It will take 
about 2 hours each way and if they spend two hours in Chalutza it would be a 
six hour day from 10 in the morning until 4 p.m.

We have a tour guide available and transportation and I would be joining 
this trip with you. We would have to think and discuss whether on the way 
back to Jerusalem there should be a stopover in Sderot, the famous border town 
with Gaza. The trip would take place on May 10.

The Mission will be picked up on Wednesday morning from the Jerusalem 
of «Gold» Hotel Rechov Yafo 234 at 10.00 a.m.

I will be paying US$440 in cash and will be paying the tour guide by cash 
or NIS cheque. I suggest that you give him your $300 and I will give him the 
outstanding amount.

Kurt Rothschild”
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to give our visit to Israel some kind of minimally formal status, at my re-
quest, Mr. Rothschild sent the following invitation to taisya Chernykh:
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dr. Anna Berezin, an incredible person and a pretty young woman was also 
among our important contributors, inspiring and providing comprehensive as-
sistance to our visit to Israel. She is a member of «the Center for Jewish Arts at the 
Hebrew University of Jerusalem». I met her two years earlier, when, among other 
scientific research, in August 2015, the Centre organized the most interesting 
expedition to the towns of Siberia and the Far East with the objective of doc-
umenting the structures of former and current synagogues, Jewish cemeteries, 
collections of Jewish artifacts in local museums, and translating the inscriptions 
of the tombstones. The expedition visited tomsk, Mariinsk, Achinsk, Kansk, 
Nizhneudinsk, Irkutsk, Ulan-Ude, Babushkin, Kabansk, Barguzin, petrovsk 
Zabaikalskiy, Chita, Khabarovsk, Birobidzhan, and Vladivostok. Among the 
participants of this expedition was our tireless Anna Berezin, who life brought 
to meet our enthusiasts for Jewish life, taisya Chernykh, Luiza Maltseva, Vera 
Gordienko, Anna Amagzaeva, and others.

“Anna Berezin, 4 August, 2015 Jerusalem. Dear Vladimir! Thank you very 
much for your prompt answer, for the words of support to our expedition. 
Unfortunately, even some colleagues do not understand why one would take 
such a long journey somewhere when “there is nothing left except for ruins.” 
You have such ease in formulating our task! When I was writing a letter to you 
this morning, I wasn’t even quite sure I would get an answer. And here is the 
answer, and it is so heartfelt.

I saw your movie and I can’t find the words to describe how outstanding 
what you managed to achieve is. I hope our work will also add something to 
what has already been done to preserve the cemetery.

Besides, I have just received a letter from Taisya, and I will definitely call 
her. And of course, we will always be happy to see you at the Jewish Art Center 
on the Scopus mountain in Jerusalem.

With respect and gratitude, Anna.”

“Vladimir Rott, 7 August 2015. Dear Anya! I see you are establishing a con-
nection with Taisya Chernykh. She is a serious and reliable person. I wish all 
the best success for your expedition. I am envious, in a good way, of your goals. 
I will be happy to know that you are well, so please keep me updated.

Anya, some people under our care have a problem. We are all trying to 
support and improve in some way the lives of all Jewish groups and indi-
vidual Jews in Russia. This is one of the reasons for the establishment of our 
foundation named after Iya’s mother, Rachel Gutterman. The objective is to 
help old people and sick Jews in Buryatia. There are people in the community 
who can tell you more about it (Gordienko, Amagzaeva, Maltseva). Please 
meet them even if for a few minutes, and talk to them. They do a lot of good 
for the Jews of Ulan Ude.
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And now about what happened (they will tear me apart if they know I told 
you…!), we have never had such a situation before. On the 5th of August, a 
tourist group from Israel, 13 people, 70 to 80 years old, with a guide from Israel, 
arrived to Ulan-Ude. They called to the Community and talked to Amagzaeva, 
asking her to receive them, to tell them about the lives of the Jews, etc. The 
above-mentioned activists rushed to buy some fruit, cookies, and drinks and 
prepared for their arrival… A tired group of old people appeared. They didn’t 
even have a chance to sit at the table, and started to take apples and cookies, 
and without even taking off their dark glasses, or asking a single question, said 
they were late for dinner and left… It’s a shame I wasn’t there!!! My heroines 
went home very upset. The Israelis can’t kill the spirits of the fellow. Our peo-
ple are «stiff-necked», I know, but if you don’t have a bit of empathy or a kind 
word for our brothers and sisters in Russia, don’t show up there! I’m sorry, but 
I couldn’t find anyone closer than you and your colleague at this moment to 
share my sorrow and anger.

Anechka! Have a nice trip to Siberia! Take a lot of souvenirs with you; they 
don’t have to be expensive, can be the cheapest ones, but made in Israel, to 
leave people a small memory of you…”

“Anna Berezin, 7 August 2015. Jerusalem. I talked to Taisya, and we sched-
uled a meeting. Your letter came at just the right moment. It happens some-
times when you are concerned about something and the surrounding world 
seems to react to your concerns. In some cities I arranged with the museums, 
because I didn’t find any information about the Community. And now, through 
the museums, I am getting letters from Jews asking to meet us. Sometimes let-
ters come from neighboring cities, the communities want to meet us, talk to us. 
Our visit is somehow important for them. I have been thinking about it for the 
last few days, and I am very afraid to disappoint them. I spoke to Taisya today, 
she has such a big heart—I am wondering if we will be worthy of this attention. 
Our visit has become more than just a scientific expedition, more of an exam 
for human qualities, and it’s scary. Will we be able to handle it?

I have already taken stock of gifts to bring from Jerusalem, but I am begin-
ning to worry it won’t be enough. We’re going to buy another batch.”

So, two years before our visit to Israel, we found a wonderful helper and a 
reliable friend in the person of Anya Berezin. Let me provide a few examples 
of some caring adjustments to our trip plans made by Anya, who we all soon 
grew to love. In response to my first drafts of the visit programme, the «Napoleon 
plan»—“to go everywhere and show everything…!” she answered politely:

“Vladimir! I don’t think we need to race. It leaves the most unpleasant im-
pression. As if you ran past, but didn’t have time to see properly. Tourists often 
complain about it, and I understand them.
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In my opinion, Caesarea needs two hours and Haifa another two hours, at 
least. And don’t forget that, besides the excursion itself there is walking, riding, 
using the bathroom at the end. From my St. Petersburg experience, I will also 
say that you never manage it without a snack. People need breaks, or else it gets 
hard to really hear the information.

Here it’s up to you to decide what’s better for you, but for my taste you either 
need to plan a really long day or to choose something. Anya.”

The 6th of May, for example, was a very intense day for us. We left the ho-
tel in tel Aviv at 8:00 a.m. and were supposed to arrive in tiberias by 6:30 in 
the evening for the hotel check-in. In between, I planned to see Caesarea and 
Haifa, get to She’ar Yeshuv, and spend at least two hours at the moshav with my 
relatives, who were waiting for us with scalding-hot grills ready for a generous 
barbecue lunch. to ground my travel «fantasy», Anya modestly showed us our 
real opportunities, in a table attached to the letter:

“19 April 2017. Vladimir! If we also include Caesarea in the program for the 
6th of May, we have many issues with that. Of course, it is all very approximate…

 8.00—9.00 tel Aviv—Caesarea, 1-hour trip (1.0 hour) (1.0 h)  8:00— 9.00
 9.00—11.15. Caesarea (2.25) (2.0)  9:00—11.00
11.15—11.45 Caesarea—Haifa (0.5) (0.5) 11.00—11.00
11.45—12.30 Snack (0.45) (0.0) No snack
12.30—14.30 tour around Haifa with Zoya A. (2.0) (2.0) 11:30—13:30
14.30—16.00 Haifa—She’ar Yeshuv (1.5) (1.5) 12:30—15:00
16.00—17.30 Meeting at She’ar Yeshuv (1.5) (2.5) 15.00—17:30
17.30—18.30 She’ar Yeshuv—tiberias (1.0) (1.0) 17:30—18.30
What do you think about it? Anya”

In my response, I added two columns to the right of her table with an even 
more “compacted” schedule (the hours proposed by me are in the column on 
the left, highlighted with red and underlined) and attached a letter, as polite as 
I could make it:

“Dear Anya! It’s deep in the night where you are, and I hope you are having 
a nice sleep!

Now, to the plan that you drew up. Good job! This is exactly the kind of 
thing I expect from you. All accepted, except for a few corrections… I know 
that I am the «restless Rott», but do you know any normal person who would 
plan such a Voyage…?! My dream is that you manage to help me make hap-
pen everything I have planned, and at my pace. But please take it under your 
control, so we can fit in as much as possible. Imagine if we could see just 75 
per cent of my daily plan! We can go without a snack. Our little one will have 
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a sandwich prepared by his mother, and the rest are going to have a barbecue 
with my family at She’ar Yeshuv.

Good luck to all of us! Thank you! Vladimir

“3 April 2017. Dear Vladimir! I talked to Zoya (Arshavski), our architect. 
I told you about her, she is from Tashkent and lives in Haifa. She said that she 
would be happy to show you around Haifa if you want. She just needs to know 
the date in advance, so she can ask for the day off at work.

I  talked to the Russian department of the library of the Yad Vashem 
Museum. They said they would be glad to receive you and all the guests from 
Mysovaya. Nothing too formal, but the director of the library will come to say 
a few words. They asked us to call a few days before the visit, to remind every-
one. They also asked us to bring the brochure “Mysovaya Station,” if there are 
still any copies left. Anya.”

Our new Israeli friends, Anya Berezin and Ira Letam.
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“5 April 2017. I also want to say a few words on the route. I think we need 
to think about the beautiful routes between the cities. For example,—not just 
going from Tel Aviv to the north, to Tiberias, but stopping on the way, to see 
Caesarea, or Haifa, or Nazareth.
The same idea on moving from Tiberias to Jerusalem (for example, to make 

a stop in Beit She’an. It’s an ancient city with an amphitheater and a colonnade).
The same proposal for the ride from Jerusalem to Eilat. For example, to 

leave from Jerusalem in the morning, to go up to Masada, to have lunch near 
the Dead Sea, take a dip and continue the trip.

In Jerusalem, of course, I propose we spend the day in the Old City (Jewish, 
Christian). On one of the days we should visit Yad Vashem, of course, and on 
another day, the Museum of Israel (the entrance will be 30 Shekels, it is a 50% 
discount from the usual price). It would also be great to get to the market, even 
though it doesn’t sound very impressive; for a Middle Eastern city the market is 
very important. There are sweets, piles of fruits, merchants shouting—an exotic 
touch. Once we have more accurate information on when you are available, we 
can make a precise plan in terms of days and times.

These are all just suggestions, of course, not insisting on anything. Anya.”

“9 April 2017. Vladimir! I booked a tour to the tunnels under the Western 
Wall for the 10th of May, at 8.30 a.m. The total cost is 510 Shekels.

They took my credit card number for the record, but you’ll have to pay an 
10th of May at the entrance.

In Toronto you were advised to visit “David’s excavations”. I love the City 
of David and didn’t propose a tour only because it also has big underground 
sections. In my experience, it should be either the tunnels under the Western 
Wall, or the City of David; otherwise, it’s too many underground passages. But 
it’s up to you, of course, as you prefer. Anya”

This, my dear reader, was the way we conceived and meticulously developed 
the daily plan of events for the unforgettable journey around our heroic coun-
try, Israel. Over the days of traveling in Israel far and wide, our transbaikalian 
guests had all their expectations surpassed. For your information, I am attach-
ing the plan below.
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pROGRAMME OF tHE VISIt tO ISRAEL
for the creators OF tHE SHALOM MEMORIAL

(Mysovaya Station and Ulan Ude. Lake Baikal, Republic of Buryatia.)
4—16 May 2017.

City, Hotel Day Programme
TEL AVIV 

RAMAT GAN  

“Rimonim 
Tower”

3 May 17:05 Vladimir and Iya Rott arrive from Toronto Book, train 
tickets, flowers.4 May, 05:30 Departure from Irkutsk.

Visits to Faina Novomeyskaya and Zoya Afrimzon.
Buy 10 copies of the “Weekly News” paper (Article by Bella Kerdman—Our guests 
from Transbaikal.
Ben Gurion Airport, 17:05 (SU508) Meeting the “Buryat-Mongols” from Moscow,
By train: Ben Gurion Airport—Ramat Gan.

5 May, 9:00 Tour: TEL-AVIV.
17:00 Meeting point in the Rott room.

Guide—Irina 
Berger

Check out

Tiberias,

“King 
Solomon”

6 May, 8:00 Tel Aviv—Herzliya (Theodor Herzl)—СAESAREA
Caesarea—Zikhron Ya’akov—HAIFA
SHE’AR YASHUV (the Golan) (14:00, Reception at Rott’s relatives)
She’ar Yashuv—TIBERIAS (Kineret) (17-30)

Guide—Zoya 
Arshavski

7 May, GALILEA: Tiberias—Kfar Naḥūm (Capernaum)—St. Peter’s Church—Maria 
Magdalena) (Orthodox and Catholic)—Jordan Valley—NAZARETH (Mary’s Well, St. 
Gabriel’s Church, the Synagogue Church, the Enlightenment Church, St. Joseph’s 
Church, the Holy House (home of the Holy Family), Kfar Kana (where Jesus did the 
first miracle, transforming water into wine).
17:00 Reception at the Mayor’s in KIRYAT YAM
18:00—20:00 MEETING WITH THE READERS

Guide—Irina 
Berger

8 May 08:30—Tour to the GOLAN HEIGHTS Guide—Rita 
Tsvetkova

Check out

Jerusalem,

“Gold 
Jerusalem”

Check out

9 May, 08:00 Tiberias—Yardenit—BEIT SHE’AN—Upon Jordan: Qasr el Yahud (Orthodox 
pilgrims), the Monastery of St Gerasimus.
JERUSALEM (13:30); Visit to KNESSET to meet Speaker of the Parliament, Yuli-Yoel 
Edelstein, who previously received a copy of the «Joyоus Encounters» book, telling 
the story of construction of the Shalom Memorial.

Clothes, docu-
ments, minimum 
of things to carry.
Photographers—
Zoya Arshavska-
ya and Veniamin 
Arshavskiy

10 May, 07:30. WESTERN WALL.
08:01 TUNNEL along the Temple wall.
10:00 A trip to NEGEV accompanied by 97-year-old Kurt Rothschild. NEGEV. 
Settlements: Haluza, Bnei Nitzarim; Sderot.

Guide—Anna 
Berezina

11 May, Temple Mount
YAD VASHEM. Presentation of the “Joy of Encounters” book and visit to the 
Museum.
Dinner at the Machane Yehuda market

Guide—Anna 
Berezina

12 May, The Israel Museum,
Ein Kerem or the Old City
18:00 Farewell dinner in Jerusalem, handing of merit and gratitude certificates from 
the Mayor and the Ministry of Tourism

Guide—Anna 
Berezina

13 May, 07:30 Jerusalem—MASADA (1.5 hour)
MASADA
DEAD SEA Dead Sea—Eilat (3.0 hours)

Guide—Anna 
Berezina

EILAT

“La-Play Plus

Check out

14 May, RED SEA.
UNDERWATER AQUARIUM

15 May Guided tour to an agricultural and industrial KIBBUTZ (flower seeds for Holland), 
milk production (39.5 l/day)

16 May, 07:55 (09:25) Departure Eilat—Ben Gurion (10:15)
18:40 (SU509) Ben Gurion—Moscow (22:45)
01:10 (SU1562) Moscow—Irkutsk (11:50)
20-25 EL-AL Tel Aviv—Budapest (22:50)
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The next short correspondence fragment is just one example of how the Israelis 
were receiving the Siberian Mission on their land.

“To Ms. Bronya Reichman
Head of department of regular
Israel guided tours in Russian
of «HAVAYA ISRAE LI TE» travel agency
April 7, 2017

Dear Bronya!
Could you please organize a tour 

to Golanas for our group of 11 people? 
Date—Sunday, 7 May. We will be ready to 
start the trip at 8 AM. We need a pick up 
from Tiberias, from «King Solomon» Hotel 
(Hashomer Str., 7); after the tour, we need a 
transfer to the same pick-up point.

How much would it cost and how long is the tour??
The tours departing from Jerusalem (to Nazaré Illit, etc.) I will arrange with 

you after we know the exact time our delegation is going to be received at the 
Knesset and Yad Vashem.

I apologize for so many uncertainties. The trip has ended up being long 
and expensive. But the most important thing is to show to these Russian 
people that their respect and care of the Jewish cemeteries in Siberia 
is appreciated with great gratitude. Thank you. Vladimir Rott”

”9 April 2017. Dear Vladimir Rott! We will be happy to do a tour to Golanas 
for you on Monday, 8 May. The price requested from you corresponds to our 
direct expenses on the transfer and the guide’s work. We are not going to charge 
you anything for our work on organizing your tour, as a token of gratitude for 
the honorable deed of the members of this delegation. Sincerely, Bronya»

«9 April 2017. Dear Bronya! In a few days we can arrange the remaining 
tours. I am deeply grateful to you and your company for the wonderful gesture 
in organizing our tour to Golanas and for offering us your work, passion and 
care in order to make this tour happen.

It is very touching, and people in this delegation truly deserve it. In a few days 
I will send you a bit of information about us. On all our encounters with the 
Israelsi I will always mention your gift. I think you will be pleased to know that you 
are not the only one in Israel full of the kind desire to make our trip unforgettable.

If you are not far, please come to our presentation at the Club of Interesting 
Encounters in Kiryat Yam, on May 7, at 6 P.M. Sincerely, Vladimir»

And this is what the list of our delegation looks like. We sent it to the passport 
Control Service of the Israeli parliament to obtain an entrance permit…

With Bronya Reichman. May 2018.
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DELEGATION visit to ISRAEL 
 (for visit to Knesset) 

 
 Builders of the SHALOM MEMORIAL 

 at the Jewish cemetery in Mysovaya Station. 
 (Russia, Siberia, Lake Baikal.)

Gordienko Vera, 1946, Ulan-Ude, Russia. Since 2003 – Director of the RACHEL 
GUTERMAN – YAROSLAVSKAYA BURYAT – MONGOLIAN JEWRY FUND. 

(Due health problem she not able to travel.)

 1.  Mr. Kurt Rothschild, President of World Mizrachi.
 2.  Gordienko Anton, 1976. Ulan-Ude, Russia, (Passport – 75 0774ххх). 

Deputy Director for distribution of the FUND.
 3.  Gordienko Svetlana, 1980. (75 0774ххх) Assistant to Director of the FUND.
 4.  Chernykh Petr, 1953. Mysovaya Station. Russia. (64№7682ххх) 

Construction Supervisor of the SHALOM MEMORIAL.
 5.  Chernykh Taisia, 1957, Mysovaya Station. (73 3243ххх) Chairperson 

of the charitable organization “Jewish Cemetery Memorial”. Historian, 
Researcher of Jewish Life in the Lake Baikal Region.

 6.  Chernykh Valentin, 1976, Irkutsk, Russia. (75 4451ххх) Construction en-
gineer of Project.

 7.  Chernykh Svetlana, 1978, Irkutsk, (75 4451ххх) Project construction 
worker.

 8.  Chernykh Vladislav, 2001, Irkutsk (75 4452ххх) Project construction work-
er.

 9.  Chernykh Vadim, 2010, Irkutsk (75 4419ххх) Important help at construc-
tion.

10.  Maltceva Luiza, 1943, Ulan-Ude, (72 0897ххх) Writer, historian, well 
known lecturer about Jewish life in Buryat – Mongolia.

11.  Rott Vladimir, 1935, Toronto, Canada. (GK632ххх) Professional Engineer, 
Writer, designer and organizer of SHALOM MEMORIAL project.

12.  Rott Iya, 1938, Toronto, Canada. (GK632ххх) Professional Engineer, 
Professor at the University of Toronto, Project design consultant.

13.  Dr. Anna Berezin (ןיזרב הנא) (Teudat Zeut number – 33779хххх) Post-doc 
student, Center for Jewish Art. Hebrew University of Jerusalem. Guide in 
Israel.

Vladimir and Iya Rott – founders (2003), Sponsors and fundraisers 
of RACHEL GUTERMAN – YAROSLAVSKAYA FUND for medical ser-
vices assistance for elderly Buryat-Mongolian Jewry.

April 2017.
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The first name on the list is Vera Gordienko—the long-term director of our 
charity Foundation named after Rachel Yaroslavskaya—Guterman in Buryat-
Mongolia. to everybody’s great disappointment, for health reasons Vera 
Grigorievna couldn’t venture on the journey with us… But for her reliable assis-
tants, Anton and Svetlana Gordienko, this trip to Israel was a source of inspira-
tion and a great energy boost to continue their charitable work in the Republic.

I will also tell you here about the anxiety we experienced because of Luiza 
Maltseva, whose name is among the last on the list. The reader already knows 
her well. When Iya and I started preparing for the trip, I expressed my honest 
hope to Luiza Aleksandrovna that she try to take care of her health so as not to 
break our plans, and confessed that if she couldn’t make it, the trip wasn’t hap-
pening! Encouraged, as we all were, by the greatness of the upcoming event, 
Luiza hoped, tried and promised…

The letters will tell you better. The news was unconsoling, but I didn’t want 
to give up…

«Luiza Maltseva, 15 January 2017. Dear Vladimir and Iya! … With a deep 
apology, I have to refuse our plans. My joints are hurting a lot, from the lower 
back to the knees. There was a short period (a week and a half) when I had 
painkiller injections, the pains disappeared, and I imagined they were gone for-
ever. I have troubles getting up and sitting down, and the pain causes grimaces 
and suppressed moans. Of course, I am being treated, but nobody knows how 
long it will take. And my blood vessels are upsetting me as well.

My dear and kind friends! Lets us keep our friendship and communicate at 
a distance, modern technology makes it easy.

Thank you for everything! In my nearest plans—a presentation
of the «Joyous Encounters» book at the Agricultural Academy and the 

Technological University.
Hugs, Luiza

And the day came when I could happily announce:

«March 26, 2017. Dear fellow of the «SECOND MEMORIAL!» (What we 
have conceived of and implemented can be hardly called otherwise…) Our 
plane tickets to Israel and back are all finally bought. G-d willing, we’ll manage 
all the rest as well. We’ll hope and do our best.

Our most sincere congratulations to everybody! Special gratitude to Irina 
Rizvanova!

Prepare for the trip smartly. Stock up on health and good moods. Don’t for-
get your bathing suits, please. We will hopefully need them several times along 
the trip. We are planning to start our tour with two days in Tel Aviv. One more 
thing: if any of you has some personal wish (to go somewhere or meet someone 
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specific in person, etc.), please let us know as soon as possible, so we can try to 
include it in the program during the final update.

Hugs to all of you! Vladimir and Iya Rott
Click on the clip to open the attachment to this letter. This is the list that 

I sent to Israel to introduce our group:

«Luiza Maltseva, 3 April 2017. Dear Vladimir! I received all the documents 
and printed them as instructed. I saw the collection of pictures of Israel and can 
hardly believe I will get to see a lot of this with my own eyes.
How can I express my gratitude for the «Second Memorial»? No words, just 

emotions. Hugs, Luiza’

«April 17, 2017. Vladimir! Unfortunately, I missed your call (was in the 
shower), and then I decided to not open the internet before bed.

At the moment I am undergoing intense treatment to not let down the par-
ticipants of this truly remarkable event you planned. Just by the correspondence 
about the organization of the tour to Golanas, one can see what it costs you.

I am feeling very awkward and ashamed, but I hope to be able to compen-
sate at least a small part of your expenses when I see you in person. Good luck 
and health to your family! Luiza’

Another long-awaited day, when this letter came to Mysovaya Station and 
Ulan Ude:

Check List (of 20 April 2017)

dear friends! There are a lot of things we want to remind you about and 
suggest.

1.  Each one of you, think again about the safety and security of your apart-
ment during your absence…

2.  Along with a hat, you must have sunscreen and use it daily!!!
3.  Every family must always have a bottle of water. You will get your bottles 

in Israel.
4.  After May 2, you can contact Vladimir at 1-416-720…, and Iya, 1-647-

680… Before dialing the number, remember to dial your international 
code first. In Israel, where Iya and I are planning to arrive a day before 
you, we will hopefully be meeting you at the Ben Gurion Airport. If there 
is any delay at the entrance, please ask somebody (most of the staff speak 
Russian) to call us, and we are going to meet you at the exit. Just in case 
Iya and I are not available on the phone, there is another number: Zoya 
Afrimzon 545 589… This is our ex-colleague from the institute, and her 
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daughter, Lena Afrimzon 545 589… Israel country code is 972. If you are 
calling this number from Israel, add a 0 (zero) before dialing.

5.  There will be places where you are not allowed to enter in shorts or without 
long sleeves… Every day, before leaving for the tour, you should ask what 
clothes will be needed, and have a change in your bag with you.

6.  taisya, have two copies of the Invitation with you, in case they ask for it at 
the passport control. pass all together, through the same inspector.

7.  If your bags are accepted in Irkutsk to go directly to tel Aviv, make sure 
you lock them or secure them very well. Have your money and docu-
ments with you! put tags with a name and approximate address of the 
owner on all bags and suitcases.

8.  do not buy Israeli shekels in Russia—we’ll change them for you there.
9.  In addition to all of the above, leave your relatives the phone numbers 

of the hotels where you can be found in case of an emergency: (to ask in 
Russian) (Israel time is one hour ahead of Moscow). 
Nights 4-5 May, tel Aviv:  (972) 3-675-4444. 
Nights 6-8 May, Kineret  (972) 4-670-0500. 
Nights 9-12 May,  Jerusalem  (972) 2-501-3333. 
Nights 13-15 May,  Eilat  (972) 8-651-6000.

take your time to prepare calmly for the trip. It’s a shame you are leaving 
Irkutsk at such an early time. It would be good to manage to sleep before the 
departure, even if it’s just a couple of hours… Since you still have a long con-
nection in Moscow… But you are all together: one can stay on guard and the 
others try to save energy. 

Bon voyage!
Hugs. Vladimir and Iya Rott. toronto.
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Meeting of the Siberians at Tel Aviv airport, 4 May 2017.

Getting to know Tel Aviv.
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Hello, Mediterranean Sea!

In front of the «Habima» theater, Tel Aviv.
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Israelis do not swim in May. For them, it is «still winter…» Tel Aviv, May 2017.

Yafo. Tel Aviv.
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Caesarea. At the site of King Herod’s palace.

Caesarea. View of the city of the Ottoman times.
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Caesarea. Amphitheater of the Roman times.

Panoramic view of Haifa from the upper terraces of the Bahá’í gardens.
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One of the terraces of the Bahá’í gardens.

In front of the Shrine of the Báb. Zoya Arshavski (to the left) was the one who showed us the 
ruins of ancient Caesarea and the beauty of Haifa.
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Welcome barbeque lunch with the family of Vladimir Rott’s cousin, Miriam Nemshitz (Rott), 
She’ar Yashuv, Golanas, May 2017.
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Church of the Enlightenment, Nazareth.

The Jordan River. Place of the baptism of the Christian pilgrims.
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Ruins of the city of Beit She’an.

Caesarea. Water bridge.
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Below is a copy of the announce-
ment that the city of Kiryat Yam used 
to inform the readers about the meet-
ing with the guests from Siberia. The 
announcement says:

Dear friends!
We are having a guest from Canada 

again—community activist and writer, en-
gineer Vladimir Rott. His books, “Joy from 
Sadness” and “Joy of Discoveries”, which be-
came bestsellers, were presented for the 
first time in Israel in Kiryat Yam in Beit-ol 

“Tzafon” and at the City Library in the Club 
of Interesting Encounters in 2008 and 2010, 
respectively.

A new book, “Joyous Encounters”, will 
be presented on May 7, 2017, at 18:00, at 
Yad le-Banim (12, Moshe Sharet Str.).

Many pages of the book are dedicat-
ed to volunteers from Siberia, Russia, who 
participated in the restoration of the mon-
uments of Jewish history. The volunteers, protagonists of the book, will take part in the 
presentation on their visit to Israel.

Musical group “Vdokhnovenie” (Inspiration), directed by Elizaveta Potolskaya, will be 
welcoming the guests.

The gathering will be hosted by doctor of pedagogical sciences, Akiva Seinenskiy.

Before the meeting, we were first received by the city’s mayor, david Even 
tzur. He told us about the active role of the Russan-speaking community in the 
life of the city and gave us some memorable gifts.

In front of the Knesset (Parliament) of Israel. Waiting for the reception…
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I want to remind the readers here 
that a few weeks after the event, a piece 
of news from the Israeli Information 
Agency flew around the world.

Knesset Speaker Edelstein Gives 
Speech at Russian parliament 33 Years 
After Release From Soviet prison.20

20 piece by “JNS.org” of 28 June 2017.

The delegation from Buryat-Mongolia at the meeting with the Speaker of the Israeli Parliament, Yuli 
Edelstein. Next to Him, Kurt Rothshild, the President of the World Mizrachi Movement. Jerusalem, 

9 May 2017.

Knesset Speaker Yuli Edelstein speak-
ing in front of the Federation Council.   

photo: twitter.

My classmate from Bobruisk Volodya Maron 
and his wife Svetlana showed us Nazareth.
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JNS.org—Israeli Knesset Speaker Yuli Edelstein delivered a histor-
ic speech Wednesday at the Russian Federation Council21 — the upper 
house of the Russian parliament in Moscow — 30 years after he was re-
leased from a Soviet labor camp for his Zionist activism.

“Thirty-three years ago I  was imprisoned here in Moscow by the 
authorities of the Soviet Union for teaching the Hebrew language,” 
Edelstein said in Hebrew to open his address.

“Today, I  stand before you as the speaker of Knesset Yisrael (Israel), 
and, in the same language which I was imprisoned for teaching, I bless 
you with the ancient Jewish blessing, ‘Shalom aleichem,’” he said, using 
the greeting for “peace be upon you.”

Edelstein added, “Even in my finest dreams, I never believed I’d reach 
this moment.”

Speaking be-
fore the Russian 
F e d e r a t i o n 
Council is an hon-
or typically re-
served for heads 
of state. Edelstein 
was invited by 
Federation Council 
C h a i r w o m a n 
V a l e n t i n a 
Matviyenko to deliver a speech 
in reciprocation for her ad-
dress to the Israeli Knesset last 
year. During Matviyenko’s vis-
it, the Knesset and Federation 
Council signed a cooperation  
agreement.

While in Russia, Edelstein also 
visited personally significant 
sites such as the Moscow Choral 
Synagogue, the site of his arrest, 
the courthouse where his trial 
took place and the penitentiary 
where he was imprisoned.

21 Israely news agency  «JNS.org», June 28, 
2017.
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Guided tour around the Israeli Parliament.
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On the second day of our trip to Israel, I received a letter from Mr. Rothschild 
saying that Yuli Edelstein’s assistants were asking if the Mission was going to 
bring a professional photographer with them? Because in that case his or her 
name and Id details had to be urgently communicated to the Knesset Security 
Service. This way, our good friends, tour guides Zoya and Veniamin Arshavski, 
were able to capture our visit to the Knesset with some great quality pictures.

Men’s section next to the Western Wall.
Introducing the guests from Siberia to the 

traditions of Judaism.

Women’s section next to the Western Wall.

Tour of Jerusalem.
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Tour of Jerusalem.

Seeing the ancient tunnel along the underground part of the Western Wall and the 
remaining foundations of the Second Temple.
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Visit to the Church of the Holy Sepulchre.
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Visit to the Church of the Holy Sepulchre.
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Visit to the new settlements in Haluza and Bnei Nitsarim in the Negev region. A new 
synagogue and community centre.

Model of ancient Jerusalem.
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Next to the Gaza Strip, the long-suffering city of Sderot. On the roof of the new building of Yeshiva 
Library, Kurt Rothschild tells us about the events of the past. A view from the top to the reading 
hall of Yeshiva. The menorah on the roof of Yeshiva, that is lit during Hanukah celebrations, is 

made of the fragments of Palestinian missiles, sent to Sderot from Gaza.
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Got up the mountain to the ruins of the 
ancient fortress of Masada. 

Listening to the story about the architecture of 
the Masada in the times of King Herod.

The Dead Sea can be seen at a distance. Swimming in the Dead Sea.

Visit to the underwater aquarium, Red Sea, 
Eilat.
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An unforgettable tour near Eilat to an agricultural and industrial kibbutz that produces seeds for 
the Dutch flower industry and managed to reach 39.5 liters of milk from a cow per day.

Our story in the Yad Vashem Museum on the construction of the Shalom Memorial.
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Here, my report full of images of this wonderful journey is coming to an end. 
I want to give a big heartfelt tHANKS to the Siberian people from the Baikal 
for their work, good hearts, endless honesty and invaluable contribution to the 
preservation of Jewish culture in Buryat-Mongolia. But, you might be wonder-
ing, where are the descriptions of the events and the guests’ impressions of their 
unforgettable tour to Israel?

I don’t have the talent to describe all the joy and admiration of the visitors 
as they deserve to have it told. Iya and I have been to this country of talents, 
ploughmen and warriors over a dozen times.

FROM ALL MY HEARt, I SINCERELY WISH FOR EVERY REAdER tO 
VISIt tHE HOLY LANd At LEASt ONCE ANd tO SEE ISRAEL!

MILLIONS OF pEOpLE VISIt MECCA… I CAN ASSURE YOU tHAt 
JERUSALEM’S AtMOSpHERE WILL GIVE YOU INFINItE ENERGY, 
OptIMISM, HOpE ANd A BEttER UNdERStANdING OF tHE MEANING 
OF OUR LIVES.

I AM AFRAId tO HURt tHE FEELINGS OF tHE pOORESt RUSSIAN 
CItIZENS tO WHOM SUCH AdVICE MIGHt EVEN SOUNd MOCKING, 
BUt I  WISH tO MAKE SOMEONE HAppY BY HELpING tHEM 
OVERCOME tHE UNdECISIVENESS OR CONVINCING A RELAtIVELY 
WEALtHY pERSON tO GO tO ISRAEL FOR tHEMSELVES ANd FOR A 
pOOR KINd NEIGHBOR, IN BRINGING tHEM A SMALL GIFt.

LEt EVERY pERSON, EVEN IF JUSt IN tHEIR dREAMS, tRY tO 
GAtHER ALL tHEIR HIddEN ANd pOtENtIAL CApABILItIES tO SEE 

On the farewell evening, the representative of Israeli tourism, Elena Potapi, gives us Certificates 
of Appreciation to the Goodwill Ambassadors of the State of Israel.
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ISRAEL ANd LIVE SOME tIME tHERE, EVEN IF It’S JUSt A dOZEN 
dAYS.

MAY GOd GIVE LUCK tO EVERYONE!
When leaving Israel, I called from Eilat to Jerusalem and, from all the mem-

bers of our delegation, gave Mr. Rothschild, through his secretary, our farewells 
and thanks for his generous help in organizing our unforgettable visit. He didn’t 
keep us waiting for an answer:

“May 18, 2017. Vladimir! Thanks for giving me another exuberant phone 
call before you left Israel. I am happy that our events at the Knesset and in 
Chalutza and Sderot went so well for everybody—for those whom we visited 
and for your Russian guests who well deserve this trip.

Yesterday afternoon I visited Leibush and Bluma Adler to give them a copy 
of the invitation to the Eitz Chaim dinner on June 6. Leibush is one of the hon-
orees and he is very happy about it, having very fond memories of his many 
years at Eitz Chaim. Bluma showed me a lovely picture of the Temple Mount 
which your son Sandor gave to the Adlers when they left for Israel. I had forgot-
ten that you actually sat very close at Torat Emet shul and that you and your 
son were very good friends with Neil Adler.

 On your next visit to Israel I will, please G-d visit the Adlers together with 
you and Mrs Rott. They will be very happy to see you.

Kind regards, Kurt”

“To Mr. Kurt Rothschild
President
World Mizrachi.
Jerusalem, Israel.
June 19, 2017.

Dear Mr. Kurt Rothschild!
From remote Siberia, from the shores of Lake Baikal, from Mysovaya 

Station and from the city of Ulan-Ude we send you our heartfelt congratula-
tions on the 3’rd anniversary of the construction of the SHALOM Memorial! 
At the same time, we are deeply grateful to you for the opportunity to visit the 
Knesset and to meet Mr. Yuli Edelstein, as well as for an unforgettable excur-
sion to the Negev, where we saw the fabulous cities of Chalutza, Bnei Netzarim 
and Sderot.

Please accept from all the members of our delegation from Buryat-Mongolia 
our gratitude to you for the time you have given us and for your monumental 
and unselfish work for the benefit of the State of Israel.

Each of the 12 days of our Mission in your hospitable country we will re-
membered forever.
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We wish you many wonderful years of life!
Yours Faithfully,
Taisya Chernykh,
Chairperson of the Charitable organization

“Jewish Memorial Cemetery”.

taisya Chernykh congratulates Mr. Kurt Rothschild with the three-year 
anniversary of the Shalom Memorial, and today, while I am working on this 
chapter, it’s August 2018, which means it’s been four years already! time flies 
indeed.

We were creating the Memorial with a sense of human duty and a call of 
heart to make something meaningful, capable of causing people awe and sincere 
pride for our human existence, but the acknowledgments by our kind contem-
poraries exceeded our fantasies. We’re constantly listening and learning, every 
day. The Memorial lives. people come to it and leave enlightened with the kind-
ness and strength of the human spirit. I mean, nobody ordered them, nobody 
even asked them to do it.

Our pride stands tall. Let it be so!

K. Rothshild’s dream came true: in a year, Iya and I were back in Israel, and we brought a copy 
of the “Joy of Discoveries” book, and Kurt Rothschild took us to see the Adlers (on the right in the 

picture) Jerusalem, 12 April 2018.
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“Taisya Chernykh, Mysovaya Station. Vladimir, Iya, hello! I  am send-
ing you the picture sent to me as a gift from 84-year-old Doba Ilyinichna 
Sinchenko. This respected woman is the granddaughter of Jurnist David 
Moiseevich, whose name is engraved on one of the granite slates of the Shalom 
Memorial. In the “Joy of Encounters” book, you write about this person on 
pages 252-254. (Reader, let me remind you: his female relative objected…, 
Rabbi Ochs wants to respect the rules…, Mr. Rothschild suggested writing 
his name only in the Hebrew alphabet…, In order not to disturb the good 
name of the deceased, I called him Ruzhin… V.R.)

Doba Ilyinichna lives in Seversk, Tomsk Oblast and goes to the synagogue 
served by Rabbi Levi Kaminetski. After learning that the Shalom Memorial 
was built at Mysovaya Station, 
she was called to talk about her 
grandfather who died in 1914 in 
Mysovaya. She was struck by the 
fact that we discovered the name 
of her grandfather and engraved 
it on granite, even if without the 
indication of the dates of birth 
and death. She is very grateful to 
us and everybody involved in the 
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Shalom construction. She sent me the photographs of the Jurnist family made at 
Mysovaya in the early 1900s. And the other day, she sent me this cross-stitched 
picture that she had stitched herself… Unfortunately, our mail doesn’t handle 
parcels with a lot of care, so they broke the frame and the glass. We ordered a new 
frame and glass, but we are not putting the picture on the wall until they arrive…

Sincerely, Chernykh Taisya.”

The trip to Israel was not just a reward for a good deed, but, just as I wanted, 
a way to open horizons for each and every participant and bring them to the 
conclusion that life is wonderful!

Luiza Maltseva put it best:
“May 24, 2017. Dear Vladimir!” My heartfelt congratulations with your 

Birthday! I wish you to continue your bright way of life, filled with good 
deeds, for many years to come! Your family is a role model. There aren’t 
many people like you out there. I was once again convinced of it when next 
to you and Iya.

I am astonished by your strength of spirit, your passionate and interesting 
speeches, and your skill in catching the audience’s attention.

Thank you and Iya for the joy of communication and the opportunity to see 
a new world! Today, at the Golden Age Club, I spoke about the trip; I will send 
you a picture later. Hugs, Sincerely, Luiza”

“30 May 2017. Dear, dear Iya!” Accept my heartfelt congratulations with 
your Birthday! Health, health, and more health for you for many long years of 
your exciting and hectic life!

A lot of happiness and luck to your wonderful family and its patriarch, 
Vladimir!

What an unforgettable journey you offered me! I  can’t stop telling my 
friends and acquaintances about it, accompanying the story with pictures, a 
huge map of Israel and the program of the visit drawn up by Vladimir. Just 
one thing I regret—not spending enough time with you because we just didn’t 
have enough free time. The interesting stories you were telling when we moved 
without the guides partially made up for it.

I am so lucky to have the Rott family and their friends in my life! Thank 
you! Hugs, Luiza”

Ira Litam, director of the Russian Collection of the Yad Vashem Memorial, 
Israel.

Esteemed Vladimir Frantsevich!
The Yad Vashem Library is profoundly grateful to you for donating two 

copies of your book «Joyous Encounters», in Russian and in English, to our 
collection.
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Materials such as this book are of great value for future generations, for all 
of us and, of course, for the Yad Vashem Memorial.

Books such as yours help us experience our common history. The lives of all 
the people whose paths are traced in the pages of this book form the continuity 
of times, generations, and events.

Following the lives of individual people allows us to understand the threads 
that link the personal and the universal, small details and their greater mean-
ing.

The past and the present, the look into the future—it’s all important in the 
face of history. Real-life events and a personal perspective, personal experi-
ence—that’s what makes this book interesting and important.

This book is an invaluable addition to the collection of the Yad Vashem li-
brary. It will be accessible to the general mass of readers who visit us.

We are boundlessly happy to have met you, your wife, and all the wonderful 
people who have visited Israel thanks to you, your contributions, and your ef-
forts. Their beautiful faces, their humility, their seriousness and their joy, with 
the added spice of your astonishing enthusiasm—all made the most indelible 
impression on us. It is wonderful that truly noble and kind people are not yet 
extinct on this earth. And your historical responsibility is not merely something 
from the realm of theory. You transform the world, making it more conscious, 
more honest, and more responsible to the next generation.

The Yad Vashem Library is grateful for your valuable gift.
May you live many more years and continue your work in every sphere. We 

are eagerly awaiting new books and new projects!
With vast respect, Ira Litam
Director of the Russian Collection

August 12, 2018.



222

Chapter 7

74 YEARS…

Garadna, the Hungarian vil-
lage where my mother Regina was 
born into the Spielberger family 
as their twelfth (out of thirteen) 
child, did not have a Jewish cem-
etery… The five Jewish families 
that lived there used the syna-
gogue and mikvah (a bath for rit-
ual immersion) in the neighbor-
ing village, Hernádvécse, which 
was about three kilometers away. 
The closest Jewish cemetery was 
also there.

During the time of Austria-
Hungary, until the railroad was 
built, the busy road between two 
cities, Miskolc and Košice, which 
is over 100 kilometers, was 
served by stagecoaches, which 
needed to change horses half-
way through. Changing tired 
horses for fresh ones, replacing 
worn out hooves and feeding the 
animals were the responsibility of our grandfather, Herman Spielberger. His 
business was successful, and he managed to acquire a lot of the land in the 
village.

In 1889, Herman’s first wife, Shara, died at the age of 35, leaving the family 
with 6 children. Looking towards the future, Herman decided to create a Jewish 
cemetery in Garadna, and have Shara be the first person buried there. Herman 
was the second person. He died in 1910, at the age of 59, leaving 13 children be-
hind. As fate would have it, only two people of Herman’s large family rest at that 
cemetery… Most of his descendants died in the US, and 35 people, including 
his third wife, Fanny Spielberger, perished in 1944 in the gas chambers of the 
Auschwitz concentration camp.

My grandfather, Herman Spielberger  
(1851—1910).
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The list of Herman Spielberger’s descendants who died in the Holocaust:
 1. Spielberger Hermanne, Fanny—(at age 70)
 2. Landsman Eliasne,  Giza (64)
 3. Landsman Dezso. (42)
 4. Landsman Sandor (41)
 5. Lansman Gyula (40)
 6. Klein Zoltanne, Annus (42)
 7. Klein Zsuzsa (6)
 8. Klein Katalin (4)
 9. Klein Eva (2)
10. Weisz Bela
11. Weltman Moricne, Szeren  (63)
12. Rotstein Hermanne, Shari (40)
13. Rotstein Marton (17)
14. Rotstein Edith
15. Rotstein Heinel
16. Rotstein Israel-Haim
17. Rotstein Moshe
18. Spielberger Geza (31)
19. Weltman Arpad (33)
20. Weltman Arpadne, Szeren
21. Weltman Imre (3)
22. Weltman Laszlone. Elvira (29)
23. Weltman Eva (6)
24. Druker Miklosne, Malvin (29)
25. Druker (Leanyka) (7)
26. Druker Bernard (6)
27. Weltman Sandor (24)
28. Lissauer Miklosne, Margit (46)
29. Lissauer Miklos (12)
30. Roth (Rott) Ferenc (52)
31. Spielberger Vilmos, (45)
32. Spielberger Vilmosne, Eva
33. Spielberger Geza (14)
34. Spielberger Egon (8)
35. Nemet Egon (39)

Herman’s youngest daughter, Jolan, survived in the Budapest ghetto. After 
the end of the war, she found the strength to return to Garadna, from where her 
mother, brother, sisters and their children were sent to Auschwitz… In 1945, 
Jolan sold the Spielberger house to the first interested buyer, who found her by 
mail.
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The fate of the Roth family in the USSR was unfortunate: my father, in his in-
nocence, moved there expecting only a seven-year contract, bringing my moth-
er and my two-year-old brother. The contract was nearing its end and I was 
three years old when, in 1938, Stalin’s insane dictatorship arrested my father, 
separating him from his family, which in turn was thrown out from their apart-
ment into the streets and prevented from returning to Hungary. We never saw 
our father again. For nine years, he was not allowed to write letters to his family 
in Hungarian, only in Russian, which my mother didn’t know how to read. The 
neighbors were terrified to get close to our family as the family of an «enemy of 
the people», so my mother could only learn the content of the letters as retold 
by my brother Jozsef, who was six years older than me and studied in primary 
school. In his letters, our father infallibly soothed us with the hope that “he will 
come back…, they will figure out that he is not guilty…”, but after twelve years of 
imprisonment he perished in a prison on the Kolyma River.

My mother got a job that consisted of manually loading lumber onto rail-
cars and worked there for fourteen years. Regina spent many desperate nights 
crying in our small room of an old wooden barrack in Bobruysk, but despite 
all her sorrows and misfortunes, she truly wished that we kept our knowledge 
of Hungarian… My mother was at work, my brother at school, and I was alone 
at home, playing tag all day with the neighbors’ children in the long and dark 
corridor of the barrack… But even in these circumstances my mother tried to 
sneak a moment to read me something in Hungarian. Dear reader, you won’t 
believe how lucky I  am! (I often think it’s God Almighty helping me for all 
the suffering my parents had to endure…) I am over eighty now… Our grand-
children have graduated from universities…, how far Bobruysk, tomsk and 
toronto are on the map…, but the two books in Hungarian which are dear to me 
and that I kept from those days are still on my desk. One of them doesn’t state 
the issue date; it was brought to the USSR together with my two-year-old broth-
er in 1931—ÖTVEN MESE, összegyűjtötte Z. TÁBORI PIROSKA, harmadik 
kiadás, Dante Könyvkiadó, Budapest.22 Leafing through this book, I recall and 
see that in all those years my mother managed to find time to read me only five 
tales out of the fifty …

The second book is A legújabb HÁZI CZUKRÁSZAT kézikönyve.23 Irta 
HEGYESI  JÓZSEF, Negyedik javított és bővített kiadás. Budapest, 1893. 
A Szerző saját kiadása, Czettel és Deutsch, Budapest. I  loved studying the 
many pages of this book with pictures of different pieces of kitchen machin-
ery, moulds and appliances, but I was particularly fascinated by the three color 

22 FIFty tALeS, compiled by Z. tábori piroska, third edition, SANte printing house, 
Budapest.
23 HOMe BAKeRy, the newest reference book. Written by Hedeshi yozhef. Fourth edition, 
revised and extended. Budapest, 1893, the author’s personal copy.
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pages full of pictures of all sorts of cakes and baked goods. I could spend hours 
playing with these books!

My mother Regina spent all the years of our life in the Soviet Union telling 
me and my older brother Jozsef about Garadna village, about her family, her 
childhood. The «water closet» and the taste of fruits and chestnuts were hard 
to imagine, but lace and carpets made with her own hands, which were also 
brought to the USSR, were convincingly beautiful even to us little boys.

I visited Hungary for the first time in 1960 as an unmarried bald 25-year-
old man, who granny Hani Roth mistook for her son Feri, my father and the 
only of her seven children who had been taken away from her by Stalin… After 
that first visit, while we lived in tomsk and in togliatti, Iya, Sandor, Ilona and 
I spent several summer vacations with the old Roths. But those were the vis-
its to Budapest of poor Soviet engineers, staring enviously into the windows 
of Hungarian stores, inaccessible for us, and my uncles and aunts, my father’s 
siblings, who hosted us, stretched their wallets and contributed some of their 
pensions to buy some basic things for their nephew’s children. We were heart-
fully received. We stayed in Budapest, and when my friends from the Csepel 
Machine tool plant could, two or three times, they offered their little country 
house on the bank of Lake Balaton for us to use for a week.

Our main means of transportation around Budapest were trams and buses, 
but there were also «fat» days, when uncle Dobos Laci would give us a ride in his 

Hungarian books of my childhood.
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luxurious «Volkswagen Beetle»; we were even happier when we had a chance to 
show off for a while in engineer Jozsef Szabo’s mighty and noisy «trabant». At the 
time we never even had the idea to see Garadna village or at least Miskolc town…

But times change. Life goes on and moves forward. G-d brought our family 
to Canada. The Soviet KGB told my wife: “Tell Rott we’ll get to him in any coun-
try…! Let him have no doubt…”

I didn’t have any doubt. After moving to Canada, for the first ten years we 
were inviting uncles and aunts from Hungary to visit us and see that the path 
we had chosen was worth all the losses and worries… But some of them, my fa-
ther’s sisters who were most dear to me, were already too old for a transatlantic 
flight. I was strongly wishing to see them at least one more time.

In 1986, Soviet troops were still in Hungary when I decided to take a risk 
and visit my friends and relatives, bringing my entire family with me. In ad-
dition to this plan, there was another dream that had been growing stronger 
inside me for a long time. “At least once, while Mama’s sister Jolan is still alive, 
we should ask her to take a trip with us to the north of Hungary, maybe even to 
the Garadna village I’ve been hearing so much about for my entire life. Maybe 
there’s something still left over there? Maybe Jolan will remember something and 
show us? Once Jolan is gone, all this will be lost forever.” Hence, a short note in 
my diary:

“June 1, 1986. Today in Baycrest, when I came to visit Mama Regina and give 
her dinner, I asked, “By the way, Mama, where did you live in Miskolc before your 
departure for the Soviet Union?” I didn’t have much hope for an answer, but I got 
one immediately: “Soltesz Nagy Kalman utca, ketto. Pijac mellet…” In other words: 
Soltesz Nagy Kalman Street 2, next to the market… Let’s hear it for my darling 
mommy! Not bad for an 86-year-old!”

For the first time ever, I also started probing Joe Weltman for details: How 
does one get to Garadna? Where is his native village, Bakta? He gladly an-
swered my specific questions and started at once to prepare gifts for his coun-
trymen…

This, our family’s first visit to Hungary after moving to Canada, unforget-
table and overloaded with events, is described in detail in my book «Joy of 
Discovery» and at the beginning of this chapter I want to recall a few fragments 
from that story.

“August 7, 1986, Puchberg. …Yesterday, Iya and Sandor had some anxious mo-
ments sitting behind me in the «Mitsubishi» minibus I had rented at the Vienna 
airport while I drove 80 kilometers along the Austrian highway to Puchberg using 
manual transmission, so tense I barely blinked. Sandor was right when he said 
that the motor has a funny sound, but I was too preoccupied to spare any thought 
for the motor. Other cars were easily passing me, and I tried to keep up with them 
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and not to hold up the traffic… It was only when we got to Puchberg that I dis-
covered I had driven the entire distance setting the transmission shift only to third 
gear… (Ruben, my assistant, gave me back in Toronto a few lessons on how to 
drive «stick», but that was clearly not enough …)

In Puchberg, we happily met up with Edwin. Standing next to him was quite 
a surprise: Jozsi Bacsi—Szabo Jozsef, who had come over to his brother’s in order 
to meet us and escort us to Budapest. Edwin is a smart boy: he flew in from Paris 
a day early, and then, in Vienna, made it from one train station to another and 
caught a train to Puchberg completely on his own. Karcsi wasn’t home and there 
were no vacancies at his hotel. Edwin got a room at the hotel next door for 150 
shillings (15 dollars).

At Karcsi’s hotel, guests are charged 170 shillings for bed and breakfast, but 
he refuses to charge us anything. Last 
night, Sandor and Edwin slept in Room 
No. 7 while Iya and I stayed at Karcsi’s 
apartment.”

“August 8. We bought several box-
es of chocolates and marzipan candy 
from Karcsi to take to Budapest as gifts. 
For Aunt Ilonka, for her 89th birth-
day, Karcsi made a beautiful cake, for 
which he refused to accept payment. 
Today, Karcsi himself cooked dinner 
for our entire group. It was sweet-and-
sour soup and grilled venison. Sandor 
drew two Canadian flags on sheets of 
paper which we placed in the windows 
of our minibus. During the day, my 
sons and I  installed bars in the win-
dows of the bakery production shop. 
In the evening, Karcsi stuffed us full of 
cake and marzipan.”

“August 9, 1986, Budapest. We 
left Puchberg early in the morning, 
right after breakfast. Jozsi Bacsi rode 
ahead of us in his French two-cylinder 

“box” and went with us as far as the road to Budapest. At 9 a.m., we crossed the 
Hungarian border without any fuss. This is a remarkable event. In 1960, I crossed 
the Hungarian border for the first time—from the East, by train, alone. Yesterday, 
26 years later, I entered this country again—but now from the West, with my wife 
and two grown sons, behind the wheel of a beauty of a 9-seat «Mitsubishi» mini-
van with Canadian flags in the front and rear windows.

Brothers Jozsef and Károly (Karcsi) Szabo. 
Austria, 1986.
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In the border town of Sopron, Jutka and Laci met us at a gas station and con-
tinued on with us. I was now driving the car more confidently. A couple of excellent 
lessons in driving a «standard» I had received from Jozsef Szabo in Puchberg had 
been especially useful to me. Laci only took over the driving when we were about 
to enter Budapest. We came to Jutka’s apartment on Raktar Street, unloaded our 
luggage, had a bite to eat at a nearby restaurant, and hurried to the airport to 
meet Ilona and Paul, who were arriving on a flight from Amsterdam—following 
their honeymoon trip to Israel. Uncle Shasha was already at the airport, flowers 
in hand”.

“August 10, Budapest. The first thing we did after breakfast was visit Jolan. Both 
in looks and in temperament, she’s very similar to her sister Regina—equally stub-
born and strong-willed. Paul found nothing very wrong with her health-wise, even 
though she is constantly complaining and keeps a bucketful of medicines at home… 
She immediately made Paul teach her to take her own blood pressure. Compared 
to her sister, Mama Regina is more modest and restrained. Jolan gave Ilona a 
beautiful silver jewel-box and 5000 forints as a wedding gift.

Then we went to see Lolo, who lives in the same building. Lolo is the concierge 
of her section, a sort of superintendent except that she pays even closer attention 
to the day-to-day life in the building. Our time with Lolo was spent very differ-
ently. She is always in good spirits, is fond of us and was sincerely glad to see us. 
She showed us her collection of antiques. She often goes to the theater and loves 
classical music. Her apartment is small but full of life. I was proud that my father 
had such a sister.

And, most important, today was the birthday of our beloved Aunt Ilonka; she 
turned 89. Everyone gathered at her cottage in Romai for the birthday dinner. It’s 
a beautiful part of Budapest, but Ilonka herself is even more beautiful! So smart 
and marvelously kind. It was an unforgettable day that we spent with her. Besides 
the six of us, the guests at dinner included Lolo, Sasa and Agi, and Jutka and 
Laci. Ilonka herself had cooked an excellent dinner. The cake we had brought from 
Puchberg, with her name and the figure 89 on it, was not only elegant but delicious. 
For the Roth family, it was a day full of love, tears, memories, and joy. They have 
only one child between all of them: Jutka…”

“August 12. After a day of intensive sightseeing, Laci took us for dinner at the 
«Sipos» restaurant, with typical national cuisine and atmosphere. Jutka, Lolo, 
Sasa and Agi were already there, waiting for us. Good restaurant, good dinner, 
nice wine, a wonderful gypsy band—but in the middle of dinner, the power went 
down all of a sudden, and then it was very hot and stuffy, with little relief from 
the wide-open windows and doors. Despite the heat, we were all glad to spend 
the evening in such great company. Then, at the end of the dinner, Paul said he 
would pick up the tab! Everyone was delighted, and Iya and I were very proud of 
our son-in-law.”
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“August 16, Saturday. Today, we ended up having a real Sabbath. Many things 
went through my mind as I went over the day’s events. Could I have even imag-
ined such a thing once upon a time? What would my father say? Laci picked us 
up in the morning and took us to the «Dohany utca» synagogue in Pest, where 
we arrived by 10 a.m. It’s a majestic building with beautiful architecture; one can 
see that years ago, before the fateful events of the war, this place was bustling with 
activity. How powerful the community had to be to have the biggest synagogue in 
Europe! At the moment, the roof is being repaired but overall, the building is in 
rather sad condition and looks neglected.

We arrived about ten minutes before the start of the morning service when the 
people were already coming in. I brought my large tallis with me. Seeing new faces, 
the synagogue attendant approached us and offered to call me up for the reading 
of the Torah. I was hesitant, but Sandor insisted that I should go. The attendant 
also offered Edwin and Sandor to roll up the Torah scroll after the reading. By the 
time the service started, quite a few people had gathered—mostly tourists visiting 
Budapest.

The part of the Torah being read that week was the «Vaetchanan». I was the 
sixth to go up on the bimah, and the Torah reader began my portion: “Shma, 
Israel…!” I got goosebumps. It was amazing, unbelievable…! Where am I?

The older generation of the Roth family (Ferenc’s brothers and sisters):  
Shasha, Lolo, Artur, Jutka and Ilonka. Budapest, 1984.
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In the blessing that followed the reading of my portion, I named Mama Regina, 
Iya and the children, Paul, Laci (who was in attendance), and the Roth and 
Spielberger families. Sandor and Edwin, two handsome young men, went up on 
the bimah and rolled up and dressed the Torah scroll according to the rules, like 
real experts. Iya sat in the women’s section and wept with joy. Jutka, who sat next 
to her, gaped in wonderment at these goings-on.”

After several days of persuasion, Jolan agreed to go with us to the Garadna 
village area. That day finally came on August 21. early in the morning, my aunt 
and our friend Szabo Jozsef arrived on Raktar Street; they came by public trans-
portation, to avoid putting my skills at driving the minibus on the narrow old 
streets of Budapest to an extra test. Szabo undertook to be the navigator and put 
himself in charge of our departure from the city. I got behind the wheel, and our 
team of six headed northeast.

two hours later, full of emotion, we entered the city of Miskolc. We didn’t 
have much time, but I insisted that we find the house where my brother Jozsef 
was born and where my parents had lived before going away to the Soviet Union. 
Szabo asked several passersby who tried to remember the street name. It turned 
out that in socialist Hungary, Soltesz-Nagy Kalman Street had been renamed 
Bela Kun Street. We headed toward it in the direction of the city market, and 
finally reached a beautiful three-story house on the corner. Jolan perked up, vis-
ibly excited as she remembered… All of us were overjoyed. Auntie was reluctant 
to go inside, but I took her by the hand and led her into the building.

From apartment in this building in 1931 my parents departed for the USSR.
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We found ourselves in a garden; there was a small inner courtyard, with sev-
eral apartment entrances. We stood there and imagined what this place must 
have been like in the 1920s. There was nothing else to do here: Jolan couldn’t re-
call the apartment number, and there was nothing we could ask the young wom-
an who came out of one of the doors. The market genuinely surprised us with its 
abundance and crowds of people. everywhere, vendors were frying fresh crepes, 
chestnuts, pirozhki, and sausages.

We drove on toward Kosice. It was a good road, well-paved and lined with 
pyramid-shaped linden trees. After about fifty minutes, we saw a sign that said, 

“Szikszo.” I immediately explained that this was where edith Weltman grew up. 
A few minutes later, when a road sign that said, “Novayidrany,” appeared, an 
agitated Jolan pointed to a house by the road with six small columns: “This is 
my sister Margit’s house—it’s from here that they took her and her two children 
to Auschwitz,”

About ten minutes later, we saw a sign for «Bakta». That was it, the village 
where our Joe Weltman had grown up! We made a turn and drove another 12 
kilometers or so to the village. Joe had instructed me to proceed at once to the 
building of the Village Council, where coffee and drinks were already waiting 
for us. We stopped by very briefly at the home of Joe’s friend Mari, a Council 
staffer. She turned out to be a very cultured woman: a well-tuned piano, a col-
lection of plates and antiques, a library containing books from the encyclopedia 
to the torah.

Mari took us to the grave of Joe’s father; to get there, we had to drive across 
a field and up a hill to reach Bakta’s old Jewish cemetery, surrounded by a tall 
hedge. The grass had been freshly cut—we were expected—but the graves were 
a very sad sight. All of the gravestones were grimy and had either tilted or fallen 
down. It was obvious that no one ever came here; the relatives of the deceased 
had either died in the Holocaust, or were unable to come here and visit the 
graves. Only the grave of Weltman Mor, Joe’s father, was topped by a large con-
crete cube with a black marble plaque.

From Bakta, we came back to the main highway. A few more minutes on 
the road, and we saw the long-awaited sign so dear to our hearts: «Garadna». 
everyone ran out of the car to have pictures taken next to this sign. Then we got 
back into the minibus and drove slowly along the highway, which turned into 
the main village street. The street was empty except for a gray-haired old man 
standing by a garden gate. On the left, an old woman in a long peasant dress 
with a pleated skirt was riding toward us on a bicycle, with a basket on the rack. 
In the distance, we saw the steeple.

“Our house was right across the bridge,” Jolan said in the silence that had fall-
en. everyone waited tensely to see the bridge. There it was, a small bridge… “It a 
haz! (There’s the house!)” Mama Regina’s sister shouted triumphantly, pointing at 
a rather large house behind an iron fence. My G-d! This moment, too, had come!
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In the next instant, we were outside, walking toward the fence. Iya started 
congratulating everyone—first me, then Jolan. The gate was locked, and there 
was a “For sale” sign in the window. I knocked on the gate, but there was no re-
sponse. everything was quiet.

Noticing a middle-aged woman in the yard of the house next door, I started 
to talk to her across the fence. I explained who we were and what we were here 
for. The woman walked over to the fence; her husband came up, too. They were 
erzsi and Zoltan paulo. She invited us inside their house, and he started to give 
us a quick update. The paulos had bought a piece of land from the current own-
ers of «our house»—the Spielberger house—and had built their own house on 
that plot. That was why the street number for our house was 6 while the paulos’ 
house was 6A. Our house had been for sale for several years; the asking price 
was 18,000 forints but no buyer had turned up yet. Zoltan explained that the 
owner of the house, who was living in Miskolc with her daughter, had the keys. 
From the porch of the paulos’ house, our house looked rather sad; it was sagging, 
and there were cracks in the walls.

Other villagers started coming up from nearby houses. One old woman, 
Kristof Margit, rushed toward Jolan and hugged her. It turned out they had 
gone to school together in first grade in 1910… As more people came up, I did 
my best to keep up and write down their names so that I could mention them to 
Mama Regina in toronto—maybe she would remember some of them.

“Here’s Home!”, aunt Jolan said excitedly. Garadna, August 21, 1986.
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At my request, Zoltan led us all into the yard of the Spielberger house through 
a breach in the fence at the end of his own plot. At last we were on Spielberger 
land. everyone was thrilled. We peered into the windows of the house and into 
the empty henhouse, then went over to the well. There was a bucket hanging on 
a rope wrapped around a log. Mama Regina had told me about this well when 
I was a kid; now, here we were, touching it with our own hands. edwin imme-
diately started to lower the bucket into the well. Much to our delight, one of the 
trees had plums on it, not yet fully ripe. There were walnuts ripening on the tree 
next to it. Mama had often said that they always had the best fruit growing in 
their garden; now, we had a chance to taste it. I picked about two dozen unripe 
plums and put them in my bag to take home; the paulos gave us a small pack-
et of fresh walnuts. (One had to see the surprise and the smiles on the faces of 
Regina, yuzik, Joe, Jaffa, Gunilla and the other relatives when, a week later in 
toronto, I presented each of them with a single plum and a walnut “from our 
garden in Garadna!”)

We spent about twenty minutes in the yard and started to get ready to leave. 
We headed for the minibus. And then, it was as if someone had given me a tug: 

“My G-d! What about my grandfather? Where is his grave?”
Mama Regina had told me many times that Grandpa Spielberger was buried 

“on his own land, behind the house.” We were now leaving this piece of land but 
there was no grave to be seen anywhere… in a panic, I dashed toward Jolan and 
begged her to show me her father’s grave. In response, my aunt became prac-
tically hysterical. She started yelling that she was tired, she didn’t remember, 
didn’t want to, could never find it! I did my best to calm her down and asked 
her to explain what the problem was. It turned out that «on his own land, be-
hind the house» was correct—but back in Grandpa’s day, the land owned by the 
Spielbergers stretched much farther back, and the place where he was buried 
was now somewhere in the middle of a field… I was taken aback but still tried to 
think of a solution: “How could we leave without visiting my grandfather’s grave?”

Mama had often talked about their neighbor across the street, a notary 
named Ucekaj Mishka. An hour earlier, I was talking to his son Ucekaj Djula, 
an elderly man leaning on two sticks. He introduced me to his wife and told me 
that his father had been drowned in the well during the war… My passengers 
were already getting inside the car when I came up to Ucekaj Djula, who was 
sitting on a bench in front of his garden gate, and asked if he could show me 
Grandfather Spielberger’s grave. Djula said that he knew where the grave was, 
but couldn’t get there because of his bad legs.

I brought the minibus over to the bench, asked Szabo to move to the back 
seat, then opened the passenger-side front door, lifted Djula up and sat him 
down next to me. He started showing me the way. After passing the steeple, we 
turned onto a small street, drove past several houses and reached a field where 
the grass had been mowed. Djula pointed to a small hill on the other side of the 
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field, overgrown with trees and shrubbery. We headed toward it, driving care-
fully over the bumps and hillocks. By the edge of the forest, Djula told me to 
drive slower along the shrubbery, and then said to stop. He knew that the grave 
had to be somewhere nearby, but someone had to get through the shrubbery 
that was hiding it. Sandor and edwin moved the branches apart and dove in, 
disappearing in the greenery. We heard their voices, and the rest of us followed 
into the thicket.

We found the grave of grandfather Spielberger and his first wife.

On a small hill, about five meters away from the forest’s edge, we saw two 
long indentations in the ground. They were graves, sunken slightly below 
ground level. The one on the left had pieces of a broken headstone scattered 
on it. My heart beat faster with emotion… Djula explained that the peasants 
had used one of the headstones for years as a weight to deepen furrows; that 
stone could still be lying around somewhere nearby. Right away, the boys 
and I went off in different directions and started to look around the nearest 
clearings, but our search yielded nothing. Sandor and edwin started clean-
ing the mud off the pieces of the broken headstone on the grave and putting 
them together; many pieces were missing. Then, part of an inscription began 
to emerge… A miracle! Joe Weltman had done the right thing when he sent 
our children to study at a Jewish school in toronto: the barely visible Hebrew 
letters added up to “Sarah Bat Gimpl.” That was our grandfather Herman 
Spielberger’s first wife.
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“We’ve found Grandfather’s grave! Buried in 1910, 76 years ago!” We stood 
there for a while in silence. I put my arms around Jolan. Szabo shook his head. 
The children carefully put the pieces of the stone together on top of the grave. 
Our group left this newly rediscovered piece of territory with the special feeling 
of a duty done.

As we approached our minibus, everyone suddenly started talking at once 
about a rather strange detail of what we had just seen. The clearing where the 
graves were was densely surrounded by trees and tall shrubbery. But why was it 
so clean, and actually looking well-tended? No leaves, no broken branches… But 
who could have been coming here through such a thicket? Someone suggested it 
could be a rest stop for rabbits or wild pigs. But there was no trace of them any-
where. Finally, we agreed on Ilona’s theory that the dense growth around the clear-
ing and the effects of the sun had created some sort of special microclimate here.

The next year, we received an amazing answer to this riddle; in the meantime, 
we moved on.

As we left Garadna, I heard Iya’s voice behind me in the third row of the 
bus: “Vadya, we cannot leave it like this. We have to do something here.” That was 
the start of the idea of building a memorial on the grave in Garadna to honor 
Herman Spielberger and all of his relatives who were killed at Auschwitz.

Sandor and Edwin put together the fragments of the tombstone and read the name…
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At Joe Weltman’s behest, we stopped in three more large villages where some 
of the Spielbergers of whom we had lost track could have been buried in the 
Jewish sections of the cemeteries. There were practically no Jewish families left 
in that part of Hungary, and their sections of the cemeteries were badly over-
grown and completely neglected. Some were very difficult to find.

At one of these cemeteries, I met a personable young man named Kercsi Imre 
who helped us find the Jewish burial plots. Luckily, it turned out that Imre lived 
in the neighboring town of encs; he was a stonemason whose trade was mak-
ing headstones. I immediately asked him about the possibility of making head-
stones for our graves in Garadna, too. Imre said he could do it. Szabo agreed to 
return to encs later on and give him our sketch for the headstones. I suggested 
that we finish the job by the next summer, when we could make a special trip 
for the unveiling of the memorial.

“We are sitting in a restaurant in Encs: Jolan, Szabo, Iya, Sandor, Edwin and 
I. The gypsy musicians are playing, especially for us. The train from Miskolc to 
Kosice passes by outside the window. ‘This,’ says Aunt Jolan, pointing, ‘is the 
train your father Feri used to take to visit us in Garadna every time he had a 
day off… It was so long ago…”
Jolan felt good on that trip; she was active, and always in a good mood. Our 

warmth and attention were the best medicine she could have. Inspired by the 
new idea, we returned to Budapest, having traveled 525 kilometers on that un-
forgettable one-day journey.

Back in toronto, with plenty of other things to keep us busy, we started prepa-
rations for our Garadna project. We decided that we could get it done on sched-
ule, and set the time for the opening of the memorial for noon, June 28, 1987. We 
sent out a letter about this to all the descendants of Herman Spielberger we could 
find—all those whose addresses we had by then. pepi Dunai (Spielberger) was 
one of the few who immediately made a financial contribution to the project. Our 
architect, Sandor, envisioned the memorial as consisting of a dark concrete plat-
form on which two light-hued gravestones would be installed over the graves we 
had found. The gravestones would be shaped in such a way as to remind one of 
recumbent figures trying to rise and sit up. The pieces of the original headstone 
of Grandfather Spielberger’s first wife, with the remnants of the century-old in-
scription on it, would be embedded in the concrete between the two gravestones.

In March, we sent Szabo Jozsef the blueprints for the memorial that Sandor 
had made, and he took them to Kercsi Imre in encs. Joe Weltman’s response to our 
plans for the memorial was typical for him: “What’s so complicated? Just take four 
wood panels like I did for Father in Bakta, nail them together into a big box, and fill 
it with concrete—no one will be able to do any damage…” However, we wanted to 
create something nobler, and I immediately decided that Joe would only be includ-
ed at the very last stage of the construction of the memorial—that is, he would get 
an invitation to its opening. Simha Fordsham helped me with the graphic design 
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of the inscriptions for the future gravestones, while a special firm in toronto trans-
ferred these inscriptions by deep etching onto thick plates of stainless steel. The 
text for Herman’s gravestone was written in Hungarian; for his wife’s, in english.

The summer of 1987 arrived. We traveled to Hungary by the now-familiar 
route: toronto-puchberg-Budapest. This time, our «Mitsubishi» minibus was 
dark green. On the road to Budapest and when driving around the city, I felt 
very confident using the manual transmission. The excellent navigational abili-
ties of our sons, who quickly mastered the complicated map of the capital with 
its population of two million, were a big help.

We arrived in high spirits at the cottage in Romai, where Ilonka, Shasha, Agi, 
Jutka and Laci were already waiting for us with an excellent dinner. What a plea-
sure for me to see the faces of these people, so near and dear to me! Their eyes, 
too, sparkled with the joy they felt at another visit from the young generation 
of the Rotts, who had now become Canadians. There was sadness, too, as we re-
membered our beloved aunt Lolo: she had passed away in January.

In order to have a minyan (ten Jewish males) at the opening of the memorial, 
Shasha and Laci promised to come to Garadna by noon on Sunday.

Joe Weltman, too, arrived in Budapest and immediately invited us for lunch 
to the Hanna restaurant, where I assured him, not feeling fully confident myself, 
that everything would be done as planned… Joe already knew that he was not 
expected in Garadna until the day of the unveiling of the memorial, and so he 
stayed in Budapest, visiting numerous friends and waiting for my call.

On tuesday, June 23, at 8 a.m. with military precision, Jolan was at the door 
of Aunt Ilonka’s winter apartment on Raktar Street, where we were staying. With 
her were Szabo Jozsef and his wife Magda. I invited them in case there were any 
problems with the health or the nerves of Mama’s sister, whom we were taking 
away from home for six days. I got out on the Budapest-Miskolc highway with-
out much difficulty, and in a few hours, without making a stop in Miskolc, we 
arrived at the shop of the headstone maker Kercsi Imre in encs.

When I went into the shop, I very nearly fainted. In March, Imre had as-
sured us that all the main parts of the memorial would be ready for our arrival 
at the end of June and would be done in accordance with Sandor’s blueprints. 
But nothing was ready—and the parts that Imre and his workers were finishing 
up in a hurry when we came in were, as the Hungarians say, “slightly similar, but 
altogether different.” I nixed it all and lamented, “What a disgrace!” Imre turned 
red and started apologizing; he said that he couldn’t help us and blamed it all on 
the carpenter who had let him down with the wooden models… Sandor started 
showing him what had been done wrong.

I decided not to give up. I tried to get a grip on myself and started looking for 
ways to inspire Imre. I showed him the Spielberger family tree, impressed him with 
the size and beauty of the inscriptions on the stainless-steel plates I had brought, 
started making a film about his workshop, promised him any help he needed with 
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physical labor from the men in our group, explained to him that relatives I had 
invited back in March were coming for the opening of the memorial on Sunday…

Imre calmed down somewhat and admitted that the cause of the fiasco lay 
in the fact that they had been unable to read the blueprints. Sandor used pieces 
of plywood to draw on and made outlines for the molds for cement with mar-
ble crumb. After giving it some thought, Imre said the job would be complet-
ed by Sunday; they would do all they could and would work round the clock. 
According to the preliminary plan, it worked out in such a way that after encs, 
the main work in Garadna would be done on Saturday. “For my Grandfather, on 
his grave—on the Sabbath!” I was quite distraught about this, but I saw no other 
choice. I had to give my consent.

I wished Imre success, and we hurried to Garadna. There, another disap-
pointment awaited us: unlike last year, the entire burial plot was overgrown with 
weeds and tall grass. We combed through the thicket one more time in the hope 
of finding at least part of my grandfather’s headstone. Then, we gathered all of 
the pieces left from Sarah’s headstone into a sack.

It started to rain. time passed quickly as we drove 60 kilometers to tapolca, 
a suburb of Miskolc where we got rooms at the «Juno» Hotel. For the first time 
ever, the «bourgeois capitalist» from Canada got four separate rooms at the hotel, 
which cost me 30,180 forints for five nights. Thanks to our Bobruysk/Mongolian 
habits, Iya and I unabashedly stretched across the room the white rope that ac-
companies us on all trips, and Madam professor set about washing our under-
wear and hanging it out to dry.

I had a bad night and couldn’t sleep until dawn. I kept thinking, weighing the 
options, planning. “The entire purpose of our trip to Hungary may fall through… 
How embarrassing that I’ve been so naïve—I’m ashamed to face Joe!… They’re go-
ing to work on the grave on a Saturday?… I have to stay close to Imre the whole 
time and help him in any way I can!”

“June 24, Wednesday. Miskolc. The first thing I did after breakfast was to call 
Shasha and tell him and Laci to come on Sunday. Then, I called Joe Weltman 
and hinted at the fact that I was having some serious problems. He started lec-
turing me at once: “take four panels, anyone can pour the concrete, it’ll be 
solid…” I cut him off, saying that “everything had been done already but done 
incorrectly, so I had it broken…” Joe saddled me with another problem too: 

“I’m going to come to Miskolc on Friday, and on Saturday you’re all com-
ing to the synagogue and then to dinner with me at a kosher restaurant.” Of 
course, I had something else altogether to worry about on Saturday!

Szabo Magda stayed with Jolan, while the four of us, including Szabo Jozsef, 
went to Encs. What we saw was encouraging. They had spent all night work-
ing, and the molds for pouring the concrete were almost ready. We cleared up 
a few details, I filmed a few scenes of the work with my camera. Iya and Edwin 
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used steel brushes to clean up the pieces of Sarah’s headstone. I took Imre aside 
and asked him to find a way to have the principal work in Garadna done on 
Friday rather than Saturday. Imre was calm, and I was encouraged by that. He 
refused any help from us.

Imre brought us home and introduced us to his family. His wife Ilona gave 
us a warm welcome, and we showered her with compliments: her house was 
sparkling clean and in perfect order.

We hurried to Garadna. Our first stop was the Paulos’ house. We borrowed 
a scythe, a saw, a sickle, a hoe and an axe, and went to the hill in the field to 
start clearing the grounds. Meanwhile, Paulo Erzsi persuaded her husband 
and her son Lajos, also a policeman, to come and help us. The Paulos under-
took to cut the grass and clean up the grounds by Friday.

I spent the next several hours in relay meetings with the villagers. With their 
help, Szabo and I were able to locate Rabatski Andraszne, the old woman to 
whom Jolan had sold the Spielberger house in 1945, in Miskolc. She introduced 
us to her daughter and granddaughter, and lent me the key and allowed us to 
visit the house on Sunday.”

“June 26, Friday, Garadna-Tapolca. After leaving Iya in Tapolca with Jolan 
and Magda, we arrived in Encs by 10 a.m. and went to see Imre. One of the two 
curved slabs of the gravestones was already polished; lying next to it were the 
two foundations for the slabs, also completed. We immediately went to work, 
to drill holes in the concrete and install the plates with the inscriptions brought 
from Toronto. The plate for Grandmother Sarah was installed first. The con-
crete was still rather damp and soft, even though it had been poured 48 hours 
earlier. Soon, the second slab was ready too.

The master, Imre, has no machinery for lifting heavy weights—just his own 
hands and those of his workers; yet each slab weighs 300 kilos. They do a great 
job, but it’s still a rather depressing sight… He also has a small, one-ton truck, 
so it moves across the field with difficulty. Before our arrival, Imre had already 
made one trip to Garadna in the morning to deliver truck of gravel.

At 1 p.m., we all set off for Garadna. Imre and the workers unloaded the con-
crete, the water, the tools, and both foundations from the truck, then went back 
to Encs for the slabs. Paulo Zoltan and son had done an excellent job cleaning up 
the grounds; moreover, they categorically refused payment for their work.

Then, «the great construction» began. First of all, I marked the lines of the 
graves on trees so that, once the foundation platform was completed, the grave-
stones could be placed exactly over the graves. We leveled the ground and start-
ed pouring the foundation. The concrete was mixed at the foot of the hill, then 
transported in a steel cart to the top, where the cart was lifted by hand and the 
concrete was poured into the formwork. It was very hard physical work, but all 
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five workers labored silently, intensively, and quickly. To strengthen the foun-
dation, the concrete was reinforced with steel rods.

Imre is a real master, a capable leader; each member of his team clearly knew 
his job and his responsibilities. He didn’t need our help; questions only came up 
about several basic decisions. I bought food and drinks for everyone, including a 
case of beer, at the store next to the Spielberger house. I filmed the various stages of 
construction with a camera with 8-millimeter film. Two pretty ten-year-old twin 
girls, Imre’s daughters Ilonka and Aniko, spent the whole day hanging around us.

That afternoon, our first visitor from the village arrived, hobbling across 
the field. It was 78-year-old Zadori Andras. It was from him that I learned the 
answer to the riddle that had stumped us a year ago: why was the Spielberger 
gravesite in such good condition?

It turned out that last year, churches across Europe commemorated the an-
niversary of a cholera epidemic which struck the continent 200 years ago and 
took many lives. At the same time, at the local initiative of some Hungarian 
churches, commemorations were also held of the 40th anniversary of the publi-
cation, by demand from the families, of the list of several thousand Hungarian 
soldiers who had been captured in battles on the Don and in other places, and 
had never returned from Soviet captivity.

Just then, shortly before our arrival, the priest of the Garadna church, Dr. 
Szarka Janos, told his parishioners, “People usually commemorate the dead 
by tending to their graves. In our village, though, we don’t have any burials of 
cholera victims or fallen soldiers. So why not clean up the two Jewish graves 
we’ve got? There’s no one to take care of them, either…” So the parishioners went 
to the grove and diligently cleaned up the grounds around our two graves at 
the top of the hill.

And there we were! It was the answer to the mystery…
Kercsi Imre’s work was going well. A short while later, the concrete of the 

platform began to settle. Then it was on to setting up the foundations for the 
gravestones. One amazing moment in the construction work was the slow pro-
cession of Imre and his five workers as they removed the 300-kilogram head-
stone from the bed of the truck with their bare hands, carried it up the hill and 
carefully placed it on the foundation that rested on concrete. First they installed 
Grandma Sarah’s headstone, then Grandpa Herman’s. Sandor laid out the bro-
ken pieces left from the old headstone between the two slabs and pressed them 
slightly into the still-fresh concrete by tapping on them with the handle of a 
hammer. All of us stood around watching, while Imre used a wet sponge to 
wipe the still-wet cement at the joints.

Sandor wrote the date on the not-yet-quite-solid concrete—28-VI-1986—
and said to me under his breath, “This is my first professional job!” The last 
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spade was thrown in the back of the truck. Everyone got into the cars. I started 
the engine of the minibus; just at that moment, the last rays of the sun which 
was about to sink below the horizon were shining in my eyes. I had never yet 
had such a feeling of the majesty of the coming Sabbath!”

The long-awaited day of the unveiling of the memorial in Garadana—Sunday, 
June 28—finally came. After breakfast, I paid for the four hotel rooms in tapolca, 
and then we loaded our luggage into the minibus and set out for the Miskolc 
train station. There, at 9 a.m., our close-knit group, which consisted of Iya, my-
self, Sandor, edwin, Jolan, and Szabos, were joined by Shasha and Laci, who had 
come from Budapest by train. We drove up to the synagogue in Miskolc, where 
Joe Weltman was waiting for us with his old friends. We took one of them with 
us in the minibus, while Joe and the other three elderly men followed us to 
Garadna in a small «Trabant».

We passed the village and drove out into the field. On Friday, during the 
construction of the memorial, part of the shrubbery that divided the hill from 
the field had had to be cleared, and now the white marble of the mysterious 
structure on the edge of the forest was visible from afar. Szabo and our boys 
ran ahead and wrapped the stone in a white sheet they’d bought ahead of time 
in Miskolc. With Jolan and Shasha in the car, I drove back to the village, where 
I picked up Ucekaj Djula and paulo erzsi.

It was a wonderful summer day. The sun was bright. The villagers of Garadna 
walked slowly across the field from different parts of the village, straight toward 

Completed memorial to Herman Spielberger and his family members who were killed in 
Auschwitz. Garadna, June 26, 1987.
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the memorial; about fifty of them had gathered by the end of the ceremony. 
Joe Weltman and his equally impatient friends from Miskolc started reciting 
prayers without waiting for noon. Ucekaj Djula’s wife came up to me and said 
that at the morning service in church, the priest Szarka Janos had told the pa-
rishioners about the upcoming event, advised them to pay us a visit, and fin-
ished the service early. His own absence from the opening of the memorial was 
due, according to Ucekaj Ilonka, to the fact that he urgently needed to visit a 
seriously ill person in a distant village in his parish.

The white veil was cast off, and there, shining before the eyes of the crowd, 
were the polished plates of stainless steel, with the inscription:

Spielberger Herman
1856-1910

In memory of members of his family
murdered in 1944.

From his children, grandchildren and
great-grandchildrenin Canada, Israel and the USA

Joe Weltman was the first to address those present with a moving speech. His 
main theme was this: “Many people believed that our ancestors who lie here, and 
their children and grandchildren who never came back from Auschwitz, have no 
family left alive…. But those who thought so were mistaken! Look how many of us 
are here today! And there are so many more of us around the world!”

Edwin, Sandor, Vladimir, aunt Jolan, Joe Weltman, Iya.
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The villagers of Garadna at the unveiling of the memorial.

I spoke after him. “Dearest Aunt Jolan! Thank you for living long enough to 
see this day, and for bringing us to Garadna! Dearest Jozska (Joe)! Thank you for 
overcoming so many hardships and getting to America, which made it possible 
for us to come here! Dearest Iya! Thank you for moving from faraway Mongolia 
to even more faraway Canada, and for bearing our wonderful children who have 
helped build this monument! Dearest Shasha and Laci, dear friends from Miskolc, 
thank you for being with us here today and helping make sure we had a minyan! 
Dearest Szabo, thank you for so many years of loyal friendship! Dearest Ucekaj 
Djula, thank you for helping us find these lost graves that are so dear to us! To the 
Paulo family—we know that our memorial will be safe under your watchful eyes! 
Thank you! And to the residents of Garadna: thank you for your memory of our 
families and for coming here today.

This is not a day of mourning and sorrow; it is our day of joy! The descen-
dants of the Spielbergers are always going to come back to this memorial.”

The gathering listened as we recited the Kaddish, the traditional Jewish 
prayer for the dead, and then silence fell. Slowly, people started to disperse.

The next event touched our hearts, too. As we drove through the village, 
I pulled over at the Spielberger house and asked everyone to get out. With great 
agitation, I took the key out of my pocket and opened the garden gate. The front 
door of the house opened just as easily. Jolan refused to go inside… Joe went in 
first. The rest of us followed into the half-darkness of the small rooms. Shasha 
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gave a cry of delight: he had recognized the huge cupboard in the living room! 
Joe backed him up. “This is where Grandma used to leave milk for me,” Shasha 
said as he opened the beautifully curved door on the left side. “When I was a 
boy, I stayed here as a guest a few times. I used to go out and play with the village 
boys, and when I came back there was always a pitcher of milk and a slice of pie 
waiting for me on this shelf…”

The next day in Budapest, when we were visiting Jozsef Szabo’s family on 
Csepel, the first thing I did was to ask his wife Magda to write a letter of grat-
itude from my name to priest Dr. Szarka Janos, who soon answered to my 
toronto address with his kind regards.

Jerome Spielberger was the son of uncle Armin, my mother Reginas’s third 
brother. Jerome was the only one, not counting the overly committed Joe 
Weltman, of my cousins who was going with us to Hungary to be at the inaugu-
ration of the monument, but severe illness stopped him from fulfilling his plan. 
Jerome Spielberger, a Colonel of the United States Air Force, was buried with 
military honors at the Arlington National Cemetery in Washington, D. C., on 
July 24, 1987. Many of our relatives were present at the funeral, including our 
own family from Canada.

Inside the Spielberger house. Uncle Shasha recognized the sideboard from his childhood.
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Jerome Spielberger’s funeral. Arlington Memorial Cemetery.  
Washington, D. C., July 24, 1987.

After the solemn burial ceremony, the friends and relatives gathered for a 
memorial banquet at the hotel’s banquet hall. The film I  showed at the end 
of the banquet turned out to be a great addition to this event. I had brought 
a movie projector and the film reel with me to Washington. There was no 
sound, and I had to provide a running commentary for what was happening 
onscreen. All of the guests thanked me most warmly for bringing the film reel 
to Washington, DC and giving them a chance to see footage of the construction 
of the Spielberger Memorial in Garadna.

So, a remarkable «monument» to the large Jewish family of the Spielbergers—
local dwellers—appeared in the Hungarian village of Garadna. From that mo-
ment on, our Canadian part of the family would be coming here at least every 
other year, bringing friends and relatives to touch our history. And between our 
visits, the memorial will be in the caring, kind and respectful hands of paulo’s 
family, where all the men are not only professional policemen, but also skilled 
handymen. Later, after their father Zoltan died, his fourth son, the kind and 
handsome tibor and his tireless wife Marianna, took up the care of the memorial.

On the 20th anniversary of the memorial, I brought another stainless-steel 
plate from toronto and affixed it to the foundation. The engraving on the plaque 
reads: “Built by Kercsi Imre, Encs, 1987. Designed by Sandor Rott, Toronto.”

I deeply apologize if some of my colleagues think that I have quoted from 
what are already too many fragments, but I really wanted to recreate the memory 
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about the touching moments of the Memorial being born, to better prepare the 
reader for the greatness of the upcoming joy that I am rushing to share with you.

Our Memorial is 31 years old. We take flights; bring friends and relatives; 
write; tell about it to our permanently growing readers’ circle; make plans with 
tibor and Marianna… I thought that this book of mine, the new one, I would 
finish with a chapter “Farewell, Garadna!”, in which I would try and tell the sto-
ry of the village… For this, Iya and I arrived to Garadna at the end of April, this 
year, 2018. everything was going as planned, when at the end of the afternoon, 
tibor said something pretty vague:

—My neighbor wants to show you something… He thinks you will be interested…
I didn’t pay much attention… 25th of April, end of the day. Iya and I had just 

returned from Košice, where tibor paulo and his older daughter Nicolette, who 
fulfilled the role of a GpS-navigator, took us to visit our good old friends Mark 
and Nina Gamerov, with whom we have been sharing the joys of life since the 
early togliatti days. The meeting was memorable not only because of the heart-
felt reception and rich feast organized by Nina, but also the Gamerovs and the 
paulos liking each other a lot… After some time, tibor said the same phrase 
about the neighbor again. I grew suspicious…

tibor and Marianna live on Fő (Main) Street, 97. The neighbor he men-
tioned, who will become the main character of the second part of this chapter, 
is the owner of the house and the patch of land under the number 95… I sug-
gested we go to him at once.
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We opened a peculiar gate and im-
mediately found ourselves surround-
ed by brave geese and kittens. The 
owner came to us. He presented him-
self humbly: “Acs Laszlo”. We greeted 
each other. In five steps, he brought 
us to the wall of a neighbor’s house,  
against which a flat white stone was 
propped, standing on the ground. We 
looked closer; it’s a marble tombstone! 
And the letters of the ancient Hebrew 
alphabet are still visible on it…

—I thought it could be interesting for 
you…—Laszlo started, as if apologiz-
ing,—I wanted to read the epitaph for 
a long time, but…

Unfortunately, even after all these years I haven’t learned to read in Hebrew, 
but after I saw just two capital letters of the name of the deceased person on 
the tombstone, I  took a moment to think and was startled: the letters stood 
for the name tZVI! And I  remembered that every Izkor24 at the synagogue 

24 Izkor is a remembrance prayer for deceased relatives, recited in synagogues four times per 
year.
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I  pronounced this name for my mother Regina: “Rakhel bat Tzvi”, that is 
“Regina, daughter of Tzvi”. “Good Lord! That’s the Jewish name of my grandfather 
Herman! Can it really be the lost tombstone from his grave?! Can it really be true?!”

Excited, I started to read, letter by letter, what was written in the next two lines: 
“…b-e-n H-e-r-s-h-o-n S-p-i-e-l-b-e-r-g-e-r”, that is “…son of Hershon Spielberger…” 
Miracle! Incredible! “SO, THIS REALLY IS THE LOST TOMBSTONE FROM THE 
GRAVE OF MY GRANDFATHER HERMAN!” Everyone froze and stood in silence …

—Laszlo! Where do you have this from?—I asked, barely moving my lips,—
Where did you get it…? When…? The marble is just slightly affected! The letters 
are all washed! Shining…!

—In 1944,—Laszlo Acs started his unbelievable story,—in Garadna, as well as 
all over Hungary, there was no shortage of individuals eager to arm up and escort 
Jews to railway stations and stuff them into wagons heading to Auschwitz… After 
that, the monsters started to destroy everything that could remind them of Jews…

My father bought this house in 1975 from the Lipus, a big family that had lived 
here for many years… From long ago, this well was in the middle of the yard, but 
a few years after we moved it, it sank due to the soft soil and started tilting dan-
gerously. My father decided to lift the upper concrete rings and pack the earth a 

“SO, THIS REALLY IS THE LOST TOMBSTONE FROM THE GRAVE OF  
MY GRANDFATHER HERMAN!”
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bit. I was still a little boy, but already tried to help my father. At some point, the 
shovel hit something hard… a white stone… We dug it out. We saw it was a slab, 
a tombstone…! We lifted it, put it onto bricks…

Apparently, the Lipus family turned the stone face down and started using 
it as a platform, a step at front of the well… every time a bucket was pulled out 
and emptied, water spilled on the stone, which was permanently wet and slowly 
started to sink in the resulting mud… A few bricks were put on top; they, too, 
sank soon…

—I like the tombstone…– Laszlo continued his story—I take care of it… It al-
ways stands here, covered with a canvas. I often open it… Wash the front side on 
the marble… My grandfather—my mother’s father—was Jewish… Grosz Sandor. 
He lived in Budapest and died in 1983. My mother told me that her grandfather—
Grosz Albert—had been of the same age as Herman Spielberger and they had 
known each other…

For many years I wanted to read what was written on the tombstone… Last 
year, somebody brought me from the library a sheet of paper with the Ancient 
Hebrew alphabet… In front of every letter there was its Hungarian pronunciation. 
This way, I managed to read “Spielberger”. The same surnamed appeared on the 
memorial that you had built on the edge of the wood…

Iya, Laszlo and tibor were standing in silence. I was overwhelmed by this 
discovery… I wanted to leave, to be alone. In my bed, I was thinking what to 
do next. “The next day we were leaving Košice to go to Venice, and from there we 
had a tour around Croatia. We couldn’t just leave the tombstone propped against 
the wall…”

In the morning, after breakfast, I asked tibor to take me to Laszlo again, 
and started telling him that I wanted to move the tombstone to tibor’s garage 
where it would be safer to wait until my next visit… Laszlo was listening atten-
tively and looked at the tombstone thoughtfully. It seemed to me that he had 
never thought that there might come a day for him to part with his «baby», and 
his eyes were already filling with tears… We felt it. Iya released the tension of 
the moment by saying, “I have an amazing present for Laszlo…!” and she ran to 
tibor’s house, where our suitcase was.

This time we came to Hungary from Israel, where we spent six busy days 
trying to thank all the enthusiasts who had helped the success of last year’s visit 
of the guests from Buryat-Mongolia. In the city of Kiryat yam, where he had 
hosted the presentation of my book, «Joyous Encounters» previous year, Akiva 
Seynenskiy, Doctor of pedagogical Sciences, honored us with a beautiful gift—
the famous sculpture of a hand holding a silver sphere with the recognizable 
outline of Jerusalem’s architecture.

Iya came back with the box with this present, and gave it to Laszlo Acs… 
together they started carefully unwrapping it… We will never forget the smile 
of sincere joy on his face.
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Laszlo was the third of us who 
moved the marble tombstone to its 
new storage place in the paulo fami-
ly garage.

Now we’re reaching the time to 
tell you more about this wonderful 
48-year-old farmer and stockbreed-
er (alattemeszto). Laszlo lived in the 
house with his 72-year-old mother, 
Acs Laszlone, maiden name Bodzan 
Hani25, who, during those days, had 
just returned from a regular hospital 
stay. For a few years now, she has suf-
fered from a severe edema of her legs, 
and also bleeds from her legs. His 

25 After getting married, Hungarian women adopt their husband’s full names with an added 
ending, -ne.

Laszlo Acs liked our Israeli present.

Laszlo’s mother returned from the hospital.
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father, who also happened to be Laszlo Acs, worked as a mechanic in railway 
workshops and tractor services, and died at the age of 62.

Laszlo Acs’ farm is located on an area of 1400 sq.m. surrounding his house. 
He has about 130 lambs, 20 goatlings, 5 cows, 3 piglets, 27 geese, 50 hens, and 45 
chickens, out of which all young roosters are given away to neighbors… 3 dogs 
and 5 cats should also be added to the «livestock» list.

twice a day, early at dawn and in the evening, after the summer heat goes 
down, Laszlo, accompanied by his dogs, drives his sheep to the pasture on one 
of the surrounding meadows or to a field that has already been harvested. At the 
same time, he works hard all summer to stock hay for winter.

When I asked how many lambs and piglets he needs per year for his own 
food, Laszlo assured me, “Not a single one…! Our chicken and goose meat is more 
than enough for my mother and me…!”

The top half of Laszlo Acs’ yard.

A cow gave birth to twins…

The lambs are ready to go to the pasture.
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The main profit of the farms originates from selling lambs, about 120 heads 
per year, each weighting 20 to 30 kilos. On sale days, his friend Bertalan Klema26 
comes to Laszlo on a tractor with a trailer, and together they take live lambs 80 
kilometers to the village of Chukhakallo, where packer buyers live. When one 
trailer is not enough, Bertalan brings two behind his tractor. Once a year, Laszlo 
by himself shears all of the sheep. But the most important operation, the prun-
ing the sheep’s hooves, he does almost daily.

According to Laszlo, today he remains Garadna’s only producer of fresh cow 
milk, and people often come to him even from other villages. He milks his cows 
by hand: “I don’t like the milking machine… It takes a long time to wash it after 
every use… I can do it twice faster by hand.” His five cows give 60 liters of milk 
per day, out of which he sells (or gives away) about 20 liters. The main fraction 
of the milk goes to feed the calves, and only what remains after that goes for sale. 
every year he manages to sell 4 or 5 calves. And last year, his cows gave birth to 
two pair of twins…

After such an overwhelming abundance of numbers, I dared to ask Laszlo an 
honest question: “You picked a very difficult job! You work alone… not a single 
day off… For how long are you planning to keep doing it…?”

—Tell me, Vladimir… What can be more beautiful in the world than a tiny 
lamb… or a tiny gosling…?—my new Hungarian friend Laszlo Acs answered my 
question confidently with another question.

I  couldn’t avoid two less pleasant topics. I  didn’t remember that, but, ac-
cording to Laszlo Acs, about fifteen years ago he first met me in Garadna when 
I brought another group of guests to Hungary. He came up to me and asked if 
my ancestors lived in the neighboring village of Hernádvécse. Supposedly, I said 
no… After that, as he says, he intimated to me that his grandfather had been 
Jewish… My reaction was lacking for him… In his words, I took a thousand fo-
rint note from my wallet, shook his hand and «turned away» to the group that 
was waiting for me…

The second episode involving him, more shameful for me, happened in 2016, 
when he approached me accompanied by Bertalan Klema next to the Home for 
the elderly in Garadna. I came there with a new group of visitors… He suppos-
edly said that he had something interesting for me and he wanted to show me. 
I promised that in an hour I will come to his house with the bus… together with 
Klema, he went back to his house, uncovered the tombstone and prepared it to 
be shown (at the time he didn’t know it was “Spielberger” written on the tomb-
stone), then waited for me for a long time but I never appeared…

Now I  am feeling ashamed of what I  heard. I  apologized many times. 
Of course, he was telling the truth, but the sad reality was that I  was also 

26 Bertalan Klema is that very tractor driver who always takes my guests in his trac-truck from 
the village to the edge of the wood, to our memorial to the Spielberger family.
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overloaded with all kind of issues concerning the visit of my guests to my 
Hungary: “What transport to use? Where to stay? Where to eat and…? I am the 
only interpreter for the group… And the most important, how to make it a nice 
experience for them!”

At the beginning of our encounter, one of my first questions to Lazslo was 
about his religion. He answered simply, “Evangelikus!” And now, after my in-
finite thanks for keeping the tombstone and multiple apologies for the two un-
pleasant episodes, Laszlo said,

—The Bible says, “If you follow my laws, you won’t go to ask from them, but 
they will come to ask from you.” I did my best to be a decent person, and you 
came to me…

We came back to toronto. My listeners were deeply touched by the photos 
of grandfather Spielberger’s tombstone returned to the family and the stories 
about it. Not unexpected, considering it had been on his grave since 1910… In 
1944, it happened to «be in somebody’s way and disappeared…» And today, in 
2018, 74 years after that, a very decent person takes care of it, kindly admired 
what happened and once again reflects on the fate of Humanity …

Our rabbi Mordechai Ochs quickly wrote down for me the translation of 
the epitaph from Hebrew into english, and immediately «confessed», “Mister 
Rott! you only managed to find it because you were searching for it so long and 
so insistently!”

The epitaph translated from Hebrew into 
English by Rabbi Mordechai Ochs in Toronto: 
“Here lies ZVI  son of Gerson Spielberger. 
Always followed path of righteousness and 
goodness. Passed on with good name on 4 Adar 
Two 5670 at age 59. Passed on to next world. 
May his soul be bound in bond of life. (4 Adar 
Two 5670—it is 15-th of April 1910)
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A few weeks after 
that, I sent tibor paulo a 
blueprint of the intend-
ed pedestal for our find-
ing. The blueprint was 
made by our son, archi-
tect Sandor Rott. A solid 
welded structure made 
of 10-mm steel sheets, 
reinforced on the back 
with two full-height 
support ribs. Molnar 
Ferents, paulo’s family 
friend, through his fa-
ther, passed the blueprint 
to a factory that produc-
es different agricultural 
machines, located in the 
small town of Harshan, 
close to Miskolc. The fac-
tory workers were under-
standing about our proj-
ect and quickly, rushing 
before everyone left for 
summer vacation, quick-
ly finished our 86-kilo 
construction, and even 
managed to sandblast the surface. Three days later, the metal deposit factory 
from Sendrelad sent us the structure back, coated with two kilos of zinc to pro-
tect it from rust.

Long story short, on the 24th of July, I came from toronto via Warsaw to 
Košice, where tibor and Krisztina paulo picked me up with their car. We bare-
ly noticed the forty kilometers to Garadna, where we were warmly received by 
Marianna and their older daughter Nicolette. The day was coming to its end, 
but tibor’s tractor, in accordance with what I had advised him from toronto, 
was already ready to accompany us to the memorial to the Spielberger family. 
Marianna took me in her car, and tibor slowly followed us on his tractor with 
a trailer bringing a plastic tank with a ton of water, electric generator, a drill for 
concrete, a pump for high-pressure washing, a vacuum cleaner and, of course, 
the marble tombstone and the pedestal we had made for it.

It was the beginning of the unforgettable five days of installation, or better 
said, return of the tombstone from the grave of Herman Spielberger to nearly 

Blueprint of the pedestal for the tombstone.  
Architect Sandor Rott.
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Tibor and Nicolette Paulo.

the same place where it had been put in 1910. I wrote «nearly» because now the 
tombstone is one meter away from the point where it was originally put in 1910. 
These five days were full of difficulties that we had to overcome, but if you have 
such a laborious, restless, scrupulous and smart assistant as tibor paulo, you 
can move mountains. I brought four sturdy stainless-steel bolts, washers and 
nuts with me from Canada. Special epoxy resin to glue the marble tombstone 
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to the zinced surface of the pedestal was delivered from england to Garadna 
by «Federal express». The same parcel also contained a liquid for cleaning the 
marble and zinced surfaces before gluing.

We followed all the technological instructions from the data sheet of the 
monument blueprint. The biggest disappointment for us was that we hadn’t 
managed to find four additional 5/8-inch nuts around Garadna, until our search 
brought us all the way to encs. They became necessary because the drilling 
showed that the slab was only 120 mm thick, when we were counting on at least 
160… I already agreed to use simple steel nuts instead of stainless-steel ones… 
As it often happens, the solution for an «unsolvable» problem was found thanks 
to my «Bobruysk/Russian» survival experience …

The assembled monument, together with the pedestal, weighed slightly less 
than 200 kilos. For the final installation of the tombstone, we asked Laszlo Acs for 
help. He eagerly agreed to help us. But when tibor and I passed by his house to 
take him to the site, we saw a barely recognizable Mister Acs. Instead of the rub-
ber boots we were used to, and rubbered pants, he was elegant: shined long-nosed 
shoes, black ironed suit pants, a pretty shirt and a noticeable hat with wide flaps.

Below is a photo report of the work we did. Only together did the three of 
us manage to lift and put the tombstone in place, and from the front end of the 
concrete platform to the place of installation it had to «walk» the same way as 
in the Middle Ages, the giant statues of easter Island walked upright from the 
place they were carved all the way to the seashore.

Kadish.
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Now all that is left is to invite, next summer, all the friends and relatives liv-
ing on both sides of the ocean to repeat the opening of the renewed Memorial 
to the grandfather of such a big family, Herman Spielberger and his 35 members 
who died in Auschwitz.

toronto, October 2018
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Chapter 8

«DVA MIRA—DVA SAPIRA»27

«two Worlds—two Sapiras»
After moving to Canada, one of the many discoveries I had was the fact that 

my ancient peers, modern Jewish people, are consciously and constantly learn-
ing. Any outside observer will be convinced in the truth of this discovery by 
visiting not just our synagogue in toronto, «Toras Emes Congregation», but any 
synagogue of this or another city in Canada or any other country where Jewish 
people live, as there they will see imposing rows with thousands of copies of the 
best editions of the monumental books that explain, protect and keep the teach-
ings of the Halacha century-old wisdom.

The main study goal of «my Jews» is not to learn the theory of a new pro-
fession or master new practical specialized skills, but the wonderful pursuit of 
working through the writings of Jewish wisemen and scholars, gathered in nu-
merous tomes and volumes, that begin from ancient times and are the main 
source of Jewish wisdom, ingenuity and talent.

In other words, on any weekday when I come to the synagogue at 6:30 AM, 
the library and the synagogue halls are already considerably busy with people, 
mostly young men, some of which have been sitting there from as early as 6 in 
the morning. They are engineers, doctors, builders, workers, lawyers, econo-
mists (and each of them the father of a big family), and after the morning prayer 
they will all rush to their cars and to the place of their main work, the one they 
do for a living. The majority of them have the deeply-rooted feeling that they 

27 Many people might know this expression (rus. two worlds—two Shapiras), but only a few 
have an idea about its origins. However, Henry Shapira is directly related to it. “…UpI agency 
correspondent Henry Shapira, passing by the tASS building, saw smoke coming out. He rang 
the doorbell. No answer. He phoned then. Solomon Shapira, who was on duty, picked up the 
phone. “There’s a fire in your building,” Henry told him. “And who is speaking?” Solomon 
asked. “Shapira.” The Soviet Shapiro decided it had been a prank and hang up the phone. The 
American Shapira phoned to New york to report that the tASS building in Moscow is on 
fire. The message from UpI was teletyped and received by the Soviet Shapira. He opened the 
door to the corridor and immediately realized that the all-lies American press wasn’t lying 
this time, as the corridor was full of smoke. The fire was put down somehow, but the memory 
of it was preserved in the joke, “two worlds—two Shapiras”. (Войнович В. Антисоветский 
Советский Союз. — М.: Материк, 2002 | V. Voinovich. Antisovetskiy Sovetskiy Soyuz / Anti-
Soviet Soviet Union — М.: Materik, 2002 / V.).
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need to spend at least some time every day working on the paragraphs of in-
structions from the Wise books.

Most of the time they study in pairs, sitting at opposite sides of the table 
facing each other. The same book is opened on the same page in front of each 
one of them. They read aloud and discuss the true meaning of every sentence 
of the text. There are also groups listening for the interpretations of a rabbi or a 
knowledgeable enthusiast. But people not only study at synagogue in the morn-
ing. Many people come to spend some time in the library in the afternoon, if 
their schedule allows…

I, as most immigrants from the Soviet Union, was not destined to reach the 
depth of these spiritual Jewish demands and traditions. My main energy was 
spent on settling my life in the New World, which demanded activity for all the 
wide range of opportunities for self-expression that opened to me, and most 
importantly, on the «internal self-confidence», instilled in us by the militaristic 
ideology of «Marxism-Leninism», deviously leading people away from inquisi-
tiveness under the pretext that “foreign notions are always bad for us…”

Iya and I were lucky to have the beginning of our life in Canada support-
ed by the inner spiritual powers of Mother Regina, the innate traditions of Joe 
Weltman and the scarce last drops of the incredible Jewish past of the Guterman 

Learners… In library of ours «Synagogue on Viewmount Avenue».
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family. We became religious and one kind person told me that I could pray in 
any language. This way our family found a Synagogue. It is a big community of 
people who are dear to us, who embellished our life and share all our joys and 
sorrows with warmth and sincerity. Of course, we are embarrassed that an «en-
gineer and writer» and his professor wife, even after forty years, haven’t dived 
in serious study of the heritage of their people and haven’t even learned to read 
in Hebrew, but our conscience is clear, and our good deeds worthy of respect.

In our synagogue, a one-hour break is made during the evening service in 
celebration of the end of Shabbat between Mincha28 and Maariv29. Those who 
live nearby have a chance to make a quick hop home. About 15 to 20 people 
who want to have a light snack follow the chief rabbi to the next-door hall, while 
the remaining few dozen people divide into groups to listen to the main experts. 
Because of my «ignorance», for a long time I was ashamed to join one of these 
groups, and instead sat alone and spent the time reading something. But about 
two years ago I was invited to one of these groups by its leader, Rabbi Hirsch, 
who teaches the course of Contemporary Halacha. In the synagogue’s study pro-
gram, it appears as «Contemporary Halacha shiur with Rabbi Hirsch». This 

28 Mincha is the afternoon prayer service, often recited in the evening, before Maariv.
29 Maariv is the evening prayer celebrating the beginning of a new day, which is recited after 
sunset.
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relatively young rabbi, who teaches at yeshivas in Canada and the USA, is very 
orthodox, and both his life and his teaching are organized a hundred-percent 
in accordance with all the laws of Judaism. But since his subject is about con-
temporary times, he is also doing his best to improve and update his knowledge.

He invited me since, among those circles I was known for many years as an 
engineer who repaired all kind of appliances… I won’t stop admiring his audi-
ence, the scrupulousness and care they demonstrate while examining his pos-
tulates, but in most cases at the end of the unit they take his opinion and advice 
very seriously. I can’t tell if they are actually going to follow them, but there is a 
feeling that some of them will at least try and work on it…

A Jew can’t work on a Saturday… One of the commandments even prohibits 
lighting fire on a Saturday! For the rabbi, the strict laws of following the Sabbath 
are completely and utterly unbreakable. So, for example, after Friday night un-
til the end of Saturday no food can be cooked, only warmed in a warm oven, 
which can’t be turned on and off, even with the help of a non-Jewish home as-
sistant… you can’t wash the dishes if the running water is warmed somewhere… 
By Saturday it should be already warmed. And they invited me to help them 
with practical strategies to “trick the appliances”. For example, the light inside 
the oven, as well as fridge, is unscrewed for Saturday, so it doesn’t turn on when 
the door is opened. Likewise, the bottom heating element in the oven is “on” all 
Saturday on the lowest setting and is controlled by a thermostat. The thermo-
stat indicator is “on” when the heating element is “on”. (the light inside the oven, 
as well as the fridge, is unscrewed for Saturday, so it doesn’t turn on when the 
door is opened). If the thermostat light turned on, it means the heating element 
turned “on” as well, automatically, so you can open the door and take the food 
out. But what about the case when the thermostat light is “off ”? How to take 
food out then? What if the light turns back “on” when the door is opened?

This is just one simple example; I won’t get into more detail here. Those who 
are interested can take a look at specialized literature. I described this to create a 
context for what happened in yesterday’s class with Rabbi Hirsch. First, he pre-
sented a detailed case study: you are rushing driving with your family on Friday, 
got delayed on the way and didn’t reach your destination on time, you drive to 
a hotel, Saturday starts, a devout Jew can’t use the electronic card key to unlock 
the room; even if the receptionist goes with you to your floor, they will only open 
the door once… And what about the lights, you are with kids… you can’t use the 
elevator without the elevator operator either… So, you go down from your floor 
by the fire escape stairs, ask the receptionist where is the closest synagogue. They 
can’t write the address for you (work…) And if there are lights with motion sen-
sors in the corridors of the hotel, your children can’t exit the room either… The 
rabbi had plenty of recommendations: ask during check-in if there are rooms 
without electric locks, ask for a spare sheet to cover the bathroom light at night, 
and find out in advance if the hotel has a duty elevator operator, and so on…
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Now I will get to the end of my story and the resolution, which was the rea-
son I started telling you the story in the first place. The next class with Rabbi 
Hirsch was about potatoes, or, more precisely, potato flakes. First, I was listening 
and getting astonished about how Jewish wisemen already managed to create 
and test the laws of cooking potatoes during Sabbath, since the european his-
tory of potatoes (imported by Christopher Columbus) is much humbler than 
our millenia-old history… But it turns out, there are strict laws about preparing 
potatoes on Saturday. And we are not even talking about the potato itself, you 
can neither peel nor boil it! We are talking about the potato flakes for instant 
mashed potatos; they look like flour and have to be handled with great care… 
you should just put a pinch in the water, so it resembles a very runny porridge, 
almost soup. If you end up with actual porridge-looking consistency, it’s not 
Kosher (you performed work…), and you can’t eat it!

After the meaning of this last extreme statement from our teacher reached 
my mind, I couldn’t help laughing out loud. Rabbi Hirsch looked at me with 
surprise:

—Mister Rott, why are you laughing?—he asked slowly.
I felt how indecent and inappropriate my behavior was. The entire group was 

staring at me, silent. I was ashamed… So, I was forced to tell them the truth:
—Rabbi Hirsch! I deeply apologize. My laughter has nothing to do with your 

class…! You are presenting the serious precautions concerning the use of potato 
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flakes… And I  just had a completely different image in my head… Yesterday 
morning I called to Siberia, to Lake Baikal, to Mysovaya Station, which is often 
mentioned in my books… I called our friend, Taisya Chernykh; she led her family 
to build our amazing Shalom Memorial at the abandoned Jewish cemetery.

Petr, her husband, was very ill for the last two weeks, he caught a bad cold… It’s 
cold there already… It will soon snow… The time difference is 12 hours…

So it was about nine in the evening there when I called. Taisya was alone next 
to the phone.

—How is Petr?—I asked her.—Where is he?
—Oh, Vladimir! Don’t you even ask! We have news, as always… Petr is cough-

ing a lot… It is already night… It’s been raining… Last night it rained heavily, but 
somebody dug out all our potatoes right in front of our window… Now Petya is 
outside—pulling out the onion, so it, too, doesn’t disappear tonight…”

toronto, October 2018
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Chapter 9

FARM GIRLS FROM MANITOBA

Our family trip to Indochina in February, 2017 gave us the gift of an interest-
ing encounter. The journey started with a group meeting in the former capital 
of South Vietnam, Saigon, at the «New World Saigon» Hotel where, at the first 
meeting, traditionally-initiated with a complementary wine glass, all tour par-
ticipants said their names, professions and where they came from. As it often 
happens, the majority of the thirty people present were older, retired, decorated 
with gray hair, yet still active people from the United States, and each came up 
and briefly introduced themselves.

It somehow happened that Iya and I were the last to introduce ourselves and, 
as we did so together, in chorus, we brought soft smiles to the audience’s faces 
as we were the first to say, “From Canada… from Toronto.” But the soft smiles 
were replaced by kind laughter, when another pair rose after us—two short, 
middle-aged, pleasantly looking women—proudly announced that they were, 

“From Canada as well… Province of Manitoba…”
After the meeting, we all went to the hotel restaurant for our first dinner, 

where all were seated at four-person tables. As expected, our two countrymen 
(or countrywomen, in this case) were both at our table. We introduced ourselves 
again. Both of them had very tricky surnames for us to pronounce, Barbara 
Devloo and Joyce Hacault. They are third or fourth-generation descendants of 
the immigrants to Canada who moved to the fruitful province of Manitoba 
from Belgium, Netherlands and France more than a century ago. They were real 
farmers rose on the farm and working on an equal footing with their husbands, 
having mastered the art of growing crops and able to independently operate 
tractors, harvesters and other field-grooming machinery.

Then came the fun part: Barbara has seven children, two girls and five boys. 
Joyce has one son and three girls. All the children have already grown up and 
left home. I won’t forget their answer to our indiscreet questions, but where 
were their husbands…?

—They stayed at home,—our countrywomen answered together. My 
Laurent,—Joyce said,—is not feeling very well… And my Jerry,—Barbara add-
ed,—is busy… We went on our first trips with our husbands, but now we are trav-
elling just the two of us. Our husbands don’t have anything against it. We like see-
ing exotic countries. Next year we are planning a tour around Africa…
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During this tour of Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia, the four of us often hap-
pened to be together. We were talking about our families, our lives. We grew 
somewhat close to each other. I was amazed by the curiosity and tirelessness of 
our fellow travelers. When we returned to our homes, we started writing to each 

Farm girls from Manitoba and Iya Rott. The Pacific shore. Vietnam, February, 2017.

Jerry and Barbara Devloo in the background 
of a castle in Cardiff, England.

Barbara and Joyce in Machu Picchu, Peru.
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other and exchanged pictures. each of them ordered a set of my books and read 
them all. They confessed that my books opened them to a completely unknown 
lifestyle and to the intensity of the struggle for survival that both my and Iya’s 
parents had to endure.

At the beginning of this year, 2018, we received a nice surprise—letters from 
Barbara and Joyce where they told us about their new exciting three-week journey 
to Africa, to the Serengeti National park and the safari parks in Kenya and tanzania.

In Africa… At the equator.

information about how immigrants from Belgium, France and other european 
countries had started their lives in Manitoba, about their heroic efforts in set-
tling this distant and rich Canadian province.

today, when you look at the endless expanse of Manitoban fields, this in-
finite fertile valley, occasionally interrupted by small hills, it is difficult to imag-
ine that in the 1870s, when pioneers (the first peasant settlers) started arriving 
here from europe, it was all dense forests, the land was covered in boulders and 
there were no roads whatsoever.

I will show you copies of the ancient photos and some selected fragments of 
the information that was sent to me30.

30 This historical information is quoted from tHe HILLS OF HOMeS journal, permission to re-
print was granted by the executives of the Bruxelles History Book Committee, Manitoba, Canada.

Iya and I wished to visit Manitoba, 
even if it was just to spend a few days 
with our new acquaintances, to be able 
to tell the readers more about these in-
teresting people. The farmers enthusi-
astically supported our desire, but rec-
ommended to come in autumn, after 
the harvest is over. In the meantime, 
Barbara started sending me diverse 
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“Finding a piece of property to his liking, the settler would file an application 
for a homestead. He was required to be at least 18 years of age with no previous 
homestead ownership. Upon payment of $10 he was given the right to settle on 
his land, provided he broke 15 acres in the next three years and lived there for 
at least six months of each year”.

“The pioneers struggled with the task of clearing land on their homesteads. 
Stumps had to be removed by digging out the roots with a grub-hoe and then 
pulling them out. If one was fortunate he used a stump-puller. Subsistence 
crops had to be planted between rows of stumps awaiting removal in the winter, 
weather permitting. They broke their land with a 12-inch one furrow wooden 
beam walking plow, usually pulled by oxen; although slower than horses they 
were more efficient for land breaking. If one was lucky enough to own horses, 
he would use them. At times one had to hitch an ox and a horse together. The 
seed was broadcast by hand and reaped with sickle, threshed with a flail and 
the grain was then collected. The precious few bushels of wheat yielded were 
ground into flour at the nearest mill for the family’s needs. It took several years 
before enough grain could be produced to be marketed. Hay was cut with a 
scythe, dried, raked into piles and then stacked by hand with a pitch fork. If 
one had a hay loft, some hay was stored there.”

Forest clearing. Removing stumps with a horse-powered  
windlass.

Iya and I arrived in Winnipeg, the capital of Manitoba, from toronto, on the 
30th of October, 2018. We knew that Barbara would be meeting us and her hus-
band Jerry would wait for us next to his car at the airport parking. Here’s the first 
happy surprise: next to Barbara is Joyce, all shining and smiling, with her two 
daughters, Connie and Shelly. They had spent a week in Vancouver visiting her 
third daughter, Janice, and planned their return trip to Winnipeg so that they 
could meet us at the airport.
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Sowing with a wooden plough driven by four 
horses.

Haymaking.

At the wheel of one of these tractors is Jerry’s father, Maurice Devloo. The farmers are helping 
their neighbor move his house to the land he bought. Manitoba, 1944.

Jerry was waiting for us next to his car. My first impression of him was that 
of a man of great age and few words. The four subsequent days would correct 
this idea of mine. Jerry turned out to be a timid, but very friendly person, always 
ready for exhaustive answers and meaningful conversations, and after I looked 
better at him when he took off his hat, also a nice man looking much younger 
than his age.

After getting into Jerry’s car, Iya and I exchanged amused looks. It was a 
brand-new «BMW». Soon enough, Jerry explained that the car is less than two 
weeks old and he got it almost for free from the insurance company. The pre-
vious car of the same brand, also still new, was ruined beyond repair by hail…

The distance from Winnipeg to the Devloo family farm was about 160 kilo-
meters, so first we paused to visit their eldest daughter, Doreen, who lived close 
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to the airport. Joyce and her daughters joined us there. taking a rest and meet-
ing Doreen was a very good idea. The young pretty woman, a mother of two, 
immediately had all of us sit around the table. The first hour of our encounter, 
accompanied by a fresh cake and hot tea, just flew by.

Barbara told us that the Devloo family has a hereditary back problem. In 
2009, first their oldest son, David, was treated in Germany, where they put two 
implants in his spine. Doreen also had a problem with her back, and when 
she couldn’t bear the pain anymore, she also traveled to Dusseldorf, Germany, 
and they gave her an implant as well. The surgery went well. Doreen lives in 
Winnipeg. She has been working for «Manitоba Hydro» for 30 years and was 
soon going back to work.

We left Winnipeg, two more hours of driving ahead of us. Iya and I were 
in the back seat. Barbara was next to her husband. I turned on a recorder and 
asked them to tell us about themselves. Jerry Devloo spoke first.

(Jerry)—My parents were farmers. I  was born in 1942 on a farm near 
Somerset. My parents were also born in Manitoba, and my grandparents were 
from Belgium. I was the first of six children, I have a brother and four sisters. 
My education stopped at the eleventh year. While I was growing up, a lot of my 
school time was spent helping on the farm. When going to school is too compli-
cated, then it’s better to just stop going and start learning all the necessary life 
skills instead…

Then I  met Barbara, and we got married in 1963. We raised seven chil-
dren, two girls and five boys. Most of them live close to us, just one daughter in 
Winnipeg and one son in Calgary. It’s our son Larry, he is in the construction 
business there. Farming didn’t work out for him. He owned a hotel for five years… 
Then switched to construction completely. Now he has his own company that 
mostly works from hanging scaffolding: they install, repair and replace windows 
in high buildings.

At this moment, we have twenty grandchildren. So far…
We’ve been farming all our lives, we always grow wheat and for 40 years also 

raised pigs. You will see that our children, as we in our times, try to have a varied 
production.

(Barbara)—My parents were born in Manitoba, and my grandparents moved 
to Canada from Belgium. I have been farming since I was a little girl. I was 
helping parents from early on. I loved to work with my father in the fields, with 
horses… Coming home from school, I rushed to the barn to take care of the lit-
tle chicks, the calves… But on winter days, I would first run to the farthest cor-
ner of the barn, where the piglets were… They were more sensitive to cold than 
other animals, and my father not only made additional plywood walls for them, 
but also installed a big low-hanging electric light bulb, which also provided heat. 
I wanted to quickly check that the light wasn’t turned off or hadn’t gone out…
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House at the Wood Bay farm, bought in 1940 
by Barbara’s parents, where she spent her child-

hood.

The family of Gerald and Lucy Grift. Top 
row: Barbara (on the left), Ronald and Elise. 
The mother is holding Geraldine, the father—

Sheron. 1956.

Jerry and I got married in 1963, and since then we’ve been working in the fields 
together, growing flax, barley, wheat, canola… Our grown-up children became our 
true helpers. We got them used to hard work, and each of them now has a family, 
they are all entrepreneurs who are following their parents’ steps.

(Vladimir)—How did you educate your children?
(Jerry)—Well, first of all, with hardline faith in fate, in themselves, in God! 

With respect for the system of state school education in the city (Somerset), 
in the secondary school. With the continuous example and raising in them 
love towards farming works, animals, nature. We loved to spend long hours  
outdoors.

(Vladimir)—Barbara, did your children get along? Didn’t they quarrel?
(Barbara)—You bet they did! When you have five boys in the same space! 

Sometimes there were fights… Jamie was the youngest one, and he had to be the 
peacemaker… The other ones couldn’t fight with him, when he was seven years 
younger… And his sisters would also protect their younger brother… In gener-
al, our children are very close, and even today will rush to help each other at any 
moment.

(Vladimir)—Tell me about the hardest time for your farm?
(Jerry)—…there was a time when the farm-gate price of pork dropped from 

70 cents per pound to 14 cents. And it wasn’t a one-time thing, it was for a while, 
more than a year… We were on the edge of bankruptcy, losing up to 70 thousand 
dollars per month… Machinery, new buildings, houses were built with bank loans. 
Our sons were not only facing bankruptcy, the bank could also take the land. A 
big help for our sons was that Barbara and I  were their guarantors. It wasn’t 
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Devloo family, 1980.

something normal. Our pork, as usual, went to the US market, where the retail 
price fluctuated within the normal bracket of supply and demand. In the US it 
passed almost unnoticed, and such a tremendous drop in purchase prices only 
happened here. Somebody got rich with this, somebody between the farmer and 
the butcher, and we didn’t have a choice, so we sold at 14 cents.

Back then, we mostly grew cano-
la, wheat, barley, sunflowers and 
peas. Since we don’t raise pigs any-
more we do not need barley and peas. 
All our children have left home and 
have their own farms. Over the last 
few years, as much as we could, we 
helped our children financially. So, 
they could buy land for their farms. 
Now they use our machinery and 
help us with hand labor. It is im-
possible to start a farm from scratch, 
with nothing. The initial investment 
and expenses are enormous.

Grass, beware! Now our yard in going to be in 
good order—after buying a new Kubota lawn 

mower! April, 2010.
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(Barbara adds)—Now our farm works just fine, like a well-oiled machine. It is 
important to have not one, but two types of production: wheat and canola… Aside 
from wheat, Jamie raises pigs, and Mark has a production line of pieces for ma-
chinery. We spent long years saving every cent. All the money earned went for the 
farm’s needs, no new cars, no luxuries… I sewed, baked, grew some vegetables in 
the vegetable garden around the house myself, and it all went for sale… And if 
I needed something, I went to the cheapest store (lists a few names…). Now we 
can afford many things, but we never buy in excess. Only in the last decade have 
we started travelling, and we love it.

(Jerry)—First, I grew wheat for many years, working together with my father 
and my brother, everything was shared, but our children were growing, we couldn’t 
work all together anymore with my Dad, and we had to move out. Barbara and 
I bought our own machines and started working as a family.

(Barbara)—For our children, it was the beginning of mastering working skills, 
otherwise there was no future there. They were very happy about it. They had to 
learn what awaits them in the future. Soon enough, they moved out as well, start-
ed to live on their own. They were always entrepreneurial spirits, always inventing 
and experimenting.

I remember Daniel being 14 years old, he was still going to school, when he de-
cided to raise chickens. He bought some little chicks, made an enclosure for them 
and after school would always run to check on his little ones. Everything went well. 
It got to the time to take them to sale. He took a three-ton truck, put a huge box in 
it, loaded all his goods. He arrived at the market and all the chickens were dead… 
They suffocated in the cramped conditions… All of them! There were about 200 
birds… They were already big, ready for sale. I will never forget that…! You can’t 
transport chicken together, in one big chest. You need special cages to transport 
them. And you can’t leave them in cages overnight… It was a hard lesson. I cried 
together with Daniel… (Barbara laughs beautifully…)

Larry was about 16. He, too, always wanted to do something outdoors… He 
decided to raise rabbits… Behind the house, he put up an enclosure for them, built 
small cages, organized everything. The idea was to grow some of them for food and 
the rest to sell as pets. But there were some diseases… All the rabbits died… This 
was another hard lesson for Larry and for his Mom.

Next… Teresa… By that time, she was already married. A business-minded 
girl, too. They had a small barn. She decided to use this barn to breed animals—
chinchillas, flying squirrels, hedgehogs, rabbits, hamsters… Raise and take to 
Winnipeg for sale… A very brave girl, indeed! (Barbara laughs again contagious-
ly.) Teresa put them in cages, loaded them into her little van and distributed them 
to pet stores. The stores used hamsters to feed the snakes they were selling, so they 
would only buy hamsters under a certain size. So, before the sale, Teresa stored the 
hamster stock in the fridge… (Laughs loudly again…) One Monday she is at the 
wheel of her van rushing to Winnipeg with the goods. She hears squeaking from 
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the back… She turns back and sees the hamsters are there… running and squeak-
ing… (Laughs loudly…) At first, she didn’t know what to do, but the store agreed 
to accept the order in this form.

Teresa also used to breed ostriches—Australian emus. She kept them at Daniel’s, 
in an enclosure behind the cowshed. All of a sudden, they grew up to be huge. They 
were not fit as pets. we didn’t know what to do with them… We were told there 
would be a demand for them… But it didn’t appear… We went to several meet-
ings discussing the problem of what to do with them. One of our neighbors even 
bred African ostriches, but the only people who really profited from this business 
were those who started breeding them and convincing their customers it will be a 
sought-after good…

Teresa had nine emus. We tried to sell them to the butcher, to slaughter and 
sell the meat, but nobody took it. We decided to prepare them for our own freez-
er… Can you imagine how it is to kill such a beauty…! (Laughs loudly…) But we 
managed… Made some hamburgers… “The burgers,—said Jerry, who was driv-
ing,—were too hard and not tasty…”

—And do you remember,—Barbara continues,—how, when you were slaugh-
tering them, one bird escaped and ran to the far end of our farm…? (Laughs 
contagiously.) “You must be very careful with this bird,—Jerry continues.—Even 
though it’s smaller than an ostrich, it can hurt you bad…”

I  told them about our experiences during the trip to South Africa where 
at the «hippodrome» close to Kruger Park the members of our group galloped 
around on ostriches, and after that, we were shown the huge deadly wound that 
an ostrich can cause hitting the enemy with its single «claw…»

—In summer time,—Barbara continued,—on the kids’ birthdays, Teresa would 
take little piglets from the pig house, the children would write numbers on them, 
line them up and have a «race…» Many times, they tried to ride more grown-up 
piglets and «raced» them too. The winner would get a prize! Sometimes our chil-
dren had discussions, but in general, they were rather friendly with each other.

Once Mark had an idea to buy a horse… But he’d better not have had this 
idea…!—Barbara finished and Jerry remembered some details:—The kids start-
ed talking about horses… I went to an auction and instead of one or two horses 
bought… five…! They were horses of a well-known breed;—«squarе», fast and 
sleek. I thought, why don’t we start breeding horses for harness racing!

After arriving from school, Mark ran directly to the horses, cleaned the stables, 
took care of them. Once he put the saddle on but didn’t adjust the straps enough… 
He got on the horse, and after its first turn, our son together with the saddle ended 
up under the horse’s belly… Our children got into dangerous situations many times, 
but G-d always protected them. Soon enough, we realized there wasn’t much de-
mand for racing horses back then. We had to take them to the market…

At some point, our entire family got into cross-country motorcycle racing. 
Daniel’s son, Jordan, was four when he first got onto a bike, and he soon became a 
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serious athlete. At the age of fourteen he became a famous racer and took second 
and third places in races all over Manitoba. Over time, other hobbies drove him 
away from there, but for a few more years, on a Sunday afternoon, you could see 
Daniel and Jamie on the track. They learned to do air jumps on the bike, flying up 
to forty meters before hitting the ground. They had a lot of accidents, falls, broken 
bones… Jamie was the best, sports run in his veins… Now he doesn’t have time for 
that. But nevertheless, even now, they join with their brothers and friends in winter, 
take long-distance snowmobiles and go ski-dooing for a few days, enjoying nature.

(Barbara)—For many years now, in summer, in July, we pick a week when most 
of us can get a few days off work and meet in a cottage camping site on a lake. The 
place is called Falcon Lake. It’s about 450 kilometers from here. Our children go 
there with their children in caravans. Jerry and I rent a cottage. We spend a won-
derful time together, take boat rides, play volleyball, sit around the fire, roast fish—
they like underwater fishing.

(Jerry)—For some time, Mark’s favourite sport was barefoot skiing behind a 
motorboat at about 60 kilometers per hour. Water is soft, but if you hit it at this 
speed, it feels like concrete…

(Iya)—If there is some need in the family, everybody helps?
(Barbara)—Oh, yes! They all immediately gather around a big table, and we 

join them.
David had a surgery, an implant, in Germany. It cost a lot of money. All the 

children tried to help financially. The same with Doreen… our children came to 
her. As a family we covered for her in everything. Worked in her vegetable garden, 
in her kitchen… David was in Germany for two weeks, one week for the surgery 
and six months of recuperation at home. For the trip they needed seats in first class. 

Devloo men ski-dooing in the mountains of Revelstoke, British Columbia.
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Jamie had a lot of extra miles from his flights, and he used them to pay for Doreen’s 
trip to Germany. In Dusseldorf, a week after the surgery they force you to walk, 
even go outside. Doreen came home on her own… Because of the implant in her 
spine, she became an inch (2.5 cm) taller. The implant is put between two verte-
brae to replace the worn-out tissue. The surgery is done from within the belly. They 
move the organs to the sides and reach the spine. David also became an inch taller. 
It’s our hereditary issue. Mark will have to go through the same… The expense for 
such an operation is about 70-80 thousand dollars. In Canada they could do the 
surgery for Doreen for free, but the vertebrae and the implant would be immobile, 
and she would stay forever in a wheelchair. And the waiting list in Brandon, where 
the closest hospital is, means we would have to wait for the surgery for over a year.

(Iya)—How did you manage such a high cost for the surgeries?
(Barbara)—Many people participated. Doreen’s friends organized fundraising 

for her and with family helping financially she was able to go to Germany and 
have this successful surgery.

David’s friends organized a charity dinner for him with dancing, a drink bar 
and an auction, to which many people donated their items for a raffle… Many 
people came. This happens often, since most people can’t deal with this kind of ex-
pense on their own.

I saw something interesting through the window and asked Jerry what it was.
(Jerry)—These are abandoned stretches of the railroad… The thing is, before 

the war every Canadian province already distributed its harvests by rail cars, so 
the entire national territory was covered by a dense net of railroads. Now, most of 
them are either demolished and abandoned, or replaced with private grain eleva-
tors and motor transport.

(Barbara)—Jamie was eight years old and he was already interested in business. 
I have always had a big vegetable garden around the house. I allotted him nine 
rows, we planted corn and agreed that it would belong to him. I would help to sell, 
the rest is on him: taking care of the plants, cleaning. He would pay me for the fuel 
spent… (I used a very serious approach.) So, harvest time arrived, and we didn’t 
know what to do with it. Along «Henderson Highway» to Winnipeg, there was an 
impromptu market where people could stop with their trailers or trucks and sell 
produce. I thought ok, I have a minivan, let’s use it… We packed the minivan with 
corn cobs up to the roof. With cobs! We took plastic produce bags and went to the 
highway. That day we earned a lot of money! Around 600 dollars! At the time, it 
was a ton of money…

The next time not all, but most of the children wanted to also participate in the 
business. We came with the minivan… Even though it wasn’t allowed, I parked in 
the parking of a big shopping center and put out a poster «Corn Sale!» People exit-
ing the shopping center came and bought our corn… I promised my children that 
if we sold all the corn, we’d buy a popcorn machine. We didn’t have one yet. At the 
end of the sale, the shopping center security came to us and said it was prohibited 
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to sell there… I pretended I hadn’t known… (I should have offered officer chocolate, 
as in your book…!) We came home with a popcorn machine.

I already said that at the beginning, every cent earned had to return to the farm. 
One day you need a new tractor, another day you need to fix some machine… We 
had two rows of raspberries in the vegetable garden. I picked raspberries the en-
tire day, from the morning to the evening. When the kids came from school, they 
helped me as well. We picked a few ice-cream buckets. I didn’t have a sewing ma-
chine and I really wanted to buy one. I sold the raspberries and we bought our first 
sewing machine.

In summer, it’s hot at home. I had to leave home at nine in the morning. Put 
a stew in the crock pot and left it on the terrace to cook. I started to make dinner. 
Went to the terrace for the pot, and it’s there, without the lid, empty… Racoon foot-
prints around… They opened the pot and ate the roast beef… A boiling pot! How 
did they open the lid with two paws…?

(Jerry)—At one point, we tried to domesticate a family of racoons, a mother 
with four babies. They started getting used to us, lived on the terrace. Of all things, 
they love frozen cheese the most. When they saw we were going to the freezer, 
they ran to us immediately… But, curiously, every time they got their cheese, they 
started fighting vigorously with each other for every bit. Their mother was the first 
offender. She grabbed the food and fought violently with every one of her «rela-
tives…»

One night, there was a strange noise on the terrace. I was surprised and went 
to see. The racoons were together. I was barefoot, and mother racoon jumped at 
my foot and bit my toe very painfully… She probably thought it was a piece of 
cheese…! We had to rush to the doctor to take a tetanus shot…

With these exciting stories, our 160-km ride from Winnipeg to Somerset was 
quick. It’s a small settlement with about 700 inhabitants, but the mail address-
es of the farms surrounding it include the word “Somerset”, one of Manitoba’s 
towns. It has a postoffice, stores, hospitals, small factories and secondary schools 
where, in their times, daily school buses used to bring their children. After 8 ki-
lometers more, we arrived at the Devloo family farm. On a plain, in the mid-
dle of empty harvested fields was a big and lonely «island», surrounded by two 
dense circles of trees, among which, seen from afar, were the top round parts 
of giant «rockets», silos storing harvest from the farm fields. From between the 
woods, you could see the outline of a big, two-story farm house with a garage 
attached.

Further in this chapter, we will still take a small tour around the Devloo fam-
ily house, and for now, Barbara and Jerry warmly welcome us to their big house. 
Iya and I were allotted a separate room each on the ground floor (slightly below 
ground level), where in times past their children grew up. The first impression: 
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the house had everything, and everything was in perfect order, evenly arranged, 
neatly folded, windows shining clean, everything tidied and organized. yes, of 
course, they are living just the two of them, but we couldn’t resist asking who 
was doing the cleaning and tidying at home.

—I do the cleaning and tidying in my own house myself,—Barbara said con-
fidently,—but once a year, in autumn, after the harvest, I hire three or four girls 
from the neighboring Hutterite colony.31 A few hours of their help is priceless, and 
they leave the windows noticeably clean for an entire year.

Shortly after, we were invited for lunch. A hot dish cooked in accordance 
with «farmers’ tradition» appeared on the table immediately. Barbara explained 
that she prepares the ingredients for the meal in the morning and, when she 
goes to work, she leaves it to cook all day on a low setting in the oven or crock 
pots, slowly getting ready by the time she is back from her field work. This lunch, 
too, was set to cook before she left home to fetch us from the airport.

—What are you going to drink?—Jerry asked in a businesslike manner, taking 
a bottle of vodka out of the fridge.

31 Hutterites (German: Hutterer), also called Hutterian Brethren (German: Hutterische 
Brüder), are a communal branch of Anabaptists who, like the Amish and Mennonites, trace 
their roots to the Radical Reformation of the early 16th century. Their distinctive feature is 
communal property. They live in communities of 80 to 90 people. There are about 25 thousand 
Hutterites in Canada. They volunteer to help people in difficult situations and work part time 
helping their neighbors around the house.

The house of the Devloo farmer family, where their seven children grew up. View from the yard. 
October, 2018.
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—We took care about what we are going to drink with you.—Barbara came 
to rescue her husband, taking out of the fridge another bottle with transparent 
liquid, slightly bigger than the first one, and continued:

—I even went to the «Liquor Store»32 to ask advice, “We are expecting Russian 
guests… What would you suggest we treat them with?” The shop assistants talk-
ed between themselves and kindly recommended, “For Russians, the best is to put 
some vodka and gin with tonic on the table…!” They packed these two bottles, add-
ed six cans of tonic water and gave us a bunch of «Air Miles!»33

Jerry was already about to pop open the first bottle, when I suddenly stopped 
him:

—Wait! Please wait! Tell us honestly: if we weren’t here, what would you be 
drinking?”

—Water…! We don’t drink alcohol at all! We have a bit of beer or wine at 
times—Jerry answered assertively.

—Then don’t upset us either! We also don’t want anything strong… Don’t open 
these bottles, return them to the store!

Jerry looked puzzled… The situation was solved completely when I just said:
—To make a toast for our encounter, it would be perfectly fine for us to have a 

glass of some juice, or maybe you have a bottle of some wine…?
Jerry looked in the big fridge that was near and took out half a bottle of some 

white wine, from which we poured and drank then the only toast of our entire 
four-day visit to Manitoba.

(It has been already two months since our visit. When working on this chap-
ter, I called Barbara to clarify some things, including the fate of the bottles of our 
«booze». Barbara started laughing loudly and laughed for a long time:

—You know, Vladimir, we wanted to try ourselves, what kind of thing it was… 
We opened that «London Dry Gin…» It’s such crap…! Awful…!)

32 In Canada, the liquor stores are provincial  government franchises, in  Manitoba the agency 
is called "Manitoba Liquor & Lotteries."
33 «Air Miles» are bonuses that you get in certain stores when you buy goods or plane tickets, 
which you can receive in cash.

Technical structures in the yard of the Devloo family farm. November, 2018.
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Now let’s take a look at the com-
bined panoramic shot of the remaining 
part of the yard of the Devloo family 
farm (view from the house). On the 
right, you can see over a dozen huge 
steel towers, silos, used to store wheat, 
soy beans, canola etc. harvested on the 
farm. Behind the silos (unseen in the 
picture) is a powerful dryer that main-
tains the appropriate humidity level. 
Grain is stored on the farm until some-
one from the Devloo family sees that 
the market price becomes acceptable.

to the left of the silos, you can see 
an open steel hangar—machine shop—
with a Canadian flag on the roof. It is 
used for the repair and storage of har-
vesters, tractors and other field machin-
ery. In the farther left corner of the shot, 
you can see a steel hangar that shelters 
motorcycles, a snow mobile and… a 
plane that Jerry pilots. The plane for two people was built by Jerry’s own hands in 
2013 from separate pieces supplied by the manufacturer in boxes.

In the very left corner of the picture, behind a long tank (that already served 
its duty at the airport, filling airplanes with fuel…), which holds diesel fuel for 
the needs of the farm, you can see another hangar—Machine Shop. It is a work-
shop with machines for metal works. Here, Jerry has a serial production of his 
invention, the «CANOLA CRUSHeR», known to the customers under its full 
name, «DeVLOO CANOLA CRUSHeR GReeN SeeD COUNteR».

Canola farming is quite developed in Canada and canola seeds are used to 
make «canola oil». At the grain elevators where farmers take their harvest (small 
black seeds slightly bigger than poppy seeds) for sale, top-quality category is as-
signed to seeds with up to two percent green seeds and under 10% moisture. For 
a long time a wide ruler with rows of shallow cavities was used to measure the 
green-seed-content in the seeds. The ruler is pulled out of the bag carefully so 
that the seed in each cavity stays there and doesn’t fall out. After that, the ruler 
is covered with a sticky tape and a wide roll is passed several times along the 
tape to crush the seeds. After that, the tape with the seeds stuck to it is lifted, the 
green seeds are counted, and the amount of green seed is discovered. This test 
is normally repeated three times with hope of getting the expected 2 percent. 
If the moisture level is higher than 10% either the purchase price is lowered or 
the canola goes back for further drying and brought to the grain elevator later…

At the bottom of a steel silo for wheat storage. 
The capacity of one silo is 3600 bushels (97 

tons) of grain.
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Jerry shows us the traditional method of 
counting content of green canola seeds.

Canola crusher by Jerry Devloo.

Serial production of the invention. Jerry Devloo’s invention was 
awarded with the gold med-
al at an agricultural exhibition. 
Regina, Saskatchewan province, 

Canada, 2017
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After long reflections and experiments, Jerry Devloo came up with an idea, 
designed a construction, and now produces and sells a machine in which you 
can put a handful of canola seeds and, with the rotation of a handle, it will show 
you the number of green ones. One rotation of the handle results in a trans-
parent strip with 100 crushed seeds, five rotation—with 500, all organized in 
straight rows, making it very easy to count the green ones.

In her first letters to us in toronto, Barbara told us about her family and at-
tached pictures, in one of which we saw a plane. “This is my husband Jerry and 
the plane he built himself,—Barbara wrote,—and now he likes piloting it”. We 
were very surprised, of course, but decided not to comment. Now, when we ar-
rived in Winnipeg and got into Jerry’s car at the airport, at the very beginning 
of our encounter, he said: “Tomorrow, Vladimir, we are going to fly my plane…!” 
Upon hearing these words, Barbara, who was sitting in the back seat, supported 
the idea enthusiastically! But I immediately answered, “Oh, no! Jerry! I won’t do 
it… I still need to write my will…” My honest answer wasn’t out of fear that we 
might not reach the destination…, but of the thought, “What about all the things 
I still dream about doing, how can I leave them unfinished…?! “

The remaining information about the «Devloo aviation industry» is excitedly 
taken from my voice recordings. The first question was from Iya, “Jerry! How did 
you come up with the idea that you wanted to build a plane?”

—I was always interested in flying… For a long time, I dreamed about once 
building a plane from ready pieces… I didn’t construct it, I just build it from a 
kit. The advertisement offers a choice of about 300 different items you can build 
yourself.

—It’s very peculiar; you are a farmer. You are so busy with all the different dai-
ly issues to solve, and you decided to build a plane… When did you complete the 
work and how much did it cost you?

Advertisement poster. Jerry, Barbara and Mark Devloo at the agricul-
tural exhibition in Brandon, Manitoba, where 
Jerry received a silver medal for the Canola 

Crusher. 2016.
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Other means of transportation of the Devloo family are also kept in this hangar.

Jerry Delvoo building his plane. 2013.

Jerry Devloo’s «ZENIT» is ready for take-off.

The gates of 
the hangar are 

opening.
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Barbara and Jerry Devloo’s family. Left to right: Jamie, David, Doreen, Barbara, Daniel, Jerry, 
Larry, Teresa, Mark. 2015.

—Well, I did pick one of the most expensive motors for it… It took me about 
1000 hours to build it… The set of parts cost 20 thousand… Add motor, add ra-
dio and navigation equipment… The overall cost was 84 thousand dollars… I put 
7000 rivets… Spent about a year working… Many hours, of course… But you can’t 
imagine how it feels to pilot a plane that you built yourself!

—What distances do you travel with it?
—Whatever distance I want to!!! It’s not a speed jet… It’s made for short takeoff 

and landing distances… I can land in any place of our farm.
—What was the longest distance you already traveled with it?
—About 100 miles (160 km).
—Did any of your children help you?
—I did everything myself. Just once, even though I had supports, I asked for 

help, to hold the wings at the correct height, while I was putting the rivets…
—Jerry! Do you know that in Russia, neither Stalin nor Khrushchev would al-

low you to build your own plane…
—Why not? Would they be afraid of commercial competition…?
Accompanied by everybody’s loud laughter, I explained:
—You would think about flying over the border right away, and the border had 

to be kept locked at all times…!
—Yes, I heard about some German who flew to Russia in his own plane…
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Parents and guests with the oldest son of the 
Devloos, David, and his wife Connie.

When Jerry and Barbara took us 
to visit their oldest son, it was get-
ting dark. A nice young couple, David, 
aged 54, and his wife welcomed us 
warmly. David Devloo began his ca-
reer in 1986, aged 22, in Winnipeg, 
and in 1995 he was already the own-
er of «Tama Millwork Ltd», a company 
specialized in manufacturing wooden 
kitchen cabinets and other similar in-
built home furniture. In 2000, David 
moved his family and his small pro-
duction to Somerset and settled there. 
to my question of why he needed to move in the first place, David immediately 
responded, “I wanted my children to grow up in a rural environment…”

David proposed that we didn’t lose time and go directly to his company, got 
in his pickup truck, and Jerry followed him, bringing us in his car. We rode for 
about five minutes and arrived at a small new building, without light, locked for 
the night. David unlocked the main entrance door and we started the tour around 
the beautiful and comfortable premises where kitchen furniture was produced.

It turns out that at some point he used to have workers on the farm, but soon 
enough realized that for the required high quality and customizability of his 
production, it functioned better if he just worked alone. Until recently, his wife 
was helping him, and now there is only one more person, sitting in the office of 
the firm—Lexa, their daughter, who finished furniture manufacturing courses. 
She works at the computer, receiving orders, finding and buying the necessary 
materials, answering calls and going to the workshop only if her father needs 
help lifting some long slat…

At David Devloo’s firm. Somerset, Manitoba, October 2018.
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The most interesting thing is that David equipped his firm with modern, 
highly productive equipment. each one of his machines has a «CNC» system 
that automatically sets and controls the required size of the processed pieces. 
even the pieces themselves are held on the machine tables not with mechanical 
clamps, but with vacuum suction devices. All of this enables David not only to 
manufacture pieces for kitchen furniture by order with high precision, but also 
to organize a mass-production of the most sought-after pieces, ordered by other 
wood furniture manufacturers. every piece leaves the factory with a bar code 
in it, and it can be replicated even a year or two later, just by supplying the bar 
code number.

At the end of the tour we asked about his education. Barbara laughed loudly 
at this and David, smiling, explained:

—I am no professor… Just yesterday, my daughter bugged me… She wanted 
my help with some math problem… I have a maths grade for the ninth year… An 
English grade for the tenth year… After that, I stopped going to school. Outside 
school, I started learning by myself…

—That’s a good answer!—I said, and continued,—And did you buy the ma-
chines new? How long ago did you buy them?

—These machines are over ten years old now. I bought them new! This one is 
our third machine. First, we were located in Winnipeg. At the time, I didn’t know 
anything about computers, not even how to turn one on… We were the first peo-
ple in Manitoba to have a rotary machine with «CNC» control. Since then, we 
apply the policy of «open doors», free access to our workshops. Anybody who is 
involved in woodworking can come and see our machines working, and even 
our clients often come to contemplate how the pieces for their orders are being 
 manufactured.

The next room has the system of exhaust ventilation for our workshops… This 
is also not an easy task…

We congratulated Barbara and Jerry with their son’s success and wished 
David further successful work and good profits. “That’s exactly what we are miss-
ing sometimes!” David answered as we were leaving.

Already in the car, as we were driving away from David’s firm, Barbara add-
ed this about her son:

—David and Connie bought and repurposed this building. It used to be a big 
grocery store. David received a mechanic’s certificate from «Red River College» 
in Winnipeg. They have four children: Brittany is Firefighter Paramedic in 
Winnipeg; Lexa is farming with her husband and works part time with her Dad 
in his Cabinet Wood Working Business; Jaden and Kyrstin study at university.

Next, we went to visit Mark, Devloo’s second son, at his farm. He wasn’t at 
the farm, that is, «at home». He had left for a few days to the neighboring prov-
ince, Alberta, to prepare his exhibit for the annual autumn Canadian agriculture 
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exposition. Jerry and Barbara immediately led us to a similar typical machine 
workshop in a hangar to introduce us to another of Jerry’s inventions, the one 
Mark works with. In the hangar we were greeted by Mark’s only employee, Drew.

The first thing we noticed in Mark Devloo’s, hangar was the giant machine 
shown in the top picture, stored there for the winter.

Jerry immediately started explaining. It was a field sprayer that covers a wa-
tering width of 120 feet (about 40 meters); the big cistern on top of it holds 4500 
liters of chemicals, and the smaller one 500 liters of clear water; this apparatus 
costs about 350-400 thousand dollars…

(Barbara)—After graduating from secondary school in 1983, Mark stayed with 
us to live, and worked at our pig farm. In 1986, he bought his own farm, where 
he repaired the old pig house and built a new one. In 2008, there was a disaster: 
due to on electric malfunction, there was a fire, the pig houses burnt down, ani-
mals perished… Mark made a decision to dedicate himself only to growing wheat, 
which he does until today with his younger brother, Jamie. In 2011, they bought 
the land that previously belonged to me and Jerry.

By the time Barbara was telling us about this, Jerry had finished developing 
the winning model of a simple mechanism now known as the «DeVLOO ROtO 
MUD SCRApeRS». When using multi-row seed drills for seeding wheat and 
other grains, one of the major problems is mud collected on the front wheels of 
the drill, the leading ones. The scraper developed by Jerry receives the rotation 
from the drill wheel and scrapes the mud off the wheel, at the same time sharp-
ening the edge of the scraper cone.



LIFe GOeS ON, CHApteR 9

288

Jerry and his mud scrap-
er. October 2018.

Jerry and Drew explain to Iya the scraper Work principle.  
October 2018.

Beginning of serial manufacturing of the 
scraper. March 2010.

The first scrapers installed on the front wheels of a 
seed drill. April 2010.

After the end of the trial period of the scraper, Jerry transferred all the pro-
duction of this item to his son. In 2012, Mark launched serial production of the 
scrapers, they are built in this machine shop. They make several different types 
of scrapers depending on the type of seed drills their customers own. Some 
pieces for the scraper are supplied, on a cooperative basis, by the Hutterite 
workshops nearby, and the cones themselves are pressed in this shop. So far, 
Mark Devloo has sold about 60 thousand scrapers. They supply to farmers in 
a range of countries, including the US and Mexico, as well as Australia, New 
Zealand, Russia, Kazakhstan, Sweden and the UK.

teresa, Devloo’s fifth child, came to meet us at her parents’ house during 
dinner. When invited, she gladly joined our warm circle around the table. She 
is going on a night shift. A pretty and nice woman, a mother of three, look-
ing younger than her 49 years; we liked her at first sight. We remembered her 
from Barbara’s story where her frozen hamsters intended for sale revived in 
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the cabin of her minivan… She took a 
long path searching for her direction 
in life and went through many activ-
ities. At the end of this journey, she 
finished a nursing course and spent 
ten years working as an assistant at 
the Somerset school for children with 
learning difficulties.

Fortunately, eventually teresa 
found the job she dreamt about all 
her life—for a few years now, she is 
working at a young offender institu-
tion where boys aged 13 to 18 that 
made bad decisions and started on a 
criminal path are kept for correction. to my question about her uniform, she 
explained that guards of penitentiary institutions for minors don’t wear uni-
forms. She likes her work. She believes the boys respect her.

We met 46 years old Daniel Devloo, Barbara and Jerry’s sixth «child», in 
his new elegant house, just built on the place of the old house that perished in 
a fire… After finishing secondary school, he helped his parents with pig barns 
and in the fields of the farm, where he also had a hen barn and a small herd of 
meat cattle.

Left to right: Mark Devloo, his children (Desiree, Natia, Tyler) and Jerry. Award for innovation 
at the Agri-Trade Exposition in Red Deer, Alberta, Canada, 2013

 Teresa Davloo, the family’s fifth «child», is in 
the center.
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In 1992, 26-year-old Daniel bought a dairy farm with 60 heads of purebred 
cows. His great dedication allowed him to produce milk of very high quality, 
which won him several awards. He owned the farm until 2017.

In March 2017, when he was cutting a tree on one of his pastures, he didn’t 
notice that an old tree nearby started falling on him. As a result, he got a neck 
fracture and a spine injury… In Central America, in panama, he received sur-
gery and a stem cell treatment course. One of his arms had been paralyzed, but 
at the moment, he is fully recuperated. They look at him as a «walking miracle».

Daniel had to sell his diary farm. He finished a few economics courses and 
works in a financial company, helping people solve their debt issues.

His wife, Marina, is a secondary school principal and teacher in Swan Lake. 
Their children: Jasmine, a hospital nurse; Jordan, a welder; Jagger, a 11th grade 
student in Somerset secondary school and already the owner of a beef cattle 
herd; Jasper, a 9th grade Somerset secondary school student, a girl in love with 
ice hockey…

Our first, non-personal acquaintance with the youngest brother, Jamie 
Devloo, happened through the story told by his mother, Barbara:

—He was born in 1979 and is still unmarried… Starting at 14, he worked at 
his parent’s farm in his own right, for many hours, sometimes at night. Until 2011 
when he, together with his brother Mark, bought all the land of their parents’ farm. 
During the sowing season and the harvest, he was very reliable and an avail-
able operator for all the machinery on the farm. After graduating from secondary 
school, he built his first pig house, and in 2004, another one…

The rest of what I know about Jamie, I heard from him in person, when, 
on our very first morning, he came to his parents’ house to meet us. A hum-
ble, likeable, but not-simple-at-all young man patiently answered our infinite 
questions and told us so much about himself and his work that even an entire 
chapter wouldn’t be enough. So, I have to do with just a brief retelling of what 
he does for a living…

Jamie is familiar with the fine details of many aspects of agriculture, but his 
main occupation is raising pigs. At first, he had a full-cycle pig raising facility, 
from breeding pigs and getting piglets to selling the end product. But after the 
pig houses of his brother Mark were destroyed in a fire, Jamie’s pig farm was 
switched to an industrial lane. His client is a big and well-known food compa-
ny. Jamie owns two fully-equipped pig houses and silos storing grain for the 
feed. He has a single employee; she assists him on weekdays. Overall the two big 
barns hold more than 4000 (yes, yes! Four thousand!) pigs. Jamie receives them 
from the client at the age of 4 to 6 weeks, when they are about 25 kilos. Normally 
all pigs are moved in in one day. The grain for feed is also supplied by the client. 
Feeding is automatic, and at certain hours assembly lines take the grain from 
the silos to the animals. Water fountains are available to them around the clock.
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17 weeks after, when the pigs reach 100 -140 kilos, they are sent back to the 
client. Shipping takes about two weeks… Then, a specially-trained team of four 
people arrives and washes both pig houses with hot water under pressure, after 
which the barns are preventively disinfected, and Jamie receives a new batch of 
piglets. This cycle is repeated three times per year.

The next morning, Jamie visited us again. We were glad to see him one more 
time. He said that he had already gone to the pig house. Out of curiosity, I came 
closer to him, but it didn’t smell like pig house at all… I couldn’t help asking 
why he didn’t smell of anything… His answer was not less curious, “I’ve already 
taken a shower…”

Jamie Devloo and his parents in front of the 
first pig house. December 2018.

The second pig house owned by Jamie.

Inside a pig house belonging to Jamie Devloo. (Picture offered as a gift)
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As it turns out, in the morning, after getting to the pig house from home, 
Jamie is first obliged to take a shower and change clothes… Keeping the hygiene 
of the pig house up to the highest standards is mandatory for his business. On 
some days, he takes a shower five times. No inspector, guest or vet can enter the 
premises with pigs disobeying this strict rule. He confessed that he always looks 
carefully so his beloved dog or kitten doesn’t sneak in by his side. He has to take 
a shower even if he just passes from one pig house to the other through an in-
door corridor. We were curious to take a look inside, but…—Shower!

Soon enough, Jamie will have at his farm his own shop with a heated floor. He will use it to store 
and repair machinery. Until now for this purpose he used the machine shop at his father’s farm. 

November 2018.

«KENWORTH» with a trailer for transporting live pigs.

I  admit, my dear reader, the great feeling of joy as I  learn about all this 
and share it with you. I am infinitely grateful to fate for these gifts, these kind 
encounters, sincere hugs and infinite convincing confirmation of the fact that 
LIFe IS INCReDIBLe!
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And so, now we are going to visit our other dear friend and farmer from 
Manitoba, Joyce Hacault. She and Barbara are cousins, Barbara’s father was 
Joyce’s mother’s brother. It took us about half an hour to reach the Hacault fam-
ily farm. From the first smiles and hugs with Joyce, and her friendly husband, 
a sensible man of few words, Laurent, and their nice son, David, a mighty man 
who is now the leader of the whole family, we were convinced that the day of our 
visit to the Hacault family will stay in our fond memory forever.

We arrived to the Hacault family farm. In the picture: Iya Rott, Barbara Devloo, Joyce and Laurent 
Hacault, Jerry Devloo, David Hacault. Farmers’ house in the background. November 1, 2018.

(Laurent Hacault)—My grandfather came to Manitoba from Belgium in 1891; 
I was born here in 1933. I bought the land for the farm in 1958. It was almost half 
a square mile (130 hectares) and cost me 16.5 thousand dollars. Now they offer me 
a million for it, but I am not planning to sell it. All of this now belongs to my son 
David. Even our private house at the farm is his legally.

(Joyce Hacault)—I was born in Manitoba in 1946. I was the first child in the 
family, I had two younger brothers and a sister. When I was 12, our family moved 
to a farm that was 4 kilometers away from here. I went to «Oak Hill School», 
which was a few miles from home. We walked there. Sometimes we got a lift on 
a horse-driven sleigh. When the small rural school was closed, school buses start-
ed taking us to the school in Bruxelies, a bigger settlement. It’s 7 miles from here.
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At the very first moment we were in the yard of their farm, we noticed a pe-
culiar building. It turned out to be the original building of that very rural school, 
Oak Hill School, where children studied in the 1930s: Barbara’s future father, 
Gerald Grift, and Joyce’s future mother, Gertie Grift (neé Van Deynze). In 1958, 
12-year-old Joyce was brought to the same school to start her 7th grade there. 
The school consisted of just one small classroom with a wood stove in the center; 
one teacher and 10-15 students. All subjects, from the first to the eighth grade.

The school was on the land that belonged to the Hacault farm. After it closed 
down, Laurent bought the old building, moved it to his yard and transformed it 
into a garage for the tractor, adding a small place for a workshop. We looked cu-
riously at all the old tools and items kept there, and I sincerely advised Laurent 
to turn this storage into a museum where school children could come to con-
solidate their knowledge of physics…

We also didn’t feel like exiting another ancient building in the yard of the 
Hacault farm, built with logs, overflowing with exotic antiques I had never seen 
in my life, from furniture, tableware and lighting to a portable bed for bathing 
the deceased, a unique device for thread cutting and targeted pliers for prevent-
ing virile development in farm animals…

(Joyce continued)—I married Laurent in 1966. He had a farm close to our 
house, so it wasn’t a long way to move… We planted some trees around the house, 
had a few cows, two of which were given by my father as a dowry… We milked 
them by hand. Separated the cream and sold it in cream cans, which were picked 
up by a truck a few times per week. This way we made money for groceries. The 
remaining milk was used for the calves. We also had a few piglets. Years later, we 
started raising pedigree cows.

I always had a big vegetable garden and grew all the vegetables we needed for 
the year. I froze vegetables and fruits in jars. We always had our own beef and 
pork. We went to the bush to pick berries, I used them to make preserves and jams. 

The building of the rural school where their par-
ents studied in the 30s. November 1, 2018.

The workshop of Joyce’s husband,  
Laurent Hacault
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With the apples from our apple tree, I made apple sauce and apple juice. And, of 
course, I’ve always grown flowers. These last few years I grow less vegetables and 
more flowers. Twice we took 3rd place in Manitoba at the Farm Home Grounds 
competition.

Grain harvest the first years consisted of wheat, barley, oat and flax. All the 
money earned from the farm was invested back in it. During the harvesting season 
I always helped in the field driving the harvester and someone else drove the truck 
to pick up grain from the harvester and take it to the silos for storage.

Our children: Shelly. She was born in 1967. After finishing grammar school, she 
entered Red River College in Winnipeg. Then she worked in the financial depart-
ments of several entities in Manitoba. In 1995, she became a Certified Economist. 
In October, 1999, she married Dwight Young. She now works at Central Region 
Health Authority as a Financial Analyst. They have three children: Ryan, James 
and Kyle. The entire family loves ice hockey, taekwondo, camping and gardening.

Connie. In 1989, she moved to Winnipeg and entered the University of 
Manitoba and became a qualified pharmacist in 1993. At the same time, every 
summer she performed different auxiliary works at her cousin’s farm, or worked 
as a student assistant in different pharmacies of the province. In 1993, she married 
Rick Ricard, and together they bought half the area of his parents’ land to start a 
small grain farm with a few heads of beef cows. Simultaneously, she started work-
ing as a pharmacist in two pharmacies.

Joyce Hacault’s family: David, Janis, Laurent, Joyce, Shelly, Connie. 2013.
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When their children Melissa (1996), Austin (1997) and Dylan (2001) were 
born, she maintained her part-time employment in different pharmacies in the 
country. Simultaneously, they continued growing the farm, increasing the size of 
the beef cattle herd and the land area: some of it they bought, some they rented 
from Rick’s parents. She started buying shares of pharmaceutical companies, and 
to date, in 2018, Connie owns 50 percent of the shares in two notable pharmaceu-
tical companies in Manitoba.

Their children: Melissa is finishing at the University of Manitoba (microbi-
ology). Austin finished the course of automobile mechanics at College and, after 
working at a garage for a year, also entered the University of Manitoba to get an 
agronomist’s diploma.

Rick, after finishing grammar school, took carpentry courses and worked for a 
few years in construction, after which he decided to fully dedicate himself to ag-
riculture.

Out of Joyce’s four children, Iya and I met these two during our visit to 
Winnipeg. The third daughter, Janise, lives on Vancouver Island, and is a suc-
cessful specialist in selling and renting housing. Her husband is a financial 
consultant. They both work at the studio of Christian tV. Janice is presently 
pursuing a career in human nutrition and functional medicine. Her plan is to 
start up a private practice when she’s finished her training. They are raising 
four children.

The family of farmers Laurent and Joyce Hacault. Manitoba, Canada, 2013.
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First Joyce took us to the farm named «Grandpa Grifts Hills». It is the 
old Grift family farm, where her grandfather Grift arrived in 1911 from the 
Netherlands. Since then, many people have passed through this farm, and her 
grandfather helped many others who came from overseas to settle and start 
their lives in a new country. Her grandfather brought three children with him 
and had another eight here. Joyce told us that her grandfather was known in the 
neighborhood for his power to heal fractures, open wounds and tumors with 
traditional remedies… Helping people and animals alike…

Then, the youngest son, David Hacault, takes over the tour around their 
property. His farm is next to his parents’. He takes two weeks to sow his fields, 
but it largely depends on the weather. His seed drill covers a band 42 feet wide 
(12.8 m), but a newer model can cover up to 84 feet (25.6 m). Harvesting 
takes longer than sowing. This year, due to weather conditions, it took two 
months. Ripening of the produce also depends totally on the weather. This 
time, for example, soy beans were only ready in late autumn, so they had a 
chance to harvest wheat first. During harvesting, Joyce likes sitting in the cab 
of the harvester next to her son. When asked, how many people work on his 
farms, David humbly answers: “Just me and Dad”. His father is already old, and 
he transferred everything to his son’s hands. This is the information I noted 
from David’s story:
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—In 2000, I rented the first 417 acres (169 hectares) of land for my fields; 
in 2005, I  bought another 140 acres (57 hectares) from my parents; in 2010, 
I bought from my parents 522 acres (211 hectares) more; in 2015 rented 707 
acres (286 hectares) from the neighbors that had grown old. That is, I am cur-
rently growing wheat, canola, flax and soy beans on the overall area of 1786 
acres (723 hectares).

David is 39. After finishing grammar school, he entered college in Brandon, 
where he qualified as a technician of Agricultural Machinery. After graduating 
from college, at the age of 20, he worked on his father’s farm and started to rent 
land, simultaneously helping his uncle in the fields and in his workshop. In 2011, 
David built his own a workshop (hangar) with an area of 60 by 80 feet (18.3 by 
24.4 meters) for repair and storage of his machinery.

David is divorced and has two kids. Brooklyn, who is now in the 5th grade, 
spends a lot of her time next to her father, but also plays the piano and loves 
cooking; her brother, Alex, is in the third grade, he plays hockey and enjoys 
farming.

David Hacault earned all our sympathy. With every passing minute, we got 
happier for having met this very humble, incredibly hard working, competent, 
polite, friendly and brave man, a wonderful father and son.

In a few minutes, we reached a huge new shop (hangar) that belongs to 
David. The house where he lives is some fifty meters from the hangar. two 

David Hacault, “The beautiful lake on my land is useless. It never floods, the water is very salty, 
cows don’t drink from it and there are no fish…”
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kids, Brooklyn and Alex, came running to meet their father as soon as they 
saw him, followed closely by a dog… We entered the hangar. It was so clean! 
I immediately noticed the good lighting and reliable equipment. The entire 
hangar, including the gigantic doors, was built with corrugated galvanized 
sheet steel. On the inside, every metal part has thermal isolation. The warmth 
from the heating system rises from the floor with rubber hoses inside the 
concrete layer. Hot antifreeze liquid is circulating around the hoses, and it’s 
heated in an electric boiler. All of David’s machinery is kept and fixed in this 
shop.
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Manitoba fields will surrender only to a trac-
tor like this one.

«New Holland» combine harvester.

David Hacault and the author.  
1 November 2018.

Standing by a combine harvester.
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“Look, Daddy, canola is already 
this tall…” 

The wheat is harvested. David checks the ripeness of soy 
beans.

Canola.
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Thunderstorm is coming… «Spiky bearded» wheat.

Time to rest.
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At the end of the visit, Joyce invites everyone for lunch. enticing smells of 
tasty, just-cooked food were already calling us to gather around the kitchen ta-
ble. Laurent showed us a few rooms of the 80-year old home, which they have 
restored to keep the old style with refinished original doors and woodwork. 
After this tour we continued our talk at the table.

Flax field.

Joyce and Laurent Hacault live.
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(Vladimir)—Dear Joyce, Laurent and David! Thanks to all of you for such a 
beautiful day that we spent on your farm today. Every five to ten minutes we saw 
and learned something new and exciting. Even now, as Laurent sits next to me 
at this table, I find out that aside from tractors, hectares, canola… he played the 
trombone in a local orchestra for 50 years…

(Laurent)—My trombone is downstairs, in the basement…
(Vladimir)—Oh, do you still have it? It’s great news! Do you grease it?
(Laurent)—I don’t play anymore…!
(Vladimir)—Does it mean you don’t grease it…?! (Laughter at the table.) David! 

Do you hear! Now you get another chore, you should grease Laurent’s trombone! 
Or the instrument will get rusty…

David «promised to grease it» and Laurent added, as if apologizing,
—I was taught to play the valve trombone and then they gave me a sliding one 

and didn’t explain anything… I had to figure it all out myself…
It was a wonderful, unforgettable visit to Joyce Hacault’s family.
On the way back, Jerry Devloo showed us a few more sites at their farm and 

told us a bit more about himself. His family owns 2700 acres (1100 hectares) of 
farmed land, which is evenly divided between wheat, canola and soy. This en-
tire expanse is cultivated by his two sons, Mark and Jamie, and their father, of 
course, is helping them every way he can.

One of the rooms of the house where Joyce and David are setting the table for lunch.
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Pictures of field works on the farms of the Devloo and the Hacault family. 
The province of Manitoba, Canada, 2018

Canola harvest. A wind generator can be seen be-
hind a field of soy beans.

«John Deere» tractor sprinkler. Sowing.

Mechanized harvesting. Unloading grain from the harvester.
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Moving grain from the trucks to the silo for storage.

Grain is taken from silos to sale.

«Quadtrac» tractor and track trailer for grain transportation.
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A fuel storage tank is being moved from one farm to 
the other.

Double trailer for grain transportation.

In the fields, you can still find “remind-
ers” of the dense forests that were cut 

down.

All six double wheels belong to one seeder machine 
bought by the Devloo family. It folds four times verti-
cally for transportation. The width of covered area is 

60 feet (18.6 m)

We were brought to the base of one of the giant windmills. All in all, around 
the Devloo family fields, there are 64 wind generators that belong to the electric 
network of the province. They kind of embellish the landscape. The wiring is bur-
ied underground. Four of these constructions are on the territory of the Devloo 
farm itself. The family receives $1400 per year as rent for the land under them.

And now is the moment when Jerry and Barbara take us for a tour around 
their house, where their seven children grew up before leaving to build their 
own lives. to my question about the area of their house, Jerry answered: “2100 
square feet (195 sq. m) each floor, and there are two floors…” Under the semi-
basement, there is a «gym», filled with equipment for strength training. Barbara 
said that her sons still love to come here at least once a week and train on these 
machines together, even though David and Daniel have already set up similar 
rooms in their own houses.
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The “electric” landscape. At the base of one of the wind generators. 
November 1, 2018

This harvesting method around the wind generator saves time and fuel.
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(Jerry)—We built this house in 1981. The old house was next to it in the yard. 
Even though its walls were three-bricks thick, it was very cold inside. This house 
has much better thermal insulation. The other one had old, primitive windows 
and bad doors. It only made sense to just build a new one…

(Barbara)—Jamie was two years old… David, the older one, was 14. He was our 
main helper during the construction. If only you had seen how the boys did their 
best to help us. All the bricks from the old house were picked up and taken away on 
several trucks. But before that, we had to thoroughly clean each individual brick 
from the old mortar. To everyone, including girls, we paid per brick, but Mark did 
the best of all; until late night we couldn’t get him in the house… We sold the bricks 
and earned money. Oh, we were so glad!!!

Farmer manor of Jerry and Barbara Devloo. Somerset, province of Manitoba, Canada. The pic-
ture was taken by Barbara Devloo in 2012. Her son Larry was piloting the «Cessna» plane.

On the ground floor, we entered a big family room with a large tV, chairs, 
armchairs, sofas. “Before, we had tennis tables here, as well as other games,—
Jerry explains,—and now we only have this «Shuffleboard»34.” In all my long 
years of living in Canada, I have seen Shuffleboard many times, but always on 
the floor or on the ground; never on a table. I immediately asked how old that 
table could be?

34 «Shuffleboard» is an ancient english game, in which players use cues with rounded tips to 
push weighted discs, sending them gliding down a narrow court, with the purpose of having 
them come to rest within a marked scoring area.
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And Barbara told us another cute story,
—Oh, it must be very old… The table stood in Jerry’s parents’ house, and 

after they moved to a nursing home, it was placed on auction, alongside with 
the rest of furniture. I really wanted to get it, but when the price reached $300, 
I stopped bidding further… I wasn’t used to buying such things, spending this 
kind of money!

Guess who finished the auction…?? Jamie! (He was 13 years old…) He knew 
that I liked this table, bought it, secretly brought it and put it here…

We admired the warmth and kindness of their youngest son, Jamie, more 
than once since then. For example, the time we saw this photograph:

(Barbara)—I was diagnosed with cancer… I was very ill. I had a surgery, then 
chemotherapy… The entire family was very worried for me. Our son Larry had his 
own Cessna airplane at the time. Once he came to me and kindly offered to take a 
flight with him. We got into the air… Suddenly Larry asks me to look down. I saw, 
read and broke into tears…

It was Jamie! He wrote with a cultivator on a wheat field. Each letter is 75 me-
ters high…

(I admit, I didn’t dare to publish one of the sad pictures. When Iya and I saw 
it, we both cried. In the picture, Barbara’s four sons and two grandsons stand 
around her. All bald… They shaved their heads out of solidarity with their 
grandmother…)

WE LOVE YOU MOM
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She opened one of the built-in cupboards, and inside it (I am speechless): 
perfect rows of about a hundred video cassettes. each one with a tag on the 
front. And the tags are all printed.

(Barbara)—We had a video camera. Our children were small, they were growing 
up. We tried to capture each of them on the tape. They still love taking out these 
cassettes and have fun seeing the events of their childhood again…

We go further. Suddenly, «Barbara’s Office»! In a separate room with the 
water heating and cooling equipment for the entire house, Barbara set up her 
«bureau». A small desk with a computer on it; a «weathered (well-used)» sew-
ing machine; and most importantly, countless shelves, big and small, with orga-
nized and tagged «Soap», «tooth brushes», «Vitamins», «Shampoos», even rows 
of medicines… All thoroughly labeled.

—And why is the electrical meter in the boiler room? Inside the house?—I asked 
surprised,—I can’t believe the electric network representative enters the basement 
to check the measurements?

—Oh, no!—Jerry started explaining,—For him there is another counter on the 
outside of the house, on the wall. This one I installed just for me. When we were 
building the house, I put as much thermal insulation in the walls as I could, and 
I wanted to know myself how much more we are able to save on heating…

We came to the room where Iya stayed, which Barbara announced: 
«Princesses’ Bedroom»” and immediately started explaining:—Our two daugh-
ters slept in this room, in one bed. They always had the room perfectly tidy and 
boys were not allowed to enter… The girls always ruled over their brothers when 
it comes to tidiness at home and quarrel prevention.

The room where I slept had many paintings on the walls, and now it was a 
good moment to ask what those paintings were.

—I painted… and Jerry, as well…– our hostess explained calmly.—We like 
painting with oil… or water paint…

—When did you have time to paint? With your busy life, when would you ever 
have time to paint…?!

—These are paintings from my «rest time…» All the children were small… By 
the end of the day I was almost falling off my feet, exhausted… They stopped me 
and sent me to rest. I went to the basement and spent hours and hours alone… 
painting.
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«Wheat Field» by Barbara Devloo, 1974.

Painting by Jerry Devloo, 1977. Painting by Joyce Hacault, 1979.

Now you, my reader, also have a chance to see these pictures. you have al-
ready met all their authors:
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The tour around the house continued. We reached the limits of our percep-
tion when in yet another, relatively small, room, we saw a piano, or as it’s also 
called sometimes, an upright piano. When we got a bit closer, we were stunned. 
It was an organ, movable, but a real organ with two rows of keys and a row of 
bass pedals for the feet… 
Our jaws dropped in sur-
prise…

And Barbara! Our little 
Barbara, «farm girl from 
Manitoba», sat at the or-
gan, paused to think for 
a moment and started 
playing…! Dear reader, 
I would really love you to 
have been there with us at 
that moment.

I want to finish the story about our unforgettable visit to the Manitoba farm-
ers with a few lines from one of the first letters that Barbara Devloo sent us in 
toronto:

“We are infinitely grateful to all our pioneers who came from Europe to start a 
new life in Canada. Their contribution is enormous, and their countless challenges 
are invaluable. Their enthusiasm was passed from generation to generation, from 
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our grandparents and our parents to Jerry and me, and subsequently, to our chil-
dren… It is so touching when the younger generation listens to our stories with 
interest.

Our ancestors went through unimaginable challenges to settle in Canada and 
build their lives in the free world. And now they gave the opportunity to our chil-
dren and grandchildren to build their own lives in our wonderful free country.

Thank you, God, for our freedom!”

One of the goals of this chapter is to do justice to Canadian farmers and tell 
the world about the lives of those who feed it, and most importantly, to show my 
dear compatriots, rural laborers of Russia, and to feel sorry together with them 
about everything fate didn’t let them achieve.

toronto, January 2019
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Chapter 10

KAMAZ35, VOLVO AND NICHEVO.36

A few days ago, wonderful news circled the globe. For the first time in his-
tory, a person, an American, Colin O’Brady, crossed Antarctica alone, by foot! 
An incredible deed. The world was following his heroic attempt to accomplish 
the almost impossible. Of course, he had state-of-the-art equipment. perhaps 
both the satellites up there and well-wishers down here helped him find the way 
through the ice desert. He also had the most advanced special food. In such 
freezing temperatures and piercing winds, to pull 170 kilos worth of «house», 
food and other essentials on a sleigh, for 1482 kilometers—and all that to make 
his dream come true! Glorious be, Humanity!

This achievement gave me the idea to «come down to earth» and tell you 
about my friend, Anton Gordienko, and his «comrade-in-arms» Svetlana, rep-
resentatives of the permanently shrinking fraction of the Russian people who 
live their heroic lives trying to survive and build a future for their children with-
in the context of the inherited Soviet system of the «victory of socialism» that 
the country is enduring.

The Gordienkos are my wife’s distant relatives. I met Anton in 1992 during 
our first visit to Russia, when he, a 16-year-old, didn’t have a driver’s license yet, 
but, trained by his grandfather, Uncle Grisha, was already a proficient driver 
and not only showed us his masterful driving, but also shared his love of auto-
mobiles, which would stay with him forever.

There are a series of events in my books concerning Anton and his family. 
For example, one of the branches of my wife Iya’s extended family suffered from 
a severe mental condition. Vera Gordienko (Anton’s mother) took care of them 
in their later years. A day came when the last surviving member of this afflicted 
family, yura, who had barely ever been outside of the house, had to be moved 
to a specialized hospital:

“On the day Yura was taken to the psychiatric hospital, Vera kept worrying 
about surprises. She walked arm in arm with Yura—a tall, stout, handsome man—
toward the ambulance that waited by the entrance to the building. Just in case, her 

35 “KAMAZ”- brand of Russian truck.
36 “Nichevo”—is a Russian word, meaning “nothing”, or—“no result”. (editor.)



LIFe GOeS ON, CHApteR 10

316

sons Anton and Sergei waited nearby in a car, ready for anything unexpected. The 
first of them—a long-distance truck driver and a highly skilled auto mechanic, and 
the second—a major in the Russian Air Force”.37

Look at the pictures of Anton and Svetlana’s family taken three years ago in 
the days of the inauguration of the «Shalom» Memorial we built in Siberia, fol-
lowed by an abstract from Chapter 17 of my same book, «Joyous Encounters».

“We will also remember for a long time the wonderful farewell dinner that 
Svetlana and Anton organized for our entire group at their spacious two-story 
mansion. They had quite literally built that house with their own hands, while the 
three KAMAZ trucks and the enormous tanker truck parked in the yard had been 
assembled by Anton himself from parts bought from junkyards on army bases. Our 
best wishes go to this gifted young couple, who are also caring parents to two little 
boys—even while Anton spends most of his time as a long-distance truck driver, 
delivering goods all over the Trans-Baikal region in his own trucks or with the help 
of other drivers, while Svetlana and her assistants run a beauty salon.”

Unfortunately, from the moment of the collapse of the Soviet Union, the 
economic situation in Siberia, as well as in all Russian territory, has been dete-
riorating year after year. The picture above was taken in 2014, when the iron fist 

37 Vladimir Rott: «Joyous encounters». Budapest, 2016. Chapter 1: «Mysovaya Station».
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of «post-socialism» hadn’t yet completely closed yet on the throat of the coun-
try’s beginner entrepreneurs. At the time, Anton Gordienko still had enough 
haulage orders. Both of his KAMAZ trucks were kept busy. He began to invite 
a helper to drive the second truck more and more often, while he himself tried 
to attend the orders for delivering precast reinforced concrete structures from 
a manufacturing plant.

today, we can only dream of that level of occupation, productive occupation 
of tax payers. Many companies closed down. Some of them didn’t even pay and 
remained in debt to Anton for the service provided…

When talking to our friend in Russia by phone, we hear every time more 
concern about the growth of prices and the increasing unemployment rate…

All of a sudden, at the be-
ginning of September (2018) 
we heard from Vera Gordienko 
that Anton and Svetlana had 
departed for Naberezhnye 
Chelny38 on their own dump-
truck, manufacture year 2014…  
Why did they go there? Why 
on their truck? The mother 
couldn’t answer. When pre-
paring their KAMAZ for the 
journey, Anton and Svetlana 
brought it to the level of their 
knowledge and possibilities al-
lowed.

Iya and I  started to wor-
ry for Anton and Svetlana, 
but our calls remained unan-
swered. In about a week, Vera 
sent us a few pictures from the 
beginning of the trip, which 
she got from the guys. They 
looked good. And on the 20th of September, we received a call to our home 
phone in toronto from Svetlana’s mobile phone. They were still in Naberezhnye 
Chelny. They were sharing details about their trip unwillingly, in short phrases… 
Later, we got some more inspiring news from them.

38 Naberezhnye Chelny is a city on the Kama River (tributary of the Volga), where Kama 
Automobile plant is located, manufacturing trucks under the «KAMAZ» brand.

«Dear KAMAZ», on which Anton and Svetlana left for 
the long journey.
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From the recording of our conversation after they came back to Ulan-Ude:
(Vladimir)—Anton and Sveta! You returned from this crazy voyage… It’s been 

a week. I hope you are well rested and can go again… even if it was to the Moon! 
Tell us, please, what it was all for? Didn’t you have a good KAMAZ…? Why did 
you have to go to Naberezhnye Chelny?

(Anton)—Well, first, our KAMAZ was a dump truck, and we needed a hauler 
to attach different trailers. Second, the fuel consumption of the VOLVO we brought 
back ends up being twice lower than on my working truck! So, we are planning to 
put it to good use.

We went to Chelny not out of the blue. Through the internet, I found there a 
truck I needed—a similar KAMAZ, 2016 manufacture year, with low mileage. 
We have been negotiating by phone for half a year. We got the pictures… We went 
there, and the truck is not the same…!

(Vladimir)—How did you drive? Through which cities? How many kilometers?”
(Anton)—We were planning to go to Chelny, it’s about 4650 to 4700 km, and we 

ended up in Kazan. That’s another 250 km. So, all together, it’s 5000 km.

“Goodbye, Buryat-Mongolia! Goodbye, Baikal!” Kultuk, 7 September 2018.

A long road awaits us – both there and back…
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(Vladimir)—Vera sent us your road pictures. You are travelling happy, brave, 
and, unexpectedly, even with a samovar…

(Anton)—Ah, the samovar! It’s Irkutsk Oblast. It’s before Tayshet. They sell local 
honey there! And pies! There was a samovar with tea for people to drink. We only 
had a thermos in our truck… We covered about 800 kilometers per day. We left 
home on the 7th of September at 4 AM and went along Baikal… We passed Irkutsk, 
Krasnoyarsk, Novosibirsk, Omsk… We covered the 3800 kilometers to

Yekaterinburg in 5 days. On the 11th and 12th of September, we visited my 
brother Sergey, saw the city, went to the automobile museum, visited the «Сhurch 
of the Blood». After Yekaterinburg, we left the federal highway and went through 
the villages… Crossed the Belaya (Rus. White) River… And on the 13th of 
September, we had already arrived in Chelny…

(Vladimir)—Is it a safe route? Did you have enough diesel? Were there gas sta-
tions or you took it with you?

(Anton)—Oh, this is not a problem. Just give them money, and you have ev-
erything…!

No complaints! Crossing Irkutsk Oblast. Next to “Zima” station (Rus. Winter)

We visited my brother Sergey. On the right, Sergey Gordienko’s family: wife Larisa, 
sons Grisha and Gosha. Yekaterinburg.
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(Vladimir)—I didn’t know how to help you. I don’t have any acquaintances left 
in Chelny… It would be great to find someone at the plant in Chelny who works 
with releasing the finished product, or sells trucks somewhere nearby… I rushed 
to call Pakhuta, former Komsomol leader at VAZ39. When I called, he was visiting 
his daughter in France… He is a nice, business-oriented guy, but he almost plead-
ed: “Vladimir Francevich! I don’t have anybody there who does this. There ha-
ven’t been any Komsomol members for a long time now…”

Crossing Bashkiria40. Expecting to arrive in Naberezhnye Chelny already in the evening!

Then I decided to bother Bashindzhagian, VAZ’s first engineer-in-chief.
Such a great man! In 1966, he recruited me to work for VAZ… In a month he 

will turn 94. He is still working as a consultant for the Russian automotive industry. 
I addressed him, and it ended up being quite funny. I told him: “evgeny Artemovich! 

39  VAZ (Volga Automobile plant, known as LADA plant), is a Russian automobile manufac-
turer in togliatti city, Samara Region.
40 Historical name of the Republic of Bashkortostan, a federal subject of Russia.

«Сhurch of the Blood», Yekaterinburg.  
September 2018. 

Crossing the Belaya River. Southern Ural.
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I have a relative, Anton, a nice guy! He is trying hard to survive in this world. He 
came from Ulan-Ude with his wife all the way to the plant in Chelny… And there, 
the plant is surrounded by a close ring of dealers. They only sell KAMAZes for 
cash or on credit, without any trade-In41. Can you help me somehow?”

Bashindzhagian laughed and said: “Vladimir! tell your Anton to offer on my 
behalf—I will pay for everything!—a bottle of vodka for everyone who knows 
my name…” (Anton and Svetlana laughed loudly and for long…) “Now,—he 
said—I only know one person there, the Director of KAMAZ… But,—he con-
tinued,—it doesn’t make sense for me to ask the Director to sell or help someone 
buy just one truck…”

Maybe that director is not even there anymore, and Bashindzagian himself 
was hard to reach by phone at a health resort in Moscow Oblast. And you, Anton, 
saved a bottle of Vodka… (they laugh again.)

Ok, Anton, now tell me how you got to this VOLVO?
(Anton)—We realized our situation and started searching for other options. 

First, we went to meet the official representative of the KAMAZ plant. Talked 
there. Nobody recommended us anything… Nor showed any interest in us. So, we 
started searching ourselves…

As for this one, 
I  found it by accident. 
I entered a site and saw 
it. In Kazan. Apparently, 
it’s a big company, they 
have 7 parking lots 
around Russia. They 
are a private company. 
They resell used trucks, 
trailers… I  liked the 
truck. It fit my needs 
both in price and in 
quality. They already 
had a buyer for it, but 
we asked if they could 
keep the truck for us. 
We’d already spent way 
too much time there. 
They cooperated.

41 trade-In is a system of buying a new car discounting the price of the old car, which is re-
turned to the dealer.

“Hello, our beauty! “
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Welcome to the family… Kazan, September 2018.

(Vladimir)—That’s wonderful! But Anton, when you came there, was it even 
functioning? Did you manage to start it?

(Anton)—Oh, yes, of course! We took a small test drive around.
(Vladimir)—Anton, tell me, when they saw your beautiful truck, they must have 

been speechlessly amazed, weren’t they? You made it shine with beauty!!!
(Anton)—I don’t know if they were speechless… but the price they put was low…
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(Vladimir)—I see, they couldn’t show it to you… The price is low… Do you think 
you sold it too cheap?

(Anton)—Of course I do!”
(Svetlana)—Of course! Of course! We wanted more. And it is worth more. We 

invested so much in it!
(Vladimir)—But guys, don’t regret about it now! Don’t regret! You should never 

sigh about it. Don’t regret! It happened once, now we need to go on!
So, Anton, when you arrived, it was all functioning and fine…? You just turned 

the key, and it started?
(Anton)—Yes! Just like that… And, by the way, it had been in storage for a very 

long time…
(Vladimir)—I see… So, you turned the key, and it started… What was the truck 

again? The model? “VOLVO” something-something…?
(Anton)—“VOLVO FM-13. Manufacture year 2012.”
(Vladimir)—VOLVO FM-13 it is… And when was the first time it gave you a 

«slap in the face»?
(Anton)—The first time…? In a couple of days… It was when we already ar-

rived to Chelyabinsk for the milk tank trailer.
When we were leaving Kazan, everything was just fine. Before hitting the road, 

we visited a «Scania» service station, changed the oil, the filters, checked every-
thing, shook, pulled… We cleaned the dirt from the seats—you couldn’t sit there… 
We were washing it until 1 AM and slept there, right in the cabin, too…

Uyskoye village is 70 kilometers from Chelyabinsk. Some time ago, there was 
a dairy plant there. We went there to pick up the tank trailer. It was left there in 
the field…

(Vladimir)—And what kind of tank trailer was it? An aluminum or a stainless 
steel one? What capacity?

(Anton)—It’s a semitrailer for alimentary products. Aluminum. For milk, food 
grade, double, thermic… It has metal covering and thermal insulation… Inside—
aluminum tanks. It’s not very big—twelve cubic meters…

We bought the tank trailer from a former collective farm… September, 2018.
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(Vladimir)—Twelve cubic meters is twelve tons…! The collective farm (colhoz) 
didn’t need the tank trailer…? What, people don’t drink milk any more…? “Cut 
it out!”

(Anton)—There hasn’t been a colhoz there for a long time already… Nobody 
needs the tank trailer. It was taken to the middle of the field and just left there… 
We asked for the seller, he showed us the tank trailer. We checked the documents 
and took it. Connected it, connected the wires and pulled it to the gas station. 
There, we fell asleep…

And in the morning… we couldn’t start it… Probably, while I was checking 
the wiring, the batteries had discharged… And it was cold. The wind was strong. 
We got cold! I turned on the independent heater, and it sucked the batteries even 
more… The fuel is not pumped, the batteries were out… That’s it!!! We are stuck!!!

I just didn’t know what the state of the batteries was! I discharged it even more, 
as I was dealing with the wiring until half past midnight… We were messing with 
it all day, changing lights, checking, fixing the wheels… we spent all day with it, but 
I didn’t even think to check the batteries…

We had to do something. We called to the village to that guy from whom 
I bought the tank, he has a KAMAZ of his own. I tell him, “Come here, help me 
jump-start. The batteries ran out of charge completely…” He came, brought his 
KAMAZ. We started trying to jump-start from wires. It doesn’t start… What shall 
we do…?! He says, “Holy shit! What are we going to do now…?”

“Well, what can we do?!—I say—Let’s try the ropes…!”
(Vladimir)—To tow it all the way?
(Anton)—No, no! Not tow it all the way! Just give it a pull!!! Give it a pull so 

it starts… The thing is, the wires are thin, they started to warm up immediately… 
The motor doesn’t have enough power. It needs a bigger power to start!

We forced air into the VOLVO brake system from his KAMAZ, gave it a pull… 
Gave it a pull, and the engine… started!!!”

(Vladimir)—Good job!!!
(Anton)—We thanked the guy. Said goodbye. And we took the belt route around 

Chelyabinsk to Yekaterinburg, 180 kilometers…
(Vladimir)—Did you make it?!
(Anton)—(After a pause.) Of course!!!
(Vladimir)—Oh! Then you have a good truck…! I am here all panicking already 

that it just stops every hundred meters…”
(Anton)—Ah no!!! It’s perfect!!!
(Vladimir)—I hope! That’s good! And I thought… I was afraid to ask a question. 

I thought, why hurt the guy’s feelings for no reason… Did you reach Seriozha?
(Anton)—In Yekaterinburg, Seriozha was in the hospital… Larisa met us. 

Seriozha was always in contact with me, we called each other several times per day. 
I didn’t let him «get bored» in the hospital: together with us, he spent all this time 
searching for a truck, resending us all those links, pictures… In constant contact!
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We got to Yekaterinburg, and I tell Seriozha all as it is. “Our new truck doesn’t 
start …” “What are you going to do?”- he says. “What we are going to do?!- 
I say.—We need to find some service station… I am afraid it can get worse…” 
We slept the night, went to the parking lot in the morning, I disconnected the trail-
er and left it there… Entered the station. We were received very unwillingly… It 
was Sunday…

They looked at it, changed the filters… They said, “It’s ok! you will reach 
home… Don’t worry…” We were glad… Took it… Went back, connected the tank 
trailer at the parking lot, and left…

We must have driven 150 kilometers or so… the belt route in the direction of 
Tyumen and… it stopped…!

Due to lack of pressure, the fuel wasn’t pumped from the secondary tank to 
the main one. Somehow, we managed to reach a hardware store. We rushed in 
and bought a bucket and a hose… Poured the diesel from one tank to the other… 
Pumped with a hand pump, and it got going…! The truck got going! And so, we 
got going, too …

We fueled and hit the road again… Passed Tyumen… Slept somewhere in the 
middle of the road… I don’t even remember, where, we were not exactly very fresh 
already… The next day again… All in all, we more or less reached Kemerovo… 
Getting close to the city wasn’t easy already… When we were going through the 
outskirts… That’s it! Our truck stopped!

(Vladimir)—So, how many kilometers did you go from Yekaterinburg to 
Kemerovo?

(Anton)—From Yekaterinburg to Kemerovo it is exactly half the way, 1800 ki-
lometers.

(Vladimir)—That means, you drove all the way to Kemerovo already, heroical-
ly?!

(Anton)—Yes! Yes! Yes!
(Vladimir)—So, 1800 kilometers, it means, in three days, right…!?
(Anton and Svetlana in chorus)—We reached Kemerovo very fast. In two 

days!
(Vladimir)—So you were driving 900 kilometers per day?!
(Anton)—Yes! Yes!
(Vladimir)—Oh, wow! …And how did you evaluate it for the fuel consumption?
(Anton)—Ah, for that it has a computer that shows everything…
(Vladimir)—Right…! And you knew it all already? Including the computer?”
(Anton)—What can I do… I had to get acquainted with it…
(Vladimir)—Iya is ironing in the kitchen, she is shouting something. Iya asks, 

“your KAMAZ, that you used to go there, didn’t sneeze a single time? It took you 
to Chelny with no problem?”

(Svetlana)—Absolutely, didn’t sneeze a single time!
(Anton)—We arrived there in white socks!
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(Vladimir)—Iya, do you hear! They arrived there in white socks! Didn’t sneeze 
a time!!!

(Svetlana)—It’s clean in the car. I was in bright shorts, white socks, white t-shirt… 
We were going and it was all just fine!

(Vladimir)—I se-ee! And what did Kemerovo have in store for you…?
… (Anton)—Now is where the boring part begins… Somehow, we reached 

Kemerovo… It was already dark, late night… We found the closest service station 
for what we needed, over the internet… Well, it wasn’t even a service station, just 
a giant garage… They are a car haulage company… They have seven car haulers 
and a small shed for their own repair needs…

(Vladimir)—So it wasn’t anything special just for VOLVO…?
(Anton)—No! No! There were advertisements of specific VOLVO assistance, but 

it was somewhere on the other end of the city, and it was still a considerable dis-
tance to cover…

(Vladimir)—How did they look at your truck…?
(Anton)—Well, how they looked… “Nothing special… you bought it, I see… 

Good for you! And if it didn’t start, well, sometimes it happens, sometimes they 
don’t start…” Nobody could give us a precise diagnosis… Nobody. Everyone said 
something different… “Here, there is some air…?! Some air?”

This way, by trial and error, they started changing one piece, then another, 
a piece, a connection… Nothing helps. It starts going—and stops… Starts going 
again, and stops again… “There is air somewhere… There is air somewhere…” 

“Which air?—I tell him.—Where would it come from…?”
We went to several replacement parts stores, found filters with transparent 

sleeves, with settlers to see if there is some air bubble and where it comes from… 
or doesn’t come… Nothing helps… It just doesn’t go, and that’s it! We spent three 
nights there… It was very hard to start. We accelerated the engine with the start-
er… After a few attempts, it starts, and dies again… We are just wasting diesel for 
nothing… The engine doesn’t gain RPMs…

(Vladimir)—Why? Were the filters bad or the diesel too thick?
…(Anton)—It was all fine. The filters were fine, and the diesel was fine, too. We 

took it from a good gas station.
The problem wasn’t there… it was somewhere else… The engine was creating 

this air itself… But we are going to find it out later… And for now… Low pres-
sure in the fuel system… Low pressure… We decided to take a secondary pump 
from another vehicle, a Soviet «Gazelle», a force pump from the heater system, 
and added it to the fuel system in order to raise the pressure, even just one point… 
That is, following yet another person’s advice… There are no replacement parts in 
Kemerovo. You need to order everything… And wait for at least four days…

(Vladimir)—What, are they bringing the parts all the way from Sweden?
(Anton)—Of course not! Sweden?! From Moscow, Omsk, Novosibirsk… They 

have them here… Mostly, not made in Sweden. Something is made here. Even 
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more—in China, just tell them what you need, and it’s already being dispatched… 
By the end of the fourth day, we put this pump, started the truck… It was work-
ing better… Then, diesel started running out too fast… I ran to the shed, we 
found a back-pressure valve from an old VOLVO… I bought it from the guy for 
500 rubles (about $8). I put it, and it started to start better… But still, not per-
fect! But still…

(Vladimir)—The back-pressure valve wasn’t holding, either?!
(Anton)—No, it wasn´t holding, either… “Let’s go,—I said.—What can we do? 

Let’s go to the VOLVO center in Kemerovo…” And it isn’t open on Saturday, or 
on Sunday. Days off. I say, “Let’s go there. We have no choice. We need a com-
puter… We need to connect diagnostics… We’ve already tinkered a lot… We 
need to check it all over again…” And so, we reached that VOLVO center at 10 
pM, local time. We got to it—everything is closed!

Some guys, security, exited, “The center will open only on Monday… you 
can enter the premises.”—“So, you have some kind of hotel?”– “yes, we do, 
500 rubles per person… enter.” Nothing else to do, nowhere else to go, and we 
don’t want to spend the night in the street… We enter the premises and park  
the car…

(Svetlana adds)—We are gathering clothes… Two bags… Hoping to finally be 
able to wash them… And wash ourselves… Our hair is sticky already…

(Vladimir)—My poor things! How was it, you hadn’t washed for a week already 
by then…?!

(Anton)—Of course! For a week already… “But I, uncle Vadya,—Svetlana 
adds,—did wash, partially… I put some water in a bottle, warm it, and wash 
partially… what I can… But everything outside… everything next to the trail-
er… everything is fine… We were lucky with the weather at least, it was warm. 
Thank G-d it wasn’t December…”

(Anton)—So, we picked up the bags, the thermos, all happy that we are fi-
nally going to take a shower and have a nice sleep… We entered the hotel room, 
turned on the light… Holy shit! Flies started falling on us from the ceiling! Nobody 
stayed at this hotel for so long… nobody cleaned… “yes! A god-forsaken land…—
Svetlana adds.—No bedbugs, but so dirty… Autumn… There is a big tempera-
ture difference between the indoor and the outdoor… And the flies entered 
every hole…”

I ask the security, “Do you have a shower?”– “We do have a shower, in the 
other building… But the is no light there… For two weeks now…”

I exited to the security and said, “Guys, I understand you are passing through 
hard times, but I am with a wife and we are going to be more comfortable in the 
truck…” They say, “Of course, it’s your right…”—“Do you have any spare parts 
in the center?”- I ask.—“No, only by order…”

(Svetlana)—We got back in the truck… It was Friday night… “What can we 
do?—Antosha says.—We have no choice. Let’s drive until where we manage…” 
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We leave the center and instead of turning right to go to the parking, Antoshka 
turns left and keeps going… “Where are you going?—I ask him.—Let’s drive… 
while it rolls…” That night, we drove 360 kilometers without a stop and reached 
Achinsk!

In Kemerovo they had told us that there was a big good VOLVO center in 
Achinsk where we could get some help… With this hope, we were trying to get to 
Achinsk.”

(Vladimir)—You reached Achinsk!!! You have a good truck, Anton!!!”
(Svetlana, clarifying)—We went slowly… Tripped… It “stammered…» But we 

did it!
(Vladimir)—Sveta, did your heart beat faster when you were listening to the 

sounds of the engine?
(Svetlana)—Yes! Yes! Now I know what happens and where… Uncle Vadim, we 

went through so much information on the internet, we learned so much… A lot of 
interesting things… “Sometimes we don’t even want to get close to it…”—Anton 
adds.

(Vladimir)—Tell me, and all this information—was it in Russian? Or somebody 
from Sweden translates for you?

(Svetlana)—There is plenty of information! Yes! There are a lot of trucks like this 
already! But it’s difficult to find the answer you need. There is little information 
that is actually useful. A lot of stupid things. For example, they write, “It’s like 
this… But I can’t explain it…” “yes, and you also need to know how to ask cor-
rectly?!”—I add. “yes, yes,”—she concludes.

(Anton)—I  can’t say what kind of center they had in Achinsk, but it had a 
shower! It was such a joy—to get under water… We entered together, stood under 
shower. Oh, my G-d! It was such a bliss! We made a full load of washing, washed 
all our clothes and hung them in the cabin to dry …

(Iya´s voice is heard from the kitchen …)
(Vladimir)—Iya, I am talking…! Guys, Iya is asking if there were some stops on 

the way where you could get the map of the region you were crossing.
(Svetlana)—The map is all in the phone… On everyone’s phone!
(Vladimir)—And how did you make it after Achinsk?”
(Anton)—After Achinsk, there were 170 more kilometers until Krasnoyarsk, 

and then the mountains started… And I can’t climb up a mountain… I press the 
accelerator, and the engine gives up, doesn’t respond, doesn’t gain rotations… As 
if it was lacking fuel…

(Vladimir)—I see. It can’t gain rotations, doesn’t get the momentum needed on 
the wheels, and thus doesn’t have the power to climb a mountain!

(Anton)—There are many service stations in Krasnoyarsk Region. We called 
many of them from Achinsk. In vain, all refuse. Nobody wants to take a VOLVO 
to repair. The thing is, it has a complicated, common rail direct fuel injection sys-
tem for diesel engines.
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(Svetlana)—Uncle Vadim, I have the sheets here, where we took notes of all our 
calls to Achinsk and to Krasnoyarsk, to service stations. There are several sheets of 
them. We are stopped in Achinsk, and nobody want to fix the truck… The situa-
tion is getting hopeless.

On Sunday, we called to the official VOLVO repair center in Krasnoyarsk. They 
said that they only had appointments for Wednesday or Thursday… We explain 
that we are transit drivers and we don’t have this kind of time to wait. They answer, 

“We can’t help you with anything…” All in all, we were pretty upset. Then we got 
ourselves together. I told Anton: “What is the point of staying here? Let’s go there. 
Come to the managers… We are all people. We’ll hover over them…”

(Anton)—I called there, to the center, and asked the guys if they had replace-
ments parts.” “We do have all the replacement parts!”—they said. “Well, then it’s 
not a problem,—I said,—I will just find a place somewhere near the fence and 
will slowly substitute the pieces that I need… What can I do? At the end, we 
need to finally get home somehow…”

Before Krasnoyarsk, the mountains start, and I can’t be there in the afternoon 
with my “sick” truck… I can’t climb a mountain… Before each little mount, I first 
accelerate to a hundred kilometers per hour on level ground, then accelerate even 
more, and only this way can I get to the top… I can’t be in a flow of traffic… The 
flow keeps going, and I will be constantly or staying behind, or passing them… And 
I am afraid that the car dies suddenly.

So, we woke up at 4 AM and left in the direction of Krasnoyarsk at 5 AM. By 10 
AM, we reached the center. I entered, the guys called the manager for me. I said,—
“It’s for the VOLVO fuel system.” “Let’s talk to the expert,”—he said, and I fol-
lowed him to the workshop. I started telling the story, and suddenly, here he comes… 
quite an old man. I start telling him the story from the start. He brought me to the 
registry book and showed, “See, all the appointments are here… The center is 
fully booked… We don’t have a spot. you need to wait until Wednesday…” And 
where would I go? I try telling him that I had spent a week already… going from 
Yekaterinburg… I already have pumps added; filters from an unknown truck mod-
el…back-pressure valves… He is listening to everything. I add, “And if this wasn’t 
enough, my wife is with me…” He says, “What the hell! You torment yourself, but 
what is the poor girl’s fault…?!” “And where am I supposed to leave her?” He im-
mediately calls some man that was busy at the workbench making a power steering 
device for a VOLVO: “Let go of the power steering. Let’s get this VOLVO in… it’s 
about the fuel system…” That was how we got in.”

(Svetlana)—We got in, and until 8 PM we were there, twisting, rotating, acceler-
ating, searching for the reason; found it, fixed… G-d bless the old man with good 
health, of course!

(Vladimir)—Tell me, Anton, did they eventually find what there was to find?
(Anton)—Well, you see, it was quite complicated. We found everything together… 

First, they didn’t let me near the truck. It’s a serious center, you know. A driver came, 
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drove the truck in, and they kicked me out: “I will call you if it’s needed…” And 
when they saw all my hoses, everything connected, some wires going to the battery, 
he rushed to bring me: “They called for you…” I came there, stood next to them. 

“Well, you see, we need to take this all off and make it again as it should be on a 
VOLVO.” They are all standing and looking at the hoses, smiling… “Well, what do 
you want, at least I managed to reach here and got to stand here with you now…”

They disconnected everything. I had all kinds of things there. Three different set of 
filters alone. That is, along the way, at every station they kept suggesting us to change 
the filters… On the last station I pled, “Guys,– I said,—what filters?! What other 
filters do you want from me this time? Are you suggesting trying airplane ones?”

We connected the computer… the computer is an electronic device; it shows that 
the fuel pressure in the system is unstable, but can’t measure it, because the number 
keeps fluctuating… So, we had to screw into the system a mechanic sensor, with a nee-
dle. When everything was assembled, we pumped with a hand pump and the motor 
started immediately! “See,—they said,—it works.” “I see,—I said,—it does work.” 
I stopped the motor and said,—“And now, it won’t start!” “Can’t happen!”—he says 
and turns the key, and the motor doesn’t start… I say.—“I can hear… the diesel 
goes back to the tank through this line… The back-pressure valve doesn’t hold…!”

So, they brought a new back-pressure valve from the warehouse, screwed it 
in. And this mechanic sensor with a needle, without any computer, started show-
ing pressure. We raised the rotations to 1000—the sensor shows that the pump is 
working, holding the needle three and a half points up. We raised the rotations to 
1500—and the needle stays where it was, doesn’t move… We raised the rotations to 
2000—the needle jumped five points. “See, the pump is working!—He says,—The 
system is pressing!” I say, “Let’s try once again then…” And again, in the inter-
val between 1000 and 1500, the needle doesn’t move… “What is it?—I ask—Why 
does the needle freeze…? Where has the pressure gone? That must be the whole 
problem…?” And the «old wise mechanic» is standing near, listening. And says, 

“Ok. turn off the engine. Most certainly, it’s the fuel injectors”
(Vladimir)—Leaking?!
(Anton)—Yes! Pouring at full strength… They started… And you know, here 

you can do everything electronically! Not like on «LADAs» in the old times, when 
you had to pull the wires off the ignition plugs. And here, you can turn it off elec-
tronically. You press the button and the first injection pump turned off, a knock in 
the engine… The same with the second one… and with the third… all the way to 
the sixth cylinder. They can’t find the problematic injector, the engine is reacting 
to all of them. I am standing near, listening to all this. I say, “The thing is, all fuel 
injectors are behaving the same way…”

They are also measuring engine compression electronically… You mess with the 
starter a bit and you get compression in the cylinders! The truck had already made 
635 thousand kilometers, and its compression was between 92 and 100%. He says, 

“In this case, we need to determine which fuel injector which gives the highest 
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compression in the cylinder.” I asked: “If the six injectors work the same way, 
then either all of them are malfunctioning, or all of them are fine?”

After that I said: “The pressure loss might be caused by the rings on the in-
jectors…” “Might be by the rings…– he agreed.”

I thought it was the typical wear of steel engine rings and asked Anton about 
it, but he explained that injectors have rubber seal gasket rings. He was afraid 
that all the injectors failed… One injector cost about 40 thousand rubles (over 
$600). The old man looked at Anton and, by his altered expression, he under-
stood that for the unfortunate driver it was the end!

(Svetlana)—Uncle Vadim! Anton has a bright, swift mind. I read a lot of infor-
mation to him! He listens and constantly analyzes, why is this and why is that… 
Without his hints, even in this center the story would turn out completely differ-
ent. Without his presence there, they would twist here and there, as they did in 
Yekaterinburg, and send us on our way, “G-d help you…”

(Anton)—Then they started dismantling the engine. And it’s a whole story, to 
remove fuel injectors… First, you need to take off the top lid of the valves; under it 
are camshafts; there is as well the secondary brake for mountains, the «Jake Brake». 
It’s an additional oil pump next to a camshaft. When you turn the «Jake brake» on, 
the valve clearances grow under the pressure of the oil, and the valves close… That 
is, when you go downhill, the wheels of the truck are braked by the engine.

So, you need to take all this off, pump brakes, camshafts, and only under them 
are the fuel injectors. They are inserted immediately into the cylinders of the en-
gine, under the camshafts. They took off the camshafts. And there’s a fork bracket 
there, holding the fuel injector tightly screwed to the head of the cylinder barrel. 
He touched an anchor bolt and found out that they are all loose, they got loose… 
The instruction says the anchor bolts should be checked and tightened upon every 
valve adjustment. Temperature shifts in the engine relax their tension.

(Vladimir)—And what, there are no washers under the bolts?
(Anton)—Those are anchor bolts with teeth under the head. All this is al-

ready in the oil, inside the engine… you can’t apply spring washers there. They 
are hardened and can crack with temperature differences, and the chips will get 
into the lubrication system.

So, the anchor bolts got loose and the piston gases from the combustion cham-
bers started pressing through the fuel injectors, through the worn-out gasket rings 
of the injectors, into the fuel system of the engine. And all the foam, the bubbles, 
«the air»—the engine was creating it on its own, and then catching and taking it 
to the combustion system…

They took off all the fuel injectors, cleaned the injector sleeves. It wouldn’t be 
bad to replace the sleeves, but they are expensive…

(Vladimir)—Wait, the center had new injector sleeves?
(Anton)—Yes, they have the sleeves, they have everything!
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(Vladimir)—And are the sleeves standard or for VOLVO?
(Anton)—Special for VOLVO.
(Vladimir)—Oh, it’s a serious center then!
(Anton)—Of course. They are the official VOLVO dealers in Krasnoyarsk.
So, they cleaned the fuel injector sleeves, the injectors themselves—they were 

all black with deposits. They even pressed the head of the cylinder barrel in search 
of a crack. They brought a new set of rubber rings, an entire bag. Each fuel injector 
needs two rings, so I asked why they had brought so many? “It’s a set for different 
VOLVO engine modifications.” They took off the twelve old rings and threw them 
away. I collected the rest of the bag and put it into the car… They replaced the rings, 
put my own fuel injectors back in place, adjusted the valves, tightened the bolts of 
the camshafts, turned the key—the engine works divinely, silently!!!

(Vladimir)—Well done! How long was the way from Krasnoyarsk to Irkutsk?
(Svetlana)—From Krasnoyarsk to Irkutsk it’s 1100 kilometers. We reached 

Irkutsk without any issues. In the middle of somewhere we spent one night in the 
cabin.

(Anton)—The next day, we got a nice surprise. We received a call from 
Krasnoyarsk. The old mechanic from the VOLVO center, who I recognized by 
voice, asked, “Are you still moving…?” I sincerely thanked him for such a sur-
prise and told him where we were. “Have a nice trip!”

We passed Irkutsk at midnight and went up Kultuk, between Irkutsk and 
Slyudyanka. It was night. We were going just fine! The truck was working smooth-
ly. We were singing songs. We were happy that it was almost over…

(Vladimir)—Poor things… I want to cry of joy. I am crying… because…
(Anton)—It’s too early to cry yet…! Wait a bit…! We drove to a roadside café. 

Happily, we entered the café and had a nice meal, since we were already fed up 
with the canned meat accompanied by instant noodles or potato flakes. There 
was already snow in Kultuk, 10 centimeters or so. We came back, got into the 
cabin. I tell Sveta, “Let’s drive home, while it’s going smoothly. It’s some 400 ki-
lometers left… Let’s drive home.”

(Svetlana)—And I tell him, “No, my dear! you got up at 6 AM today, and it’s 
already midnight. you need to rest, and we’ll drive in the morning. We’ll get up 
earlier and go…” So, we made the bed and went to sleep… At 3 AM he got up: 

“That’s it! Let’s go!” I am still lying down thinking, “I am not going anywhere. 
I am not getting up, not right now… I want to rest a bit more…” He puts the key 
to start, turns it, and the truck goes into emergency operation—«Low oil pres-
sure». And we are stopped again, in emergency…

He tells me, “Look up the reasons in the internet…” I read the reasons and 
am afraid to tell him… I read, “The sleeves blew…” and something else of the 
sort, but I can’t tell him… I am reading out loud, “Oil sensor…” He asks me to 
see where that sensor was… And he we go, at three in the morning, going to see 
and unscrew the sensor…
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(Anton)—It was already 4 AM! But what can I do! I put on my overalls… At 
4 AM I start to raise the cab. To raise the cab, you need to pack all the bags, se-
cure them or take them out, otherwise they will fall and break the windshield. My 
Svetlanka is a master of this!

(Svetlana)—Uncle Vadim, we have three bags. A bag with food, a bag with 
clothes, a gas mini-stove, thermoses, a bag with change of shoes, bed clothes…

(Anton)—We lifted the cab, started searching for the sensor… With some 
difficulty, we found it… Unscrewing it was another problem… First, you need 
to take off the breather, and then unscrew the compressor pipe… But we man-
aged to reach it, took off the sensor. In the computer, it said, «clean it with com-
pressed air and wash…» We cleaned it, washed, pleaded it to work, screwed it 
on… We are starting the truck again, and the oil there is running… turns out, 
we broke the sensor when we tried to screw it on… The needle doesn’t show 
anything, and the oil is leaking…

(Svetlana)—Anton would never throw any piece away… At every service station 
that we visited, he would wrap the replaced part in paper and put it in the box with 
replacement parts… And now I am reading in the internet (Long live the Internet!) 
that the pressure sensor can be temporarily replaced, just to last enough to reach 
the destination, with a fuel sensor… Anton remembered that he had once picked 
up an old fuel sensor and threw it in the box… We took it out, cleaned, washed 
and screwed it on. The oil is not running! It was 8 AM already. We had breakfast 
and hit the road.

(Vladimir)—Incredible! That is, you did it all by yourselves, since 4 AM?!!
(Anton)—Of course! In four hours!
(Svetlana)—What else could we do? We were stopped next to a café… The vil-

lage, the café, it was dark, snow all around, cold… A remote village. Nothing 
around… And we were working…

(Anton)—The village is called «Glubokoye» (lit. Deep), and the café is called 
«Karetniy Dvor» (lit. Carriage House). And that’s it! We go down to Slyudyanka, 
cross it, everything is fine… As we were about to exit Slyudyanka, something 
started to make a horrible noise!!! turned on the main cooling fan of the ra-
diator and the engine … turned on at a high speed right away, buzzing like a 
plane… But we were going across a plain, we just left, the engine was working 
calmly, no overheating, and all out of a sudden—the cooling fan…! The com-
puter writes, «Incorrect fan data…»

That fan has two operational control systems. One is a system of electric 
controls which determines the speed of the fan according to the registered over-
heating temperature. The second is a system of mechanic control through the 
coupling of the fan, which turns the fan on and sets the rotation speed based on 
the viscosity of the oil in the coupling, which, in turn, depends on the tempera-
ture of the air that passed through the intercooler and the radiator. The inner 
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part of the coupling, which is connected to the camshaft of the engine, rotates 
constantly. And the outer part starts rotating and increases rotations of the fan 
depending on oil viscosity.

In this case, this was what happened. The electric control system of the cou-
pling of the fan went down, and the mechanic part (viscosity coupling) got stuck 
for some reason (its «mobile» and «immobile» pieces got dead connected…) In 
this situation, the fan became stuck to the shaft of the engine. So, if the engine 
rotations were kept at least at 1000 rpm (when in fact they are much higher), the 
fan also rotated at the same speed. Not a very safe situation…

(Anton)—I stopped on a higher stretch of the road, and we started reading 
the computer. We read and read, and found out that the electric part went down, 
and the fan is now rotating at the speed of the engine and doesn’t turn off…

We reached Baikalsk. We lifted the cab. I disconnect the wires from the fan—no 
use. It’s still rotating with the engine…

We put the cab down, washed our hands… I say, “Let’s drive to where we can, 
until it falls apart… until the truck stops…” And from there, we made 300 kilo-
meters, non-stop, all the way home! There was a constant buzz in the cabin, as 
if we were on a plane…

(Svetlana)—We are driving. Antoshka is sitting nervous, tense… I tell him, 
“Antosha, the panel is hot…” I am afraid that the engine would overheat… But 
who am I with my knowledge? I can only guess what is happening there… I am 
afraid to ask another question… He says, “No! I’m cold!” And turns on the 
heating in the cabin. I closed the vents from my side so the hot air didn’t blow 
on me. I am sitting all flushed. I am hot and he is cold… probably, because of 
the nerves… I think, ok, whatever, I will boil alive, but won’t tell him anything… 
Let him drive. I was afraid to say anything. So, we drove in silence. Only when 
we reached Sotnikovo, we started talking, smiling…

(Vladimir)—You didn’t talk from Slyudyanka to Ulan-Ude?
(Anton)—No, barely! We had talked enough over the month on the ride… 

10,000 kilometers is not a problem for us now… And it would all be fine… It’s 
road… If only we hadn’t suffered so much in Chelny… While we were searching 
for the truck… We wasted so much time… Sitting there for nothing…

We got to Sotnikovo, called Misha (older son, 15 years old—V.R.), told him, 
“Misha, set a fire in the field. We are going to drive this truck right into the 
fire…!”

(Vladimir)—And burn the truck???
(Anton)—Of course! And it will all be over…!
We arrived back home, and people here had already started to worry about us… 

We weren’t counting to be away for that long. We thought we were just going to go 
and come back, and that’s it… We left on the 7th and came back on the 10th. We 
were away for 33 days! A month! One hell of a journey!
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(Vladimir)—But at the end you came back, didn’t you?! The truck brought you 
home. So, it has to be her home now, too!

(Anton)—Now she understood! Of course, now it starts from the first touch! 
Even after being stopped for a week, it starts in an instant!

(Vladimir)—Amen! Amen! Amen! Glad to hear that! And did you manage to 
safely bring the tank trailer to Ulan-Ude?

(Anton)—Of course, we did. I only disconnected it when entering service sta-
tions. Disconnect, enter, reconnect, disconnect, reconnect…

(Vladimir)—And all that—by hand, right?! One could think it’s so easy, “you 
just pressed a button, and your back is already all sweaty…” (Anton laughs.)

(Anton)—And how many times we lifted the cab! I already said, “Guys! I’ve 
worked with KAMAZes for five years, and in all this time I didn’t lift the cab as 
many times as in this one month…”

(Vladimir)—What issues are you solving now with the truck? Have you straight-
ened the dents?

(Anton)—Now I am mostly trying to restore the original design solutions. Fix 
the wiring: change the wires, solder, insulate… The truck changed several hands, 
and each owner had made some «improvements». Some put in satellite navigation, 
others—a remote location tracker for the vehicle, or remote sensors for the diesel 
fuel and consumption. Then someone else took it off, and I was left with bunches 
of dangerously damaged wires. We were lucky to avoid a possible fire in the wiring.

(Vladimir)—Do you need to do something serious about the engine?
(Anton)—Nothing big for the engine… We need to fix the oil leakage here and 

there… Deal with the fan coupling… Replace the sensors: oil pressure, tempera-
ture…

(Vladimir)—Have you ordered them yet? Bought?
(Anton)—No. Not yet. For now, there is a money issue… So far, I am doing ev-

erything that doesn’t need investment… Then, on the front arbor support: tighten 
the pivots, take off the brake calipers, see—there must be some new cracks on the 
brake rotors… In short, there is still stuff to do.

(Vladimir)—Oh, but that’s not good at all! You need the VOLVO to earn money, 
not to spend it fixing it…!

(Anton)—Which money…? I have two KAMAZes for earning money—stopped! 
There is no work! I  spent fifteen years transporting concrete structures, but the 
plant shut down… Maybe it will work out to carry water in the tank trailer from 
Arshan42 to the bottling facility in Ulan-Ude…

(Vladimir)—Anton, Iya is asking, your son, Misha, is he a good student?
(Anton)—He is doing his best…

42 Arshan is a popular drinking water from the mineral springs of the Arshan settlement, lo-
cated in tunkinskays Valley in Buryat-Mongolia.
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«Recuperation» begins in Ulan-Ude, at Anton Gordienko’s garage. October, 2018.

Big Christmas washing is on the way. The sleeping place of the cabin is thoroughly 
washed and thermally insulated.
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(Iya)—Anton! You should have Misha learn to become an automobile me-
chanic! It’s a wonderful, highly sought-for profession. It will earn him bread for 
the rest of his life.

(Anton)—There are enough mechanics out there… Plenty of garages… No work!
Out of despair, every Russian citizen becomes a «mechanic» himself, trying 

to fix his vehicles with his very own hands…

ANtON, SVetLANA—BRAVO!

toronto, January 2019. 
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Not only by the time that I had finished writing this chapter, but also in 
the past year and a half, when my completed book had already been sent 
to Hungary for printing, sad news arrived from Ulan-Ude from our heroes 
Anton and Svetlana Gordienko. Anton can’t find a job. The precast concrete 
products plant has shut down whose products Anton used to transport to 
the transbaikalia, and the mineral water bottling plant is trying to survive… 
The only source of income for the family was the hair salon, which is run by 
Svetlana. But its activity has also decreased markedly not only due to the in-
crease in poverty of the population, but also by the Coronavirus pandemic that 
has swept through Russia and has forced the people to go into isolation and 
has closed many sources of employment. So, Svetlana only opens her salon a 
few days a week.

It turns out that among this decline in employment there was one winner. It 
was our blue steel stallion—a “VOLVO FM-13” truck. polished to a shine, with 
the most restored mechanical, electric and electronic parts, any piece of which 
bears the love and titanic multi-month efforts of not only Anton and Svetlana, 
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Ulan-Ude, June 26, 2020.

but also of their sons—16-year-old Michael and 11-year-old timothy, who are 
seriously studying the secrets of car repair.

And just yesterday «the Gordienko Company» happily surprised us with these 
five photos, from which it is difficult to discern the tanker for transporting milk, 
which for a decade sat rusting and waiting for them in a field near Chelyabinsk…
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Chapter 11

BELIEVE IN YOURSELF!

I am unspeakably lucky. I am infinitely grateful to life for having granted me 
all these wonderfully positive characters for my books. They live forever. I re-
member them all, talk about them all the time, and in difficult times try to con-
nect to them for inspiration. And I manage… Thanks to all of them!

today I  remembered «Uncle Grisha»! Grigoriy Matveevich Chernov. A 
tiny, skinny bald Jew who waited out in Buryat-Mongolia all the horrors of 
the Soviets. Without overwhelming himself by turning pages of textbooks or 
with the oppressive silence of the classroom, just using his own natural talent, 
he managed to reach a significant position in Ulan-Ude, becoming the Chief 
Driver of the Motor pool of the Council of Ministers of the Republic. He was 
trusted to drive the (soon-to-be-repressed but, at the time, highest) Heads and 
Leaders of this small «transbaikal State».

In marriage, Uncle Grisha was lucky as well. His wife, a pretty, tall, real 
Russian beauty, «Auntie Sonia», Sofia Maksimovna Chernova, «due to an over-
sight» of the Soviets… managed to conceal her «criminal past…», -«social back-
ground as the daughter of a kulak…» (wealthier peasant), and got a job at the 
canteen of that same Council of Ministers. Initially as a simple waitress, and 
then as a respected canteen supervisor at the Council of Ministers.

I  first met them when we brought our one-year-old son (who is now a 
57-year-old architect) Sandor to the remote Siberian city of Ulan Ude to show 
him to his Granny Ronya, Rakhil yaroslavskaya. A neighbor, Uncle Grisha, gave 
the young guest a gift, an entire smoked sausage the end of which, with the usual 
string tied into a dead knot, was immediately pulled into the baby’s mouth. This 
was followed by a shared laugh and jokes that the half-Mongolian genes of the 
young visitor were already making him prefer meat…

But we remember Uncle Grisha not because of that, but because of Auntie 
Sonya’s stories about how he, a tiny loyal partorg43 of the communists of the 
Motor pool of the Council of Ministers, in small family quarrels often used the 
«menacing weapon»:—“It just takes one word from me… to you-know-where! One 
word…!” And beautiful Sonya went silent at once… And sincerely excused her-
self to us: “But who else would take me…? A kulak’s daughter…? He was good…!”

43 Secretary of the communist party group of the motor pool…



BeLIeVe IN yOURSeLF!

341

They were good people indeed. Iya loved them very much. They raised a sin-
gle daughter, Vera; Vera Chernova has been the leader of our Foundation for 
financial support of the lowest-income elderly of Buryatia for many years now, 
having started soon after her retirement. Vera gave her parents two wonderful 
grandchildren, Anton and Sergey; Uncle Grisha made sure they were absolutely 
in love with cars, wheels and engines from the earliest age… About Anton’s later 
years as a cargo truck driver I have told you in the previous chapter. There, we 
also met Sergey—a Russian Air Force Major.

Now it’s time to give the floor to Major Sergey Gordienko:
—In primary school, I was in the sports class. Starting from the fifth year, we 

participated in countless competitions to defend the honor of the school… There 
was a Russian-wide game called «Starts of Hope»”. If you win the republic-lev-
el competitions between the Russian schools, you go to the Union-level ones, to 
Artek44. In the fifth grade we lost to School No. 32, but neither they nor we got the 
invitation… We were very upset…

When I was in the seventh grade, «Orlyonok» (rus. Eaglet), a new Union-level 
sports and military game for adolescents appeared. It included a wide variety of 
competitions: traffic code, fire extinguishing, physical education, shooting, medi-
cine… Our team consisted of 18 members. We went to the State-level competitions 
in Tambov…

In the ninth grade, we participated in «Zarnitsa» (rus. Heat Lightning), an 
applied military-skills game: we threw grenades, shot, ran relays and conditioning 
courses, disassembled assault rifles against the clock, put on gas masks. We had 
to know how to do all of this. We won the republic-level competitions and went to 
the Union-level ones to Dnepropetrovsk. My relationship with the military began 
then… In the tenth grade, that is, in 1986, before the final exams, some military 
came to our school to encourage us to enroll in military academies. Colonel Lunin 
came from Chelyabinsk:—“It’s nice there, we fly… Come to us! you will fly war 
planes…”

I had a friend, Aleksey Yemelyanenko. He also wanted to become a pilot. “So, 
Lekha, I said, let’s go together!” “Sure, let’s go…”

We passed the medical and physical examination, everything was fine. We 
passed the exams—«all good». That was it. Our parents didn’t even believe that 
I would leave, but we passed everything and received an invitation. Right after the 
graduation party, two days later, we left for Chelyabinsk, arrived at the academy, 
passed the security check point and were welcomed to military life… We were as-
signed our rooms, had another round of exams and examinations, medical and 
physical… I passed everything on the first attempt. I was in… My mother and 
Anton came to the oath-taking ceremony.

44 Artek—all-Union pioneer summer camp on the shore of the Black Sea, in Crimea.



LIFe GOeS ON, CHApteR 11

342

(Vladimir Rott)—“You were in?” Seryozha, you were in—but where…?
(Sergey)—«Aviation High Military School for Navigators, named after the 50th 

Anniversary of AULYCL45 in Chelyabinsk». I will be an air navigator; I will pilot 
planes… I took the oath, started studying. I completed the first year, went on the 
first vacation. Came back from vacation, and in a week received the news, Deda 
(Grandfather) Grisha had died…! So, I went again, for the funeral. They let me 
go because I said, “He raised me, he brought me up… I need to bury him.” And 
they let me go.

When I was coming back from the funeral, there was a man sitting next to me 
the plane. We started talking. He said he was going to St. Petersburg46, and I said, 

“As for me, I am going to Chelyabinsk…” “I have a girlfriend there”—my new 
acquaintance got all excited, “We’ve been corresponding by mail… If you want, 
here’s her address. you can pass by… Send my greetings.” He gave me the ad-
dress. With the address, I found the phone number, called… Can you imagine, it 
was my FUTURE WIFE…!

So, I can say Deda Grisha helped me meet Larisa, my future wife! We got mar-
ried during the third year of the military school, in 1989!

I finished military school in 1990. I was promoted to the rank of lieutenant, 
navigator of naval aviation and was assigned to go to the Far East, to Primorye, 
Kharol village. There was a naval aviation aerodrome there, but it’s not there 
anymore. I flew TU-95s. In 1991, the country began collapsing and I asked to be 
transferred for service back home, to Ulan-Ude, where the Transbaikal District 
Command Headquarters was located at the time. As part of the headquarters 
squadron, I flew passenger planes, AN-24s and AN-26s. After the military trans-
port aviation regiment was established, I moved to AN-12s, and spent another 
five years flying them. I went to Chechnya twice, to many districts of the North, 
to Sakhalin, right after the earthquake. We delivered army surplus goods to 
Kamchatka and Sakhalin.

In 1997, when in compliance with the INF Treaty (formally the Treaty Between 
the United States of America and the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics on the 
Elimination of Their Intermediate-Range and Shorter-Range Missiles) signed 
by Ronald Reagan and Soviet General Secretary Mikhail Gorbachev, only a small 
headquarters squadron was left, they had to be on call and fly to Buryatia to pro-
vide transport for the members of the committee. U.S. inspectors arrived at a civil 
airport in Ulan-Ude, took a bus to the squadron location, opened the envelopes, 
gave us the route and within two hours we had to leave with them to the indicat-
ed location… The most common locations were Novosibirsk, Krasnoyarsk, Irkutsk, 
Barnaul, Petropavlovsk-Kamtchatski, Chita and Vladivostok. We took them to 
the spot. They performed the inspection, and we took them back to Ulan-Ude. 

45 AULyCL (VLKSM, ВЛКСМ)—All-Union Leninist young Communist League.
46 Leningrad at the time.
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After that, they flew their own aircraft to their base in Okinawa… We met some 
of them on more than one inspection. They always brought small souvenirs for us. 
In 2015, we brought the Americans to Kamchatka onboard an IL-18. They spent 
three days checking submarine missiles, and we were housed at a hotel to wait for 
them. Suddenly, the weather turned really bad. We had to fly back in a rush and 
in the middle of an awful thunderstorm…

That’s how I got into aviation, found a wife, flew different types of aircrafts. 
I loved it…

(Vladimir)—And where was your apartment? Where did your wife live at the 
time?

(Sergey)—While I was serving in the Far East, my wife lived in Chelyabinsk, 
she was finishing her studies; our daughter Liza had entered kindergarten at 
the time. In 1992, I brought both of them to Ulan-Ude, and we moved to Baba 
(Grandmother) Sonia’s. Then, I was allocated a one-room apartment and Liza 
started school. From 1992 to 2010 I served in Ulan-Ude; in 2001 Grisha was born, 
and in 2011, Gosha (Georgi).

By that time, I had been already transferred to Yekaterinburg. We had no place 
of our own there, and the salary was small… I was sharing a rented one-room 
apartment with my commanding officer, so there was nowhere to bring my family 
to. After Gosha was born, I immediately entered the queue for a place in a kinder-
garten in Yekaterinburg, where they accepted children from the age of three.

In 2013, I was allotted a two-room apartment, where we still live. The family 
moved to me. Grisha was going to the fifth grade of school in Yekaterinburg. He 
was very upset to move. He went around all gloomy, everything was foreign, and 
he didn’t have any friends here… In summer, they went back to Ulan-Ude. Larisa 
returned to her previous workplace, we hired a nanny for Gosha, and Grisha re-
turned to his former school.

In 2014, when Gosha turned three, they told me there was a place for him in 
the kindergarten starting from September. Larisa was very happy, quit her job at 
once, and they moved to me in Yekaterinburg. Grisha was already going to the 
seventh grade: “So, Grisha, how are you feeling?”—“It’s ok, Dad, at the end it’s 
better here…” He was already a confident Internet user. Got interested in different 
sorts of games. And the city is bigger, there is more growth…

In 2015, I took him on a three-day trip to Ulan-Ude… He visited his former 
classmates and returned disappointed: “Dad, that’s awful! They all smoke and 
drink beer… Just sit around, talk about nothing, smoke and drink… I don’t 
want to go back here… We can sometimes visit Baikal… For a week… But not 
here again! everything is dead here…”

And now, my dear reader, our peaceful narrative about an aviators’ harsh life 
inevitably takes us to the world of a possible tragedy, the details of which come 
alive as our protagonist continues the story with his usual admirable calmness.



LIFe GOeS ON, CHApteR 11

344

(Sergey)—In December 2016, we were flying an IL-18 to transport the 
next crew change for the Tiksi aerodrome.47 Due to the harsh climate, people 
only serve in three-month shifts there. Before the New Year, the crew had to 
be changed. We were to pick up the members of the new crew from two aero-
dromes, that of Yuzhnouralsk and Kamensk-Uralski. We were prepared for the 
trip as normal. We already knew the route; we had done it before. The depar-
ture was scheduled for the 19th of December. We passed the control, submit-
ted the applications, passed the medical check-up three hours before departure 
and arrived to the plane. The cargo and twelve people who had arrived from 
Kamensk-Uralski were already boarding. We requested permission to leave to 
Yuzhnouralsk, where the main group of helicopter pilots was waiting for us, and 
permission was granted…

When boarding was over, we got clearance and left to Krasnoyarsk Region, to 
the aerodrome in the town of Kansk for refueling. We arrived there past midnight… 
It was cold, freezing temperatures! They met us at the airport, brought out a large 
heater since the passengers were very cold… Brought food with them… We fueled 
and went with the officer to the dispatcher’s office to sign documents for the de-
parture… We were informed of a delay. We will only be able to leave at five o’clock 
in the morning, not earlier… Tiksi can’t receive us until ten AM, their local time…

(Vladimir)—That is, after the day breaks there…?
(Sergey)—Well, there won’t be any daylight there anyway. It’s winter. The sun 

never actually rises… It just gets a little bit brighter for something like forty min-
utes, more of a twilight than dawn, and then it is night again… Polar winter! 
Beyond the Polar Circle…

The bus arrived to pick up our passengers, and they went to rest… We slept 
a bit in the airplane, next to the heater… By the time of departure, they brought 
them back… We started the engines and were heading for takeoff… We took off, 
everything was fine… The passengers were in the galley, drinking tea… Eating… 
Sometimes they were bringing us food… The flight was normal, we were all at 
our positions. Some 150 kilometers from Tiksi we were still accompanied by a 
dispatcher from Yakutsk… Then we were transferred to the flight control officer 
in Tiksi… We established connection with him. He said that he was seeing us, ob-
serving… We were reducing altitude to 3900 (meters) at about 70 kilometers from 
Tiksi… Silence… We keep descending calmly… The Tiksi flight control officer took 
us under command… He gave us the landing course, 212 degrees… the approach 
conditions… Side wind, starboard, 12 meters… Temperature minus 22 degrees… 
He gave us a command for descent to 1500 meters at 50 (km) from Tiksi. We com-
plied with it and reported. The flight control officer confirmed the altitude and the 
position of the airplane. In ten minutes, the officer commands us to descend to 400 

47 tiksi is one of the cold ports in the Northern part of eastern Siberia, located close to the 
delta of the Lena River, which flows into the Arctic Ocean.
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meters… The crew captain asks me what´s the distance to the Tiksi airport. I an-
swer, 42 kilometers… We don’t see the ground… The clouds are white, the snow 
is white… And it is night, remember… We are descending from 1000 meters in 
overcast sky… Through dense clouds, we descended to 440… Reported… He said, 

“Maintain…”
We flew calmly for another 15 to 20 seconds, and then, out of nowhere, a sud-

den scrapping sound, as if we were going by car, entered a small heap of snow and 
went on… So, we scraped and continued… Soon, smoke started appearing in the 
cabin… (Later, during the investigation, we were told that if our flight altitude 
was just half a meter (!) higher, we would have flown over this hill and wouldn’t 
have even known about the danger that was awaiting us… And the hill that we 
scratched, a small hill, we would say, was 398 meters tall… And we scraped it with 
the belly and with one engine…)

The records of the investigation of this accident put this question to the flight 
control officer in Tiksi, “When they reported that they were at 400 meters, why 
didn’t you say anything? Why didn’t you say “Immediately increase to 600!”? 
Why did you say “Maintain…”? you weren’t even looking where they were fly-
ing…”

The threshold, the limit we have in our Reference Book, is that at a distance 
farther than 20 kilometers from your destination it’s forbidden to fly below 600 
meters! This limitation, however, didn’t appear in his instructions… Airport in-
structions are sent to us and we are expected to follow them rigorously… And all 
of a sudden… All Russia is like this, “it depends on the place”. We knew about this 
limitation, 600, but we didn’t conceive that a traffic controller could misinform us… 
This had never happened before. I have 30 years of flying experience, and it had 
never happened to me that a flight control officer would bring me to a dead end… 
I had never had such an experience…

The investigator tried to blame me: “Why are you only arguing with the in-
structions of the traffic controller now?”—“We were not taught to argue with 
Flight Control Officers! We didn’t know they could give wrong orders…”—“you 
should have told him…”—“How could I have? I didn’t know he doesn’t have it 
in his instruction… I thought he knew everything… He was giving orders in a 
very confident way…”

So, we scratched the belly. The cabin started to fill with smoke… I understood 
what happened and yelled, “Captain! pull!” The captain immediately pulled the 
control stick, and we stayed in the air for another 1200 meters, but the engines 
had already stopped… Due to the drop of speed, the tail of the plane was the first 
to lower and touch the ground. The plane fell on the slope of a hill… Hit it and 
jumped back in the air about 5 meters high… Flew a bit more and then fell de-
finitively… The engines fell off, so did the wings… Everybody lost consciousness 
because of the g-force… We slid down the slope in the cigar-like remainder of the 
plane for another 570 meters…
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The commission member said, “you were born under a lucky star…! The rock 
formations are young there, and there were sharp rocks on either side of the tra-
jectory of your slide that could have cut open the bottom of the “cigar”. And in 
about 100 meters from where you stopped, there was a 5-meter tall cliff. With a 
spring at the bottom… If you had slid a bit more, you would have fallen down 
the cliff with the nose of the plane, crashing the cabin with the crew under the 
plane’s weight…”

I regained consciousness after the direct vision window had been opened… It 
was still very smoky in the cabin… I felt cold wind… Moans, screams, smoke… 
The captain’s voice: “Hey there? Are you alive…! Speak up!” The captain opened 
the left direct vision window, and the wireless operator made his way out of it… 
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The same way, the wireless operator helped the co-pilot… I have very vague mem-
ories of this… They told me all this later… Soon, the smoke dissolved. There was 
no fire, and it saved our lives…

(Vladimir)—Seriozha, shouldn’t you have broken the main windows? Aren’t di-
rect vision windows very small?

(Sergey)—You can make your way out… Our people are small… We managed… 
The direct vision window is about 45 centimeters… With the first impact, a flap of 
my skin was cut over the eyebrows, and the skin got onto my eyes… I couldn’t see 
anything… I could talk… I heard everything… But couldn’t see… My eyes were 
full of blood… And I was falling in and out of consciousness… We stayed there 
for about an hour and a half, not knowing if anyone was coming for us, until he-
licopters arrived…
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Later, tape recordings of the investigation would show that the Flight Control 
Officer in Tiksi was afraid to report immediately to his superior that the plane was 
lost… There were other people around. They asked, “Where’s the plane…?”—“It’s 
somewhere here, within the circle…”—“Request communication…” Not until 
42 minutes after we fell did he report that the plane had disappeared…

Between the captain and the co-pilot was the place of the flight engineer. He got 
hit very hard on the head… He was unconscious… Delirious… We were trying to 
calm him down, but we couldn’t…

The hardest part was struggling with the cold. Negative temperatures. 
Everybody is lying down… Hands are freezing… I tried to get up, but my leg 
was hurting a lot… My eyes didn’t open… I got on all fours and made my way 
to the front section, where our coats were… I grabbed a few and brought them 
back to the cabin. I put the coats on the guys, told them to cover themselves… 
We didn’t have mittens, but at least our shoes weren’t bad, so our feet were 
warm. I was crawling around in darkness, like a blind kitten… My hands were 
freezing… I remembered my father telling me, when I went with him to taiga 
in winter, he used to say, “If frost gets you somewhere, don’t even think about 
stopping and resting! you will freeze… you need to gather all your forces and 
go. On and on!”

When the helicopters arrived, I started hearing male voices, the sound of metal 
cutting and hammers… Even though I occasionally fell out of consciousness, listen-
ing to all this activity helped me breathe and carry on… The impact broke the floor 
in the body of the plane, and many passengers fell into the luggage compartment. 
They were the first ones to be taken out. The evacuation was very hard. Many peo-
ple were seriously injured: broken spines, backs, legs and arms…
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We were the last ones to be taken away. We were lying down, freezing… I re-
member Andrey Loginov, the captain, who was sitting in front of me, saying in a 
low voice: “Don’t be silent…! Say something so I know that you are alive… Or 
you will fall asleep…” Every one of us tried to mumble something…

The plane door nearest to the cabin didn’t open… When they chopped through 
it, we understood they came for us… I heard: “Anybody alive here?”—“yes!”, I an-
swered loudly…—“Can you walk?”—“I don’t know… I can crawl on all fours…

”—“Then crawl here …”
Dusk light of the torch reached my eyes, and I crawled in its direction… They 

put me on a stretcher… I woke up in the helicopter already… They asked me some-
thing… Filled me with painkillers… The next time I woke up I was at the hospital, 
where the nurses had cut the flaps of my clothes and were examining me… I saw 
that my hands and arms were covered with bubbles… Everyone was taken to the 
same hospital. It was also the only one around.

They took me to surgery… Gave drugs… Rinsed the eyes… After the surgery, 
I woke up in the ward… It was already the 20th of December… The guys showed 
up, brought me a phone so I could receive calls, because mine was lost… My 
mother called… My wife called… To wish me happy birthday…!

(Vladimir)—Oh, so it was also your birthday around those days…?
(Sergey)—Yes! We fell on the 19th, and on the 20th it was my birthday…
(Vladimir)—Now, that’s a gift!
(Sergey)—Now my birthday is both on the 19th and on the 20th! After a day or 

two, I was allowed to get up. I was fed up with lying down… They let me to go the 
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bathroom by myself… I came to the doctor and told him that my ankle was hurt-
ing a lot, and I couldn’t step on that leg… Apparently, my shin was broken… He 
took me with him, then plaster splint, cast… The next day, on the 23rd, an IL-76 
(mobile hospital) took all of us to Moscow.

More than anyone, we were worried for the flight mechanic. We were afraid he 
wouldn’t make it… He had an open brain wound… The door that opened into the 
crew cabin had been pulled off its place by the impact and flown inside. Normally, 
this door always touched the back of my seat. I sit with my left side to it, it’s always 
me who opens and closes it. How did it fly by without touching me…?! God alone 
knows how it didn’t… The door strongly hit the flight mechanic in the head and 
the radio operator on the left arm. Broke his forearm… From the impact, I hit my 
head against the table and was lying on it when the door flew by… Otherwise it 
would have just blown my brains out…

When we started walking in the hospital, since we were all together, we started 
examining each other closely… Everybody survived! I could only use one leg, but 
was hopping on it quite well… Our wireless operator could walk, his legs were in-
tact… Sasha, the flight engineer, got better eventually as well. He suffered severe 
frostbite, though. He laid unconscious in the freezing cold for too long. He lost the 
use of his fingers and toes. They are now trying to fit a prosthetic, so that he could 
have at least a claw on his arm. The surgeons have been trying to help him for three 
years. They are now working on his right hand.

In Moscow, we went to different hospitals. When they brought our wives and 
relatives, Larisa brought me clothes and copies of my documents. The clothes I had 
in Tiksi were packed in bags, smeared in blood, cut to pieces. I was brought to 
Moscow in my underwear. Later, when they went to examine the plane debris, they 
found my document folder. It was intact.

On the 29th of December, they performed spinal surgery. I had two broken ver-
tebrae. They did a «vertebroplasty»—pumped some self-fusing liquid under com-
pression. We stayed at the neurosurgery department in the Burdenko Institute. 
Talked to each other, went to the trauma department, where most of the guys were. 
Igor, the first officer, and I stayed on the same floor. He was wearing an Elizarov 
apparatus on his left leg. I used to push him around in a wheelchair.

At the rehabilitation check-up, I complained that it was hard to breathe and 
painful to sneeze. The radiologist was competent and experienced. He made several 
scans and told me: “A fracture in the right side of your chest. No displacement, no 
splinters. It will heal on its own. you should wear a bandage, but not a tight one.”

By the end of January, we got home to Yekaterinburg. Me and the first officer. 
They had to drive him in a wheelchair. He was still wearing an Ilizarov apparatus 
on his leg. Even more, they found three broken vertebrae, had him operated, in-
serted a metal plate.

The investigation of the crash started. I went to my military base, to the navi-
gators and pilots, and told them: “Guys! Don’t trust anyone anymore! Only trust 
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yourselves!” I wrote it on the blackboard: “Don’t trust anyone, only trust your-
selves!”

After that, we went through rehabilitation. Physical exercises, massage, medi-
cation. Everyone was eager to fly again. Flying… you don’t fly after a spinal injury. 
Eventually, it was time for me to retire.

Our flight mechanic, Andrei Panov, was one of the last to arrive to Yekaterinburg. 
When the plane crashed, he was in the galley. He fell through the floor and broke 
his hip bones. He stayed in Moscow longer because they did not operate on him. 
The bones should have healed on their own. He stayed at the hospital in traction 
for three months. We met him when he arrived.

The captain was the last to come. Both his legs were covered in metal tractors—
the Elizarov apparatuses. Had broken joints on both of his legs. He has recovered 
now, he can walk, but can barely flex his feet. The bones in his ankle joint fused 
after the fracture. I met him today, had to relay some documents. There was a pile 
of snow. He went by car. “There’s so much snow”, he says, “and I parked… Had 
to backtrack for some 100 meters to go around a snowbank. I can’t walk over it, 
my feet don’t bend.”

(Vladimir)—Did you meet him today?
(Sergey)—Exactly today. Had to hand over some documents.
(Vladimir)—“Today”, you say. Can you imagine that? Today is the 22nd of 

February, 2019! It’s been three years!
(Sergey)—Yeah… But now, he walks without a cane! I went to the Moscow hos-

pital with him several times. Brought him there and back for two years, with his 
Ilizarov apparatuses. They constantly took care of him. They could only remove 
those apparatuses in Moscow. He used one for nine months, and the other for more 
than a year. I used to bring him to the hospital and fly back to Yekaterinburg.

And next, I want to tell you about my friend, the wireless operator who had been 
with us on the flight. A one-of-a-kind person. A young guy, Valera, he’s 31 now. He 
used to fly in civil aviation before, was a captain on an AN-2. I made friends with him 
when he came to our paratroopers. He was a skydiver. We needed wireless operators 
at the time, so he was proposed to get certification, and he joined our crew as a wire-
less operator. As we grew closer, I learned that he had three college degrees, had a per-
fect command of German and English, and only held the rank of sergeant. I tell him, 

“Valera, you used to fly as a captain, didn’t you? We lack first officers. A lot of people 
are taking qualification courses. Go ahead! you have a civil aviation pilot’s license. 
Get a qualification. you can fly!”—“I can, but it was civil aviation, not military…”

I was the senior person in my regiment. I went to the regiment commander, to 
the superiors, “Why do you hold him back? He knows everything, he can do it 
all… aerodynamics, navigation…” He was approved to get a pilot qualification. 
We started flying with him. He’s now being transferred to helicopters, should get an 
officer qualification… Why I’m telling this: after his extensive skydiving training, 
he had extremely well-developed back muscles, arms, neck…
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After we «landed unsuccessfully» in Tiksi, only he and the first officer were 
conscious on board. The rest of the flight crew was unconscious. Valera mustered 
his strength, managed to open the direct vision window, crawled outside and 
pulled the first officer from the cockpit. He covered him with blankets, so that 
he wouldn’t get frostbite. Helped people evacuate. Valera found a cellphone on 
somebody and reached the emergency services at Tiksi, reported our location. 
They didn’t believe him at first, thought it was a prank. Then he tore into the girl 
on duty. The girl immediately realized it was serious and they started searching 
for us.

On the 23rd of December, we all were evacuated to Moscow. Valera and I were 
in the same hospital, in buildings next to each other. It had been ten days, already 
after the New Year. On the 1st of January, we both went outside to smoke. While 
going back to his floor, we saw a commotion, people running around with stretch-
ers: “Valery Soloviev! Where have you been? Lie on a stretcher immediately!” He 
had two fractures: his shin bone on his left leg and his left forearm, as well as some 
frostbite and scratches. Two medics ran towards him and took him away.

Later, he calls me, “Seryoga, come to my floor, I’ll tell you the news”. I came 
to him at once, “Valera, what happened? I feared for you. What happened to 
you?”—“Never mind, Stanislavich. When they did the scans, Ct, MRI, they 
didn’t notice I have had a basal skull fracture. No one understands why I sur-
vived. The doctor told me people die in 15 or 20 minutes after getting such a 
trauma.” And he recovered in 10 days. A cartilage formed, and he felt well. That’s 
what skydiving does for you! He had made 3000 jumps. His neck muscles saved 
him. The medics held all sorts of conferences, they couldn’t believe a man survived 
a basal skull fracture! He was one of a kind!

(Vladimir)—Seriozha, tell me why he wanted to be in the army so much? Why 
did he need your help? Was there an excess of servicemen? Was he over age?

(Sergey)—You know, huge reductions of staff were ongoing everywhere, and 
civil aviation had reductions as well… Where would he go? A wife and a little 
daughter. He wasn’t hired in the flying club. In the army, as long as you serve, 
they need you. They will give you an apartment someday, pay you wages, and 
you could do what you love—parachute jumping. And they pay you for that, as 
an instructor!

When you get on board of a plane, you are «flight crew». Your salary is in-
creased with a «flight factor». He’s 31, and he’s an experienced pilot already, used 
to fly in civil aviation as a captain. And we had reductions in force, with no one to 
fly. People used to sleep in aircrafts. The Central military district was large, from 
Irkutsk to Saratov. That’s half of Russia! The transportation regiment had to carry 
superiors around. One person this way, that person the other way, a commission 
to that district, the other commission back.

(Vladimir)—This Valeriy Soloviev is a strong man. It’s clear now why you want-
ed to tell me about him! Seriozha, you mentioned he was transferred to a helicopter 
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as a captain. Explain to me what it means. Do they pay more? Is it a higher pro-
file? What is it?

(Sergey)—This is a flight position. He’s an officer now. Should have gotten a 
lieutenant rank already. He’ll be an officer, get more money, will fly as a pilot. He 
was a pilot and he’ll be a pilot. Not just a wireless operator, talking over radio, but 
a pilot: at the controls, steering the aircraft.

(Vladimir)—I know none of this.
(Sergey)—That’s why I’m telling you all these details.
(Vladimir)—Sorry for these trivial questions. I guess there’s more to life than the 

Volga car factory…
(Sergey)—I’ve seen that on TV yesterday: Putin has opened a new «Mercedes» 

car factory near Moscow.
(Vladimir)—They’d kill’em all. With a foreign-owned car factory running, there 

will be no room for a domestic car industry. Tisk, tisk, tisk. Well, such are the laws 
of nature. You can’t give advice or orders here. Everyone knows what he pays for.

(Sergey)—Yes. Valeriy still wants to fly. His sister lives in Germany, married a 
German man and moved there long ago. His mother lives in Novosibirsk, she’s a 
doctor, specializing in post-surgery rehabilitation.

(Vladimir)—Seriozha, could they be Volga Germans?
(Sergey)—Not Volga Germans, then. Barnaul Germans, they come from 

Barnaul.
(Vladimir)—Got it. It’s not important, though. Tomsk region, Barnaul, Altai, 

there were a lot of exiled Volga Germans in those regions.
Do you know that our family name wasn’t originally Rott, but Roth, with an 

«h», which is German for «red». When disaster struck my parents in the USSR, 
they were forced to change the last letter, the «improper» one.

(Sergey)—Aha! How did that happen?!
(Vladimir)—The «Memorial» society in Moscow was one of the first to compile 

a list of Soviet citizens repressed by Stalin’s terror. The list had 1 200 000 people. 
From this list, they sent me several pages with the prisoners’ names starting with 
R, and my father, Franz Rott, among them. Can you imagine how many victims 
in these pages had «Rott» for a surname?

(Sergey)—How many?
(Vladimir)—Guess! Pick a figure.
(Sergey)—I’d guess, a lot.
(Vladimir)—How many? There are 1 200 000 people in the whole list: Ivanov, 

Petrov, Sidorov, Chernov and so on. How many had “Rott”, with a double “t”?
(Sergey)—Well, your surname must have been unique?
(Vladimir)—No! I thought it was unique! In Toronto, the phone book had a thou-

sand pages. Three pages in this book were taken by «Roth», with an «h», and «Rott» 
with a double «t» were only three of us: me and Edwin and Sandor, my sons.

(Sergey)—Well, see…
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(Vladimir)—So it comes out, Seriozha, that the prisoners list had 104 people 
with «Rott» with a double «t».

(Sergey)—That’s crazy! Good grief!
(Vladimir)—Those are all Volga Germans and Altai Germans.
(Sergey)—Well… see…
(Vladimir)—I couldn’t believe it could happen! The list, though, had everything: 

surnames, addresses, dates, «reasons for apprehension» and sentences. In reality 
those were not related to as, only namesakes with a double «t»”. My brother Jozef 
and his family moved to Canada and changed their surname to «Roth», became 
«red», and my family went on with it. But, as it turns out, these people with the 
double «t»-s are not our real relatives. We’re already used to this and know we’re 
different.

(Sergey)—I forgot to mention that on the 31st of January this year I retired. 
I am retired now.

(Vladimir)—Wow! I don’t have the heart to congratulate you…
(Sergey)—Why not? It’s a good thing!
(Vladimir)—Of course it is! You are alive and retired! Thank G-d, it’s a miracle!
(Sergey)—In September, I  went to Moscow to attend a medical evaluation. 

I was taken off the flight crew. And the anniversary came, 50 years! They offered 
me to serve longer, but I said, “No, guys. I’ve had enough flying, it’s time to rest. 
Otherwise, I might not get my retirement benefits. you know, after they raised 
the retirement age to 65.”

So, I’m retired. Served my 32 years in due order. They offered me to stay, but 
I see no reason why. Aviation never grants health, only takes it away. This is why 
I need to pay attention to my family. They haven’t had me for so long! They are 
glad to have me, don’t let me go away, keep calling every day.

I’m staying in Moscow these days. I’ll spend some days renovating the apart-
ment we inherited. They call me every day, “When do you come? When?”

“Look,” I explain, “here’s what I still have to do…”
(Vladimir)—Who calls you? Gosha and Larisa?

—Larisa, and Gosha, and Grisha! We’re talking over «Viber», with a video: 
“What have you done already? What’s left to do? you haven’t done anything 
yet…”

(Sergey)—I’m explaining, “I  can’t be everywhere at once… It’s Sunday in 
Moscow, you can’t hammer… It was a large religious celebration yesterday as 
well. And to get supplies… I don’t have a car. I have to take a taxi to go to a shop. 
At home, I have my car, I could go there in an instant. The garage is next to my 
house, and I go straight to the elevator.”

(Vladimir)—Is your Yekaterinburg apartment owned by the state?
(Sergey)—No. It’s my own.
(Vladimir)—Did you buy it out?
(Sergey)—Yes, I privatized it.
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As of today, May 2019, Grisha graduated from school, passed the admission 
exams and is a student of Yeltsin Ural university, he will be a machine program 
control engineer. He’s still fond of video games: he’s a leader of the university 
team. Yesterday, they won a qualifying round and they’ll go to Tyumen to a dis-
trict-level round on Sunday. 

Gosha is in the first grade of a school next to our home. He’s doing well. He loves 
football, and he also goes to the swimming pool to make his development complete. 
He likes swimming, but he was afraid of water 
for a long time after nearly drowning twice. The 
first time was in Ulan-Ude, when we went to 
Schuchie lake. The second time was at a resort 
where they went with Larisa in winter. There’s a 
resort next to Chelyabinsk. They took a 10-day 
package tour. No one told them the pool was 
quite deep. She slipped on the ledge and pulled 
him into the water. Both got a mouthful of wa-
ter, and he was afraid since then.

We had to lead him to the swimming pool by 
the hand for two months. We were crying, and 
he was afraid. It was a pool for children, so they 
didn’t let me in. I held his hand. In two months, 
he started swimming on his own: “It’s over, I’m 
not afraid! I now know people don’t drown, 
you can just lie on top of water!”. That’s it. He’s 
not afraid anymore, he swims well. His trainer 
asked me, “Do you want to work here at the pool? you are doing great…” Recently, 
Georgi got two medals in his age bracket after winning two first prizes in competi-
tions. Moreover, the academic year is over, he passed to the second grade.

Thank God! It worked out: I live with my family and my family lives with me.
(Vladimir)—Congratulations, Seriozha. Your calm story persuades me that 

self-confidence is the most reliable driver, the one a man can trust in the first place, 
when his life path tests him.

(Sergey)—As you speak, I’m recalling. No one ever pushed me, not my mom, not 
my dad, not grandpa or grandma. Everyone assumed I’d be an engineer, graduate 
at Ulan-Ude, pass my military service, and those would be my formative years. 
Instead, I had a mind of my own ever since I was at school. To my parents’ surprise, 
I chose to attend a military academy, chose to be a serviceman, because, compared 
to a civil path, the wages were better, you were given food, clothes, a place to live in 
the barracks. I did not want to leech money from my parents. Life was hard those 
days. You couldn’t buy anything. Even though both my parents worked, mom used 
to borrow money from baba Sonia and deda Grisha. We didn’t have enough to 
last until the next paycheck. At 5 am, we used to stand in lines to buy some milk 

Grisha Gordienko, a freshman, 2019.
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or kefir. You couldn’t just buy some meat or sausages in a store. Because of this, 
I joined the military academy.

(Vladimir)—What did you dream of when you were in primary school? Did you 
dream of becoming a pilot?

(Sergey)—No! I was only dreaming of cars. There was a driver’s magazine, «At 
the Wheel». Deda Grisa and me clipped all the cars from that magazine and past-
ed them into a collection. Cars, cars… Since I was little, I used to spend my time 
at deda Grisha’s garage: wheels, engines, oil… together with Deda.

We frequently visit Ulan-Ude to pay our respects to Iya’s mother’s grave, 
give a hug to Vera Gordienko and her nice family, to Luisa Maltseva and oth-
er friends, to organize a school reunion for the fast dwindling group of Iya’s 
schoolmates, visit Baikal and Mysovaya station, where taisya Chernykh and her 
family, who grew so close to us, look after our «Shalom» memorial.

Anton and Sergey Gordienko, the grandchildren of baba Sonia and deda 
Grisha, warm our hearts and serve as a memory of them. Anton and his fam-
ily live in Ulan-Ude, and Sergey is a frequent guest. In a touching move, both 
Anton and Sergey drive next to a city cemetery and sound a car horn three times, 
as a salute to their deda Grisha.

God help you, guys! Keep it up!

toronto, 28th of May, 2019

Sergey Gordienko family
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Chapter 12

“SPIELBERGER—35”

Dear Lord! Thank you! I  stand before you with enormous gratitude. 
Another Miracle happened in my life, one which is hard to believe even for 
myself. On Hungarian land, in Garadna village, we managed to build and in-
augurate the solemn Memorial to immortalize the 35 sorrowful, absolutely 
innocent members of our family, descendants of my grandfather—Herman 
Spielberger,—all wantonly murdered by the butchers of Auschwitz and other 
dreadful genocide sites. The age of the victims in our list stretches from my 
70-year-old grandmother Fanny Spielberger all the way down to my 2-year-
old niece Eva Klein… We engraved all the names on the Commemorative 
Plaque (a thick stainless-steel plate). The plaque is fixed on two zinc-plat-
ed steel pipes filled with concrete and standing in concrete… The names of 
each and every one of the murdered descendants of my grandfather were 
voiced by the youngest participants of the ceremony, and the sounds flew 
over the surrounding forest and field… Dozens of those present couldn’t hold  
their tears…

As for me, the high point of this visit to Hungary was the moment when 
after a few days in Budapest, journalist Szunőg Szabolcs interviewed me for 
the “Klub Radio” radio station. He learned that my father, Roth Ferenc, a 
Hungarian engineer, was unjustly snatched by Stalin’s terror when I was only 
three years old. After twelve years of forced labour in GULAG camps, he died 
around Kolyma, never having seen his wife and two children again…

—When was your father arrested?—the journalist asked excitedly.
—NKVD arrested my father on the 4th of July 1938,—I answered.
—But it’s the 4th of July today…!—the journalist announced, smiling.
—Oh my God!—I couldn’t contain my emotions and exclaimed loudly,—

My dear Father! Mother Regina! Look what happens! Where am I  today?!! 
Szabolcs! This is just incredible…! On the 4th of July, they took our father… 
Condemning his family to extreme poverty and infinite suffering! Stalin and 
Hitler tried to destroy us… But the Lord had another plan! 81 years later, on 
the 4th of July, I am telling my Hungary… And for the last fifteen years, from 
the moment people started reading my books, I have been traveling around the 
world and rushing with all my heart to tell people about the beast that was the 
Soviet socialism with its dictatorship, and what irreparable suffering it can cause 
to people!!!
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In «Chapter 7» of this book I wrote in detail about the joy of August 2018, when 
the original marble tombstone of Herman Spielberger was discovered and put back 
in its rightful place. I am going to present an abstract of the missive letter that I sent 
shortly afterwards to our numerous relatives and close friends in several countries:

“Now my plan is the following: on June 28, 2019, in the morning, we all meet 
at Budapest airport, and at 1:00 РМ get on a big bus and go through Miskolc, 300 
kilometers to the north of Hungary, almost to the Slovakian border, and on Sunday, 
30th of June 2019 at 11:00 AM meet in GARADNA village next to the Memorial 
to the Spielberger family and, following all the rules of the rite, host the inaugura-
tion of the tombstone of OUR GRANDFATHER. Imagine the pride and the great-
ness of this event, if we manage to gather a MINYAN of 10 male descendants of 
Herman! It is hard to believe that this tombstone stood on Herman’s tomb from 
1910 to 1944, was kicked down in 1944 and now, 74 years later, it is back again 
and will now stay in its original place!!!

I invite you to join me in Garadna! I want to have everything well organized, 
with hotels, a bus, tour guides and several days of tours around Hungary. Every 
day, the closer we get to the inauguration date, the higher go the price of tickets 
and hotel rooms. Those who decide to join, please hurry up: call or write us in ad-
vance, so we can plan it better.

I will honestly admit that Iya and I, Canadian retirees, will be glad if anybody 
could and would like to provide any financial support to this cause in Garadna 
that we’ve been contributing to for over thirty years now.

For more information, I’ve written about the construction of the Memorial in 
Garadna and about the Spielberger family in my books: «Joy from Sadness», 2008; 
«Joy of Discovery», 2010 and «Joyous Encounters», 2014.

These are not all the news. The Hungarian Academy of Fine Arts offered help 
to create in Garadna a museum of the village history, including the Spielberger 
family. Please think if your families might have any items that could make good 
exhibition pieces for this museum.

Please, call us, write us and keep in touch. We wish all the descendants of the 
Spielbergers good health and prosperity!

Vladimir and Iya Rott, Toronto, October 24, 2018”.

Around the same time, we had another idea, to install a Commemorative 
Plaque of stainless steel, listing the 35 names of the descendants of Herman 
Spielberger and members of our family who were burned in the gas ovens of 
Auschwitz. Our son Sandor and his daughter Audrey48 immediately reacted 
to this idea with the first drafts of what the monument «SPIELBERGER—35» 
would look like. Here is their suggestion:

48 Architects Sandor Rott—«Master Architect», graduated from Harvard University in 1992. 
Audrey Rott—«Bachelor of History of Art», graduated from Queens University in 2017. 2nd-
year student of the University of toronto, program—«Master Architect».
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And so began this exciting tedious work that lasted for nine months: innu-
merable calls and letters, gasps and sighs, suggestions and requests. I had to go 
to Hungary two more times. There, on top of all the construction work I had to 
face I had the almost impossible task of organizing in a very short time an ac-
ceptable road for our esteemed guests to access the Memorial.

The weather wasn’t helping at all. During he entire June that year, Hungary, 
as most of Europe, was hot with temperatures around 30 °C and generously “wa-
tered” by almost daily rains, which turned our only road across along the forest 
and across the field into a dirty mess. In despair, Marianna and I bought a hun-
dred plastic bags, like the ones that are used to put groceries. We also bought 
two rubber bands for each bag, so people could fix them over their shoes…

tibor Paulo invited a gifted and experienced bulldozer operator, Jozsef Bence, 
to do the landscape part of the project. After having moved a few layers of «our 
hill», he recommended to us that we shape the slope in terraces, and even gave 
us the stones to do it. This way, Jozsef and tibor enriched the Memorial with 
an additional terrace supported by a wall of white stone. Rain was the biggest 
obstacle, but they still managed to achieve their goal…

The soil uncovered in the process was supposed to be seeded with lawn grass, 
but only three days were left until the Inauguration—“there won’t be any grass! 
Just dirt…” We decided to buy some ready roll-out lawn… to pick it up, we had 

The first design drawings for the monument «SPIELBERGER—35». Architects: Sandor and 
Audrey Rott.
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to go with a trailer almost all the way to Budapest… And when we were rolling 
out the lawn, the generous shower didn’t begrudge us any water… Well, at least 
during the ceremony itself, all the guests were comfortably standing on the 69 
sq. m. of fresh grass, never suspecting that it only appeared there two days be-
fore their arrival…

Before I continue telling the rest of the story, I would like to say a few words 
of heartfelt gratitude to Sandor and Audrey Rott for their inspired and original 
project of the monument to the victims of Auschwitz, for their infinite patience, 
attention and answers to the numerous questions that arose during the con-
struction. The monument became a remarkable part of the Memorial. We now 
refer to the complex we built in Garadna as «SPIELBERGER—35 Memorial».

It would be utterly impossible to succeed in our project without the titanic 
work and permanent care by tibor and Marianna Paulo, as well as all their unit-
ed and kind family, who spent countless hours of their time, initiative, ingenuity 
tending to the Memorial.

take a look at a few episodes from the construction chronicles:

István Makranci. Ferenc Molnár.
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Commemorative Plaque (face). Material: stainless steel. Manufacturer: Illesch Laszlo—“Flam 
Art Kft”, Budapest, Hungary.

Commemorative Plaque (back). Material: “DuraBlack”, anodized aluminum with a multilayer 
cover. Manufactered by David and Lex Devloo—“Tama Millwork Ltd”, Somerset, Manitoba, 

Canada.
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During that time, equally busy jobs were taking place here in toronto. 
Several adjustments to the designs of the project; a huge number of letters from 
and to those who wanted to participate in the trip; clarifications and alterations 
to the daily programs; switching hotels; organization of the arrival of every guest 
to the Budapest airport in time to catch our booked bus—Friday, at 13 hours… 
After the day of the inauguration of the Memorial, the number of members of 
our delegation would be decreasing every day, so another difficult task was also 
to find a financially-reasonable transport solution for each stage of our trip. We 
would start with a 50-person bus for the first four days to move around the 
North of Hungary, and end with a van for six people who were covering the last 
190 kilometers around the country, after visiting the resort town of Hévíz on 
Lake Balaton.

Our daughter Ilona also deserves gratitude from all the participants of this 
unforgettable trip. She patiently helped me create a handy and flexible form for 
our daily program, where everybody could count the price of their participa-
tion for themselves.

I would also like to thank our patient tour guide, the talented Julia Sarlai, 
who made our impressions of Hungary more beautiful every day, and comple-
mented my stories in Hungarian, English and Russian.

And I can’t forget to mention our kind-hearted sponsors who not only helped 
Iya and me cover a part of the additional (not insignificant) expenses related to 
the creation of the Memorial but also gave our wonderful trip a completely 
different dimension of joy and pride for the Big Deed that we have accom-
plished. I would like to name them. 
32 years ago, Joe Weltman and Pepi 
Dunay donated a small amount of 
money to us. This year, a few more 
serious and decisive contributors 
joined them: Jon Spielberg, David 
Turk, Yaffa Fordsham; Jack, Judy and 
Harvey Richman; Peter and Linda 
Czink; Zsuzsa Lantos; Edit Varga; 
Ilona Posner’s family; Sandor Rott’s 
family; Edwin Rott’s family.

We were also very touched and 
grateful to receive a check from the 
small US town of Normal, Illinois. 
It turned out to be a donation from 
an American family, Jim and Pattie 
Ryan.

From the beginning of our life 
in the Free World, we spent most of Jim and Pattie Ryan. 
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our earnings on travelling. When our children were younger, they visited sever-
al dozens of countries with us. Then they outgrew us, and now it’s them show-
ing the world to their children. The list of the countries Iya and I have visited is 
already around 70… We’ve been to every continent, aside from Antarctica. We 
like travelling as part of an organized group, with a tourist guide and good ser-
vice. Of course, every trip brings us new good acquaintances, and sometimes 
even future friends. In May 2018, we visited Serbia and Croatia. The group, as it 
often happens, consisted mostly of elderly Americans, retirees. That was where 
we met the Ryan family. This lovely, energetic and very friendly couple imme-
diately won our hearts. After our trip together, Jim and Pattie not only read my 
books, but suggested that the University of Illinois invite me to give three talks 
about the fate of our family. During all three presentations, the smiling Ryans 
were in the first row of the audience.

Construction of «SPIELBERGER—35 Memorial» is completed:

Memorial cemetery of the Spielberger family. On the left: the original Herman Spielberger’s tomb-
stone returned to its place after 74 years. On the right: «Spielberger—35», a monument to the 35 

members of our family who perished in Auschwitz in 1944.
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The day came. Friday, 28th of June 2019, Hungary, Budapest airport, time 
to meet the descendants of Herman Spielberger and their close friends. It was 
a thrilling encounter for relatives from most of the 13 «branches» of the family 
(descendants of Grandpa Herman’s 13 children). The largest group of guests, 17 
people, arrived by «Air Canada» from toronto. It consisted of 15 members of 
our Rott family, together with Gunilla Likwornik and Kyle Weltman, respec-
tively the granddaughter and great grandson of Auntie Szeren, the 5th child of 
Herman Spielberger. Szeren Weltman (the 5th branch) died in Auschwitz to-
gether with 15 children and grandchildren of her family.

An «Air Canada» flight delivered the guests from Toronto to Budapest.

The other cousins and friends arrived by other flights or happened to live in 
their native Budapest. Everybody arrived on time to the meeting at the airport. It 
took three hours for the driver of a comfortable 50-seat bus to cover the 250 km 
to telkibánya, in the North of Hungary, where 22 cozy rooms were booked for 
us at the «Ezüstfenyő» (Silver Spruce) hotel in an old pine forest. Here, we were 
to rest for four nights. telkibánya is 27 km away from Garadna, but we were only 
going there on Sunday, on the day of the inauguration of the Memorial.
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Iya and 
Vladimir Rott’s 
grandchildren 

(12th branch).

Three Adams: Sekuler, Posner and Теnner… Edwin, Ilona, Sandor and Alexandra Rott 
(12th branch).

American cousins, Adam Теnnеr (on the left) and 
the Sekuler family… It’s their first time in Hungary. 
They are great grandchildren and great great 
grandchildren of Granma Regina’s older brother, 
Lajos Spielberger (the 1st branch). He was one of 
the three older brothers who moved to America 
at the end of the 1890s, that is, before Regina was 
born.
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The joyful encounter between the Canadians 
and Garadna resident Laszlo Acs (in the cen-
ter), who kept the original tombstone from 
Herman Spielberger’s grave and returned it to 

the family.

Cousins from the USA, Canada and Hungary 
(the 1st, 12th and 6th branches).

Vladimir, Iya, Sandor, Ilona, Edwin and 
Alexandra Rott (12th branch).

Sandor Rott (12th branch) and  
Kyle Weltman (5th branch).
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Serena Posner and Audrey Rott (12th branch).

The youngest family of the 12th branch: Claire, 
Edwin and Alexandra Rott.

Garadna villagers: Ibolya Barna and her sons, 
Matty and Palika, young descendants from the 

6th branch.

Adam Posner and Grandmother Iya  
(12th branch).

Three generations of the Rott family: Sandor, 
Vladimir and Gabriel (12th branch).

We unloaded from the bus to the hotel, took our rooms, rested a bit and all 
went down to the restaurant where, on long rows of tables, we were delighted 
to see flags of guests from seven countries. The time of Sabbath arrived; Iya 
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The eldest of our Hungary-residing cousins, 90-year-old Edit Varga (4th branch), who was given 
the gift of her youngest great grandson, Benjamin-Mordechai, in August 2019. In this picture, 
he can be seen resting in a basket in front of his happy parents Linda (architect) and Peter Czink 
(lawyer). Alongside with the great grandmother, this young family is adored by their grand-
mother, Zsuzsa Lantos. At the moment, Zsuzsa is the leader of all the descendants of the 4th 

branch who live in Budapest.

brought with her and put on the table a whole box of Saturday candles. Those 
who wanted, lit them. Solemnly, the restaurant staff brought and put on the ta-
ble in front of me a huge tray covered with a white cloth. The hotel completed 
the order I had made still from toronto. Everybody was in awe when Iya took 
off the cloth. It was covering a 1-meter long «Sabbath» challah (a special braided 
bread intended for consumption on Friday night). The challah was so appetiz-
ing that nobody had the patience to wait for me to cut it with a knife. “Just break 
it with your hands…!”—people shouted together. And so, we divided it.
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We have arrived at the hotel in Telkibánya village. The Friday dinner. The mayor of Garadna 
village, Marianna Paulo, greets the guests.



LIFE GOES ON, CHAPtER 12

372

KOŠICE

The following day, first thing in the morning, we left from telkibánya to neigh-
boring Slovakia, to the nearby (45 km) town of Košice. Our goal was to bring our 
hearts and bow our bodies at the place where death-condemned Hungarian Jews 
were gathered in 1944 before being sent to Auschwitz. During the horrendous 
time of the Holocaust, the last assembly point was here, on the deceptive prem-
ises of a brick factory, the high walls of which concealed the arriving trains. Jews 
were transported to this place in boxcars. After being held for several days with-
out food and even without water, the weakened martyrs, entire families, were 
packed into boxcars again, only to be sent to Auschwitz, without any more stops 
on the way… My 70-year old grandmother, Fanny Spielberger, arrived here from 
Garadna with her son Vilmos, his wife and their two sons, 8 and 14-year olds.

The monument with a fragment of the formidable fence of the former brick factory in Košice. Text:

Remember!
From the end of April to the beginning of June of 1944, over 15,000 Jews from 
Košice and its surroundings were kept in the former brick factory before being 
deported to the death camps; only a few hundred returned from there alive.

I already wrote about the episode in 1944, when they and the other Jews 
from Garadna were put into boxcars. One of the prisoners stuck a hand with 
an empty mug out of the window, asking for water. A girl from the village 
came with a small bucket of water and started lifting it to the stretched hand 
with the mug, when a Hungarian policeman came and knocked the bucket out 
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of her hands and onto the 
ground with his rifle butt. 
The starving ones didn’t 
get a drop… Madame 
Petreni Lászlóné, a 
90-year-old lady from 
Garadna, whose pho-
to you can see on this 
page, remembers this and 
many other sad moments 
from those awful days. At 
the time, her name was 
Liptak Jolan, she was 17 
and worked as a maid at 
the Spielbergers’ house.

During the deportation days, she helped uncle Vilmos pack the family sil-
ver and bury it in the yard. Documents, bonds and tableware were hidden in 
the attic…49 When word reached the village about where the Jews were being 
taken, Jolan Liptak and two friends took some water and food and caught the 
train to Košice, where they found the brick factory and the Spielberger family. 
Madame Liptak told us the story: “There were a great deal of people there… ev-
erybody was sitting on the ground… weak… dirty… Uncle Vilmos and the chil-
dren drank water… ate something… and granny didn’t say a single word… she 
was sitting with her eyes closed… We returned to Garadna. Right from the railway 
station, two Hungarian police officers started following us… They wanted to know 
where we lived. They entered the house and demanded me to tell them where the 
Spielbergers’ gold was…”

49 In 2006, the new owners of the house that used to belong to the Spielberger family, during 
renovation works, found in the attic, between roof rafters, a thick bunch of letters, turned by 
time and humidity into one solid clump… Ferenz’s love letters to Regina, written a hundred 
years ago, were also among them… I quoted two of the letters in «Joyous Encounters».

Jolan Liptak. In 1944, she was 17 and worked for the Spiel berger 
family as a maid. Behind her in the picture is her daughter, also 

Jolan Petreni. Garadna, 2018.

Listening to the guide and getting to know Košice.
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My former townsmen from Togliatti and work colleagues from the «LADA» factory, Nina, 
Mark and Yulia Gamerovs. They took care of our visit to Košice.
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To see the writings on the walls… I am here on 1944.IV.21. I don’t know where 
they will take us. (Signature).

We visited the biggest synagogue of Košice, located in Pushkin Street. With a 
trembling in our hearts, we noticed inside the building, on the walls covered by 
wooden panels, written in pencil, messages from the 72 Jews who were hiding in 
the building of the synagogue in 1944. They hid for only 16 days, until someone 
on the outside heard babies crying and reported it to the police…

Yana tereshova, who works at the synagogue, told us about the fate of the 
Slovakian Jews. At the synagogue museum, she introduced us to a series of 
paintings from the artist’s time in a concentration camp. She also told us the 
story of the artist himself; his sculpture was in the yard of the synagogue and 
drew our attention at the very beginning.
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The short man, a dwarf, whose figure is on this tall 
pedestal, belonged to the congregation of this synagogue. 
His name was Ludovit Feld (Feld Lajos in Hungarian). 
Born in 1904, he studied painting at the Hungarian 
Royal Drawing School (now High School of Arts) in 
Budapest. Starting from 1933, he regularly participated 
in exhibitions. He had his own drawing school in Košice.

In 1944, he was deported to Auschwitz, where his 
particularly short height saved his life. He was among 
those chosen by «the Angel of Death», Josef Mengele, 
for his experiments, but after discovering his artistic ca-
pabilities, Mengele ordered him to paint for him. After 
being released, he returned to his hometown and started 
painting and teaching under the name of Ludovit Feld, 
perpetuating in his art works his memories of the events 
at the concentration camp. He died in 1991 in Košice.

Next to Ludovit Feld, for memory. Košice, June 29, 2019.
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SÁROSPAtAK

We visited the town of Sárospatak, which was the capital of Northern 
Hungary in the 16th and 17th centuries. Our old friend, recipient of the Kossuth 
Prize50, famous Hungarian poetess Mezey Katalin, showed us around the town 
and gave us a short overview of the many centuries of the country’s history.

GARADNA

On Sunday, the 30th of June, after breakfast, we left telkibánya to the place 
of the inauguration of the «SPIELBERGER—35 Memorial». As we were ap-
proaching Garadna, still on the highway, we were searching for our «baby» 
with our eyes, anticipating it appearing… Finally, we saw far away, on the back-
ground of a dense forest, a separate construction of white stone… That was 
our «SPIELBERGER—35 Memorial»! From now on, it will catch the attention 
of more and more drivers, as they drive along the new EU-subsidized highway 
Budapest—Miskolc—Košice—Warsaw-etc.

50 A state-sponsored award in Hungary, named after the Hungarian politician and revolu-
tionist Lajos Kossuth, it is regarded as the most prestigious cultural award in Hungary, and is 
awarded by the President—translator’s note.

The fortress wall and the castle in Sárospatak.
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The bell tower on the crossway of two roads 
belongs to the Catholic church of the village and 
is one of Garadna’s landmarks. The house where 
the Spielberger family lived, as seen in the pic-
ture below, is the third to the left from the bell 
tower.

We got off the bus next to the bell tower. There 
were already many cars there; the inauguration 
ceremony brought together guests from Miskolc, 
Budapest, Nyíregyháza… The bus driver refused 
to continue on the dirt road further into the 
field… Some people regrouped into private cars 
whose owners offered a ride, many others went 
by foot. A few voices reminded, “Collect rocks to 
put on the graves…!”

This is the view passersbys get of the «SPIELBERGER—35 Memorial» from the highway.
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When most of the guests reached the site of the Memorial, it was eleven in 
the morning. Among those who were already there and waiting for our main 
group was Rabbi Zoltán Radnóti. As promised, he arrived from Budapest in 
time. 89-year-old Edit Varga was also there in her wheelchair; her son Peter 
Varga brought her. As far as we know, Edit is the oldest living member of the 
Spielberger family. She is my niece, the granddaughter of Gisella Landsman (4th 
branch), the oldest daughter in the family, who died in the Auschwitz ovens to-
gether with her four eldest siblings.

The white dot far away is our Memorial. We decided to walk there…



LIFE GOES ON, CHAPtER 12

380

Project creators: Sandor Rott, bulldozer operator Jozsef Bence, Vladimir Rott, Audrey Rott. 
Tibor and Nikolett Paulo are in the background.

Edit Varga accompanied by her son Peter. Lena Sarnya and Manana Rott are standing next to her.
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These are the protagonists of my stories (left to right): livestock breeder Acs Laszlo; farmer, Barna 
Gyula’s relative. On the elevation are our family members: Barna Ibolya with her eldest son and 

her cousin from Miscolc, Krompak Teresa, who brought her two sons…
Our relation to these people, and their incredible lives fascinate many of my readers. I  first 
spoke about them in my book «Joyous Encounters», in the chapter named «Géza», and from 
that moment on, most members of our Spielberger family tree feel that our world became  

even richer…

The mayor of Garadna, Marianna Paulo, opened the inauguration with a 
welcoming speech:

—On such a wonderful and unforgettable day for all of 
us, I bid welcome to all the guests who arrived here from 
such distant countries, as well as those who drove or even 
walked here from the neighboring villages! It has been al-
most a year since we started preparing for this inaugu-
ration, and there wasn’t a single day that Vladimir Rott 
didn’t call us to tell what we should do next… With his ev-
ery call, by phone or by Skype, we were thinking suddenly: 

“Oh, god! What else haven’t we finished yet…?” But, as 
you can well see, everything worked out wonderfully!

I would like to thank all builders, all our helpers, all 
those who wanted this all to happen. I really hope that in 
the future, people will appear among us who have kind 

hearts, who would keep and continue our beginnings and deeds of good faith 
and human decency. Thank you all for being here today!
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After the ceremony, I welcome all of you to the Village House for a small snack, 
where we will have a chance to get to know each other better.

Rabbi Zoltán Radnóti:
—I read Vladimir’s letters and looked through 

his books, and today, while driving here from 
Budapest, I was thinking about what I was go-
ing to tell about this trip to my children, to the 
members of the Jewish community in Budapest.

There is a phrase in the Torah: (Speaks 
Hebrew and interprets into Hungarian, and af-
ter that I  interpret into English) “Stones are si-
lent, but they can tell a lot.” Stones are witnesses 
of our past! And Vladimir’s books are a valuable 
addition also to the sad years of the recent history 
of Hungary… Talking about what is happening 
here today and what we all are lucky to be part 
of, I will continue telling about the most horri-
ble drama of the 20th century and about the 75 
years of memory of the tragedy of European Jews.

In the Talmud, there are words of Rabbi Akаbyah ben Mahalalel—“mark well 
three things and you will not come into the power of sin: Know from where 
you come, and where you are going, and before whom you are destined to give 
an account and reckoning. From where do you come? From a putrid drop. 
Where are you going? to a place of dust, of worm and of maggot. Before whom 
you are destined to give an account and reckoning? Before the King of kings, 
the Holy One, blessed be He.”

Every person has his own path in life! Look at the beauty of these mountains! 
In this part of the country, all nations lived well. Everybody came here, wanting 
to settle and live. Our ancestors proved with their lives that you can be a Jew 
anywhere! In 1920, there were 46 Jews living in Garadna, in 1941, 16…

The Holocaust proved to be the most terrifying catastrophe of the ХХth cen-
tury. Such must never happen ever again!

You all came here to pay your respects to the people from this list. We are all 
carrying inside us a small candle with the warmth of the lives of our predecessors. 
In one of Vladimir’s texts I read that he who forgets his past looks like someone 
who lost a part of himself …

Place the rocks that you brought with you… It is a small blessing from each 
one of you.

Now we are all going to read the Kaddish. The Kaddish is not a sad prayer to 
mourn the deceased… It is a hymn to all of us being alive, it is gratitude for all 
the good things we have in our lives.
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Vladimir Rott:
—I would like to tell you today about what brought us to renew and build this 

place.
Throughout all her years living in the Soviet Union, my mother Regina was 

afraid to tell me how big her family in Garadna was, how many children it had… 
Of the many stories my mother told us about her childhood and early adulthood, 
I only remember that grandmother, that is, her mother, as well as one of her sis-
ters, her brother and his family died in Auschwitz… Only one sister survived, 
Aunt Jolan, who lived in Budapest with her husband…

Regina was a wise woman and she was right. If Stalin’s regime, ill with an 
incurable paranoia, had discovered that we had some cousins who lived in 
America, there wouldn’t be anybody to build this Memorial now… Our entire 
small family: Mother Regina, Brother Jozsef and I, would be exterminated just 
like our father…

45 years ago, I brought my mother to Canada; two years after, I managed to 
bring my wife Iya and our three children from the Soviet Union… We immedi-
ately decided to create a family tree… Soon enough, we came across one of many 
incredible miracles! As it turned out, Regina had been born into a family which 
had 13 children! Three older brothers moved to America before my mother was 
born in 1900…

From this hill, just behind the strip of forest, we can see the wonderful 
Carpathian Mountains and a modern highway, which brings life to the neighbor-
ing European countries, but look again and remember: before the strip of forest, 
the narrow twisty path is still visible along the edge of the field, which Jolan Liptak, 
who is still alive among us, wrote about: “The last Nazi order in Hungary in 1944 
forbade Jews from walking in the streets and Uncle Vilmos (Spielberger) walked 
this path every morning to take his sons, 14-year-old Géza and 8-year-old Egon, 
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to the nearby village of Vecse where the nearest synagogue was, where they 
prayed for God to save them and ease their future fate…”

We are not having a celebration today. We 
remember and pay our solemn debt. We are 
so proud today that we conceived and built a 
monument worthy of our dear people, whose 
lives were so abruptly taken by bloody an-
ti-Semitism gone crazy…

Hungary, learn from Germany: devastated 
by the war catastrophe, Germany is paying for 
its sins to the world, and after three quarters 
of a century still continues financial compen-
sations to old surviving Jews, pays their hos-
pital bills, takes care of abandoned cemeter-
ies… At the same time, bygone Stalin’s bloody 
regime, as well as its miserable continuation, 
even though it threw away about 4 to 5 times 
more human lives than Nazism, still hasn’t 
given any apology to its victims, let alone any 
tangible compensations…

While Hungary remembers Raoul Wal-
lenberg and has citizens like the Paulo family from Garadna, it will be wealthy, 
prospering, contributing decently to the universal history and culture. Our 
«SPIELBERGER—35 Memorial» will be a small addition to it, a symbol of hu-
maneness and the everburning importance of the generation bridge.

Marianna and I pulled the white cover off the monument, and the guests saw 
the inscription on the Commemorative plaque:

I continued:—Now we are going to read the names of the prisoners from the 
Commemorative plaque, but before we do that, let me tell you a few words about 
one of them. Our 8-year-old granddaughter, Alexandra Rott, will read the names 
of three sisters, who were six, four and two years old, and their heroic mother, 
Klein Zoltanne. This incredible woman met her end in an Auschwitz gas cham-
ber with three girls, for whom she became a mother just a few days before they all 
died… She was the heroic Аnnus I wrote about in the chapter of my book «Joyous  
Encounters»51 bearing the same name.

51 Vladimir Rott: «Joyous Encounters». Chapter 5 «Аnnus».

Iya Rott. Acs Laszlo is standing 
behind her.
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Young descendants of several branches of the family are ready to read the names of the victims.

Names and ages of all the 35 victims are engraved on stainless steel… From the people listed, in 
1944 five people lived in Garadna; my grandmother Fanny Spielberger; her son Vilmos; his wife 
Eva and their two sons, Géza and Egon. They were all burnt in Auschwitz crematoriums together 

on the day of arrival…
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Rabbi Radnóti read the beginning of the prayer «Kel Maleh Rachamim». 
After that, I announced: To be the first one to read the names of the victims I in-
vite Audrey Rott (12th branch of the family), one of the co-authors of the design 
of the Memorial.

Audrey Rott (12th branch) reading:  
—Spielberger Hermanne (Fanny)—70 years—

grandmother of my grandfather Vladimir.

Klari Fodor (4th branch): 
—Landsman Eliasne (Giza)—64 years—my 

grandmother.
—Landsman Dezső—42 years—my uncle,  

my mother’s brother.
—Landsman Sandor—41 years—my uncle,  

my mother’s brother.
—Landsman Gzulа—40 years—my uncle, my mother’s brother.

Alexandra Rott (12th branch): 
—Klein Zoltanne (Аnnus)—42 years—the mother of 

the three girls.
—Klein Zsuzsa—6 years.
—Klein Кatalin—4 years.
—Klein Еvа—2 years.

Gunilla Likwornik (5th branch): 
—Weisz Bela
—Weltman Моrnе (Szeren)—63 years—my 

grandmother.
—Rotstein Hermanne (Sari)—40 years—my mother’s 

sister.
—Rotstein Marton—17 years—my cousin.
—Rotstein Edit—my cousin.
—Rotstein Heinel– my cousin.
—Rotstein Israel-Haim—my cousin.
—Rotstein Moshe—my cousin.

Weltman Kyle (5th branch):  
—Weltman Arpad– 33 years—my grandfather’s brother.
—Weltman Аrpadne (Szeren)—my grandfather’s 

brother’s wife.
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—Weltman Imre—3 years—my cousin.
—Weltman Laszlone (Elvira)—29 years—my grandfather’s brother’s wife.
—Weltman Еvа—6 years—my cousin.
—Drucker Miklosne (Malvin)—29 years—my grandfather’s sister.
—Drucker (girl)—7 years—my cousin.
—Drucker Bernard—6 years—my cousin.
—Weltman Sandor—24 years—my grandfather’s brother.

Matty Barna (6th branch):  
—Spielberger Geza—31 years—my great-great-

grandfather.

Rott Gabriel (12th branch): 
—Lissauer Miklosne (Margit)—46 years—My great-

grandmather Regina’s sister.
—Lissauer Miklós – 12 years—grandpa Vladimir’s 

cousin.
—Roth (Rott) Ferenz—52 years—my great-grandfather.

Ada Posner (12th branch):  
—Spielberger Vilmos—45 years—my great—grandma 

Regina’s brother.
—Spielberger Vilmosne—(Еvа)—uncle Vilmos’ wife.
—Spielberger Géza—14 years—uncle Vilmos’ son.
—Spielberger Egon—8 years—uncle Vilmos’ son.
—Nemet Egon—39 years—great-aunt Jolan’s husband—

(13th branch)

We finished reading the 35 names engraved on the Commemoration Plaque. 
Rabbi Radnoti read the remaining part of the «Kel Maleh Rachamim» prayer, 
and all together we read the Kaddish. That was the end of the first part of our 
celebration.

We all moved slightly closer to the left side of the Memorial, to two graves. 
I can’t find the right words to express my feelings at that moment, “What an 
incredible Miracle is happening! This is happening in real life! Just imagine: year 
2019! Forty grateful people from the same family and from different countries 
came to pay their respects and bow to the grave of their ancestors, their grand-
mother and grandfather, who were buried here, away from the others, in 1889 and 
1910, and have been and always will be waiting for us to visit…! Dear Lord! Thank 
You for such a gift! Descendants, blessed be your brave beginnings!”
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—Now we are going to inaugurate the tombstone of Herman Spielberger’s grave, 
which was miraculously returned to its rightful place, where it was originally put 
110 years ago, in 1910. This almost magical happening suggests me to name all the 
children of our grandfather and their birth years. Here they are:

1—Lajos, 1876; 2—Мoric, 1877; 3—Аrmin, 1878; 4—Gisella, 1879;  
5—Szeren, 1881; 6—Geza, 1885; 7—Hermina, 1890; 8—Zelma, 1895;  
9—Etel, 1896; 10—Margit, 1898; 11—Vilmos, 1899. 12—Regina, 1900; 
13—Jolan, 1904.

Silence fell. In this silence, we took the cover off the tombstone of Zvi 
Spielberger and I told the story of how we found it and how the Memorial was 
created. At the end I said:

—Erecting our Memorial is a re-
markable event in Garadna’s history. 
Soon we are going to tell you about 
other interesting people who were born 
here and not only left good memories 
after them, but also made a significant 
contribution to Hungarian history and 
its cultural legacy.

Dear Marianna and Tibor! Thank 
you for the enormous help that you 
provided to our family, and to your gi-
ant loving hearts. In a few days, we are going to leave Hungary, but we can leave 
our «baby» here with a light heart, knowing it’s going to be under your custody and 
cared for by all the respected and kind citizens of Garanda who already became 
our good friends, such as Klema Bertalan, Bentce Jozsef, Mika Gabor, Vincsik 
Gaborne, Retlaki Istvanne, Szabo Lajosne.

Naturally, you are going to grow old soon… So, I would like to express big 
hopes that the younger generations of your family take over and care after the 
«Spielberger—35 Memorial». They, of course, will be helped by Ibolya Barna’s 
boys, Мatty and Palikа, descendants of the 6th branch of our family, who live in 
Garadna. Today you have already met Мatty, the older brother, who isn’t even 8 
years old yet.
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Standing in 
front of the tomb-
stone, Rabbi 
Radnoti start-
ed reading ev-
ery word of the 
inscription out 
loud in Hebrew 
and interpreting 
into Hungarian. 
Immediately, they 
were also inter-
preted into English 
by our old friend, 
tourist guide Yulia 
Sharlai.

Somebody   
asked to also 
translate the engraving added by the stoneworker in the lower left corner of the 
marble slab. The Rabbi crouched and read,—Košice, 1910, Hasek Rose.

Reading the prayer «Kel Maleh Rachamim», the Rabbi made a pause in the 
appropriate place, adding the names of the buried people in a loud voice, “Zvi 
ben Gershon and Szarra bat Gimpel”; then he finished the prayer.

The male members of the family came closer together, and, before closing 
this ceremony, with the reading of the Kaddish prayer, I announced into the 
microphone:

The last copy of the Spielberger Family Tree, updated by Sandor Rott specifically for this event.
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—Dear friends and relatives! Look at another miracle happening to us right 
now! Someone just told me… We are going to say the Kaddish now, and our 
cousin Adam 
Sekuler from 
New Orleans, 
Louisiana, will 
read it from 
the prayer book 
that he brought 
with him. This 
prayer book 
was brought 
to the United 
States by his 
g r e a t -  g r e a t - 
g randfathe r, 
Lajos Spiel-
berger, the 
oldest brother 
of Grandma 
Regina, in 
1894… Isn’t it 
a Miracle?!

All of us will always remember the image of us reading Kaddish on this sec-
ond opening of our grandfather’s tombstone, a gift of fate. It was also very emo-
tional to take from our pockets and put on the graves the traditional little rocks, 
which were, wonderfully, brought by each one of us from their countries.

Kaddish

The descendants of the Spielberger family at the opening of the Memorial to the 35 members of the 
family who were killed in Auschwitz in 1944. Garadna, Hungary, 30th of June, 2019.
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After the ceremony of the inauguration of the Memorial, we all went to the 
«Village House» for a beautiful and warm reception, occupying the renewed 
building of a former cinema. tables with sandwiches, cakes, fruits and drinks 
were standing in the middle of the spacious hall.

Along the walls, there were more tables, covered by red broadcloth, exhibiting 
over a dozen thoroughly ironed lace pieces made by Mother Regina during her 
young years. At our home in toronto we have many more pieces of mother’s lace; 
those on display here were the ones that my wife Iya offered to Garadna, when 
Marianna and tibor visited us in Canada. On the same tables, propped against the 
wall, were 24 enlarged pictures of illustrations from my book, «Joy from Sadness».

On the stage, an amateur dance company showed a few examples of folk 
dances from different regions of the North of Hungary.

At the «Village House».
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Our next stop was in the nearby village of Bakta, where the large Weltman 
family—the fifth branch of the Spielbergers’ children—lived before the war. 
Those 16 members of the family who didn’t return from Auschwitz were also 
taken from here. Here Aunt Szeren had and raised my cousin, Joe Weltman, 
our dear “Joska Bacsi“. His father, Mor Weltman, died in 1939. He is buried 
at the Jewish cemetery of the village, on top of one of the distant high hills. 
The day was very hot, and the driver of our big bus once again refused to get 
off the asphalt road. It was quite a challenge for the members of our delega-
tion to walk almost two kilometers of dirt path from the village to the top of 
the hill… This visit was particularly touching for the toronto members of our 
group, Gunilla Likwornik and Kyle Weltman. Mor Weltman was their grandfa-
ther and great-grandfather, respectively.

The village of Bakta, homeland of Joe Weltman, can be seen in the distance.

At the grave of Mor Weltman. The Jewish cemetery in Bakta village.
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We can never pass by Hungary’s second biggest city, Miskolc, without visit-
ing it. And it’s not because my brother, József, was born here and not because 
my parents left from here to the Soviet Union in 1931, but because of the Jewish 
cemetery on top of a high mountain, Mount Avas; my grandfather Jozsef Roth, 
my father Ferenc’s father, is buried there. As always, all my relatives were very 
excited to leaf through the hefty registration book, where in the section from 
1913 we found a record of our dear person, a shoe maker, who left behind 
Grandma Hany with 7 children, the oldest of which was 16 years old…

At the cemetery in Miskolc next to Grandpa Jozsef Roth.

The end of the 30th of June 2019, a day packed with unforgettable events, 
waited for us in tokay. Kata Hudacskony a professional winemaker, not only 
organized a wonderful tokay wine tasting for us in the village of Bogradkisfalu 
but also served an amazing meal we ordered from the menu…

Our Monday was occupied with the trip from telkibánya to Budapest, where 
we occupied rooms at the “Thermal Hotel” on Margaret Island, located in the 
middle of the Danube River, almost in the heart of the Hungarian capital. In the 
evening, after some rest, we left for dinner at «New York—New York», an old 
and well-known fine dining restaurant in Budapest.

Before dinner, our family went for a short visit to a good old friend or 
ours, Mancika (Sipos Zoltanne), who was a neighbor of my grandmother, 
Hany Roth, since the end of the war. When we entered her apartment, our six 
grandchildren were stunned by seeing, on top of the commode, several pic-
tures of each of them, as well as a few pictures of our whole family. Mancika 
remembers all our birthdays and never fails to send her birthday greetings. 
The children lovingly call her—Bulldog Auntie, because her greeting letters al-
ways start with the words: “Boldog Szuiletes Napot kivanok…“, that is, “I wish 
you a Happy Birthday… “
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Visiting our good old friend, Mancika Sipos.

The atrium of the hotel where the restaurant 
“New York—New York” is located.

The main hall of the  
«New York—New York»  
restaurant.
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After dinner, we climbed Gellért Hill to enjoy the view of Budapest at night.

Unforgettable tours around Budapest.

“Shoes on the Danube bank…”
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The Dohány Street Synagogue. My grandmother, Hany Roth, liked to sit on the right in the female 
row. Our contribution to the construction of the passenger elevator to the synagogue museum in 

2008 wasn’t forgotten.
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We still like the Margaret Island we first visited many years ago.

Sandor, Ilona and Edwin Rott remembering “their” tree, which they first met 40 years ago. Today, 
their children also liked it a lot …! “We likes Hungary!”

Joyful encounter. Our good old acquaintances, the Hungarian Gypsy Orchestra, from the restau-
rant of the “Grand Hotel”, remembered us… They immediately started playing a Russian ro-
mance, “Ya vstretil vas (I Met You, My Love)”, for Iya. She once sang them the tune… Our family 

was thrilled!
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The farewell dinner.
“Thermal Hotel”, Margaret Island, Budapest, July 2019.
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And life goes on!

Тоrоnто, 
14 November 2019
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Chapter 13

HELLO, GARADNA!

It is hard for me to believe today that it has already been 60 years since the 
day that the KGB of the Siberian city of tomsk, after several rejected requests, 
finally allowed me to go to Hungary to see my 94-year-old grandmother Hani 
Roth and her six children, already seniors themselves, who had spent the peril-
ous war years in the ghetto of Budapest. I always recall that scene: I am running 
across the vast hall of the nursing home to hug my grandmother who widely 
opens her arms for an embrace and her eyes to take a better look at the young, 
25-year-old me. My eyes full of tears, I take her hands and start kissing them, 
and she says,

—Thank God you are here at last…! How are you…?
—I am… fine, grandma, I answered nervously…
—And how are your kids?
At the time I wasn’t married yet, and this question caught me off guard. My 

aunts, standing behind my grandmother, signaled me to give a positive answer… 
I said,

—Everything is fine…
—Well, thank God then! Grandma Hani summed up, as if taking stock of her 

family… I realized that she was waiting for her oldest son, Feri, the only one of 
her seven children who for very long had been absent from her immediate circle, 
and now mistook me for him. The last time she had seen him was when he was 
32 years old, and now instead of her baby grandson Vladimirka, she was looking 
at a 25-year-old Rott with a noticeably balding head…

One of her daughters found an elegant way out of this awkward situation; 
she leaned towards my grandmother and said in a loud voice,

—Don’t ask him so many questions, Mom. Better sing him a song that he hasn’t 
heard for so long…

In a moment, my grandmother started singing in a soft voice. She was sing-
ing nicely, thoroughly articulating the lyrics of “There is but one girl in all the 
world” (Csak egy kis leany van a vilagon)52…

I felt a spasm in my throat and tears in my eyes… I couldn’t help crying… 
Everyone around cried too: family members, nurses… And my grandmother 

52 This Hungarian folk song sounds at the end of “Gypsy Airs” by the Spanish composer Pablo 
de Sarasate.
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just kept singing, occasionally making pauses, but doing her best to make the 
tune “I haven’t heard in a long time” come to life for me again …

The following year, I was still lucky, bringing to Hungary and showing my 
Grandmother Hani my young wife, Iya Yaroslavskaya. My grandmother stroked 
and blessed Iya’s already noticeable belly where our first-born Sandor was pre-
paring for life outside. My numerous relatives liked Iya not only for her “black 
Buryat-Mongolian eyes” and the expected “everyone’s” grandson, but also for her 
peculiar desire to eat “raw” cucumbers and see real-life peaches, plums and 
cherries grow in real life for the first time… During the following years, we 
were given permission to visit Budapest for holidays almost every summer. We 
went there from tomsk and later from togliatti, where I already worked at the 

“LADA” car factory, and brought our children.
As fate would have it, all those relatives were Rotts. They were the second, 

farther half of our family, living at a distance, away from my life. Even my fa-
ther “had disappeared from my perception” when I was only three… He was 
taken away from the family… His letters, those that reached us anyway, kept 
us slightly together, providing an ever-fading hope that one day he would 
come back to us from the GULAG, but eventually, after 12 years, my father 
died…

But thank God, on my life journey, I was always unfailingly and extra-loyally 
accompanied by our mother Regina. In the incredible misery of our childhood 
and adolescent years, Mother Regina 
made me fall head over heels in love 
with her “fairytale childhood”, with 
her native village of Garadna, with her 
mother Fanny, with the “exotic” fruits 
growing there… 

They are over a hundred years 
old, but we still lovingly keep at our 
family home in toronto (and proud-
ly show to close friends) two fabric 
Harlequin clowns made in 1907 by 
seven-year-old Regina who was going 
to the first year of school in Garadna. 
Throughout our entire childhood, 
Mother Regina put these clowns on 
top of the pillows after making the 
beds. They wore black costumes, were 
filled with wooden sawdust, had their faces painted later, and are by now con-
siderably worn out. Think for a second of what these Harlequins have lived 
through: Garadna, Miskolc, Bobruysk with the Nazi occupation, Tomsk, Togliatti 
(thanks to Iya for taking them with her…) and Toronto…

Stamp with the coat of arms of the Garadna 
community.
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When meeting my readers, I sometimes mention that from the time I was 
3 and lived in Bobruisk, after my father was taken away from our family, un-
til I was 19, and lived in tomsk with my brother, a professional musician, vi-
olinist, who had received from the tomsk Symphonic Orchestra a room in 
a 3-room apartment where three separate families lived, I had never seen a 
normal toilet, a «flush toilet», that is… And Mother Regina had been telling 
us since I was very small that their home in Garadna always had a «flush toi-
let»… Moreover, that home of theirs also had some mysterious «bidet…» but, 
living in my faraway-Bobruisk reality, I couldn’t even imagine the purpose  
of that…

When Mother Regina was already old, well into her 90s, Iya and I decided 
to take her to a daytime symphony concert that took place at Roy Thomson 
Hall, a fancy new concert hall that had just been built for the toronto 
Symphony Orchestra. Mirrors, escalators, doors and more doors, everything 
shiny… The concert was of popular classical melodies. During the intermis-
sion, we took Regina in her wheelchair by the elevator to the top floor. I told 
her in Hungarian:

—See, mom, how everything is so beautiful and elegant…
She raised her head, looked at me and blurted out,

—Garadnan szebb volt…!53

When we finally saw the Soviet Union withdraw its troops from Hungary, we 
were already living in Canada and decided to resume regular visits to Hungary. 
Our attachment to it grew into a desire to also visit the remote and almost 
fairytale-like Garadna. The rest of the story I have already told in great detail. 
We started bringing to Hungary our relatives, friends from tomsk and Buryat-
Mongolia, and colleagues from togliatti. In that summer of 2019, we construct-
ed the «SPIELBERGER—35 Memorial»; its opening gathered 42 relatives from 
different countries, all descendants of Herman Spielberger.

Finishing this book, I planned to call this chapter “Farewell, Garadna”. But 
what farewell are we even talking about…? Someday we will die, of course, but 
life goes on! Our grandchildren and all their generation already show their will 
to live. Work! Raise children! See the world!

And so,

SZERVUSZ, GARADNA! HELLO, GARADNA! LIVE!  
SHOW YOUR BESt!

53 (Hungarian) In Garadna it was prettier…!
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Marianna Paulo (the Mayor of the village) and her husband Tibor Paulo54 took me up one hill 
next to the village to enjoy the picturesque view of Garadna in a sea of green gardens. My moth-
er Regina and her 12 siblings were born here. It’s Northern Hungary, the valley between the 
Zemplén Mountains55, 42 kilometers from Košice (Slovakia). A white church bell tower can be 

seen in the corner on the left.

A few historical highlights for my English and Russian readers. Archaeological 
excavations show that a primitive settlement existed on the site of the modern 
Garadna, and under this name it appears in historical documents starting from 
the 12th century, falling into and out of Košice rule. The etymology of the name 
of the village is Slavic. A few times in its history, Garadna was the capital of the 
entire county of Borsod.

Over these years, I was briefly recording some memories of some of the older 
villagers; I am going to use them now as the base of my story.

For many years, Garadna was Košice’s genuine breadbasket. Located more 
to the south, Garadna has much richer soil. Potatoes, grapes and other pro-
duce, once ripe, were quickly taken to Košice for sale. Garadna marketed less to 

54 tibor Paulo—County police officer for 2 villages, plomipotentiary component commander 
for 14 villages, police consultant.
55 Also known as the tokaj Mountains—translator’s note.
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Postcard from the 1920s with words: “Greetings from Garadna! Spielberger widow’s house-
hold and grocery store. Gendarmery barracks”.

Miskolc, south of Garadna, since they harvested even earlier, and wasn’t a very 
profitable marketing direction. Garadna’s lands were very dear to Košice, and 
even caused several wars.

Another important fact for the history of Garadna is that European trade 
routes passed through the village. As legend has it, once Elizabeth (Sisi), the 
widely popular Habsburg queen, passed by Garadna on her way to a water re-
sort around Košice. The older villagers told me many times that Sisi stopped for 
rest at the “guest rooms” of the Spielberger house. The Hungarians really loved 
her.

Uncle Porubyansky said that at the time, the bridge on Garadna’s Main Street, 
across the Hernád river, was much narrower than the current one, with four 
big “round” (trimmed in a spherical shape) acacia trees at its four corners. For 
many years, there was a wooden memory post next to one of the trees, where 
a poem by Posh Lajos dedicated to Sisi was carved after her death. Such com-
memorative posts dedicated to Sisi were erected all around Hungary in places 
she had once visited.
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Garadna had always been the acknowledged center of the entire county. It 
had a pharmacy and doctors from here went on visits to the neighboring vil-
lages. The villagers were very proud of it. The notary and notary assistant of the 
county were also here. (In Soviet times, the district collective farm board was 
here, too…) As early as the XIVth century, when the county was under Košice 
rule, Garadna was already the center of the county council. People occupying 
high posts in the county’s administration lived here.

The village allotted 150 recruits for World War I; 14 of them, including 
Regina’s brother, Géza Spielberger, died heroes.

In 1935, Garadna’s adult population was 686 people living in 138 house-
holds, including 427 Roman Catholics, 191 Greek Catholics, 39 devotees of 
Reformation churches, 5 Evangelists and 27 Jews. By now, Garadna’s popula-
tion has shrunk to below 400 people.

Palika Neni, who lived all her life in Garadna, (90 years, born Pavlovics 
Paula, Porubjansky Gyulane after marriage) remembers: “I was born in Garadna, 

Garadna. The church bell tower is on the turn of the Main street. The first house on the left, 
No. 6, belonged to the Spielbergers. The overlapping picture confirms the old-timers’ words 
that during the time of the Spielbergers, the house was wider and included the store, stretch-
ing almost until the remaining big house next door, No. 8, where the Gendarmery command 
quarters were housed in the past. The small house between them, numbered 6-А, was built 

already after the war…



LIFE GOES ON, CHAPtER 13

408

started school in 1922, at the age of six. By that time, the school building was al-
ready renovated to how it is now. The Spielberger family arrived in Garadna in the 
1880s. At the beginning, they rented a house while they were building their own. 
Before World War II, the Spielberger house was much wider. It had a household 
and grocery store, accessed through two doors from the street side of the house. 
Inside the house, there was another passage door between the tavern and the store. 
They supplied groceries and other goods. Many people preferred to buy from the 
Spielbergers than from the cooperative store, as it was often cheaper, and you could 
buy on credit… I won’t forget how once, when I was already in primary school, my 
mother bought me a candy and a small golden ring…

There were brick ovens in the yards. Every day there was a lot of roasting and 
cooking going on: beans, bean and sour cream soup, soup with halušky56, goulash 
soup, potatoes with cracklings; big breads were kneaded, rolled and sent to bake. 
I remember my father complaining, “I arrived at the field already hungry…”

In the 1930s, every household had a cow; the Spielbergers bought the excess 
milk from the peasants and sold it to customers from a big barrel. It was the “Milk 

56 A traditional variety of thick, soft noodles or dumplings cooked in the Central and Eastern 
European cuisines (Slovakia, Czech Republic, Poland, Serbia, Ukraine, Lithuania, Romania a
nd Hungary)—translator’s note.

Memorial park to the 14 recruits from Garadna who stayed at the fronts of World War I.
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counter”. Every day, at six o’clock in the morning, you could hear the alphorn; the 
shepherd was taking the herd to the pasture. In the evening, cows found their way 
home by themselves.”

The Spielberger house at No. 6, Fő (Main) Street was located precisely where 
the center of Garadna started forming at the beginning of the XXth century. 
The pharmacy was in front of the house, the primary school right next to the 
pharmacy. The Hernád river ran nearby, crossed by a bridge; on the other side 
and across the street was the post office and next to it the village Council. to 
the North of the Spielberger house were the Gendarmery barracks, and, on the 
other side of the street, the Catholic church bell tower. It was the very center of 
the village, that is.

The bridge across the Hernád river, on Fő (Main) street of Garadna. The low parapets of the once 
“new” bridge look almost the same today, but the “round” acacia trees are gone.

In thirty years of our short visits to Garadna, we somehow never “hap-
pened” to visit the village cemetery, the one for the dominant, Christian religion. 
Marianna and Tibor Paulo only took me there three years ago for the first time. 
I was incredibly surprised and impressed. It turned out to be a neat and beauti-
ful, typical cemetery of a European country. tiny Garadna should be proud of 
such a respectfully-kept burial site for its villagers.
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One sepulchre is very noticeable 
among the tombstones of Garadna 
cemetery. It belongs to the large and old 
noble dynasty of Bacinski, which gave 
several generations of clergy to the 
region of Subcarpathia. Their ances-
tor, András  (Andrew) Bacinski (1732-
1809), descendant of a Lithuanian roy-
al family, moved at the beginning of 
the 17th century  to the North-East of 
Hungary, to Halyčyna, where Rusyns 
(also known as Carpatho-Ruthenians) 
lived. He became a prominent figure 
in the Greek Catholic church of the 
region and was often sent to Vienna 
on clerical business. At the end of his 
life, he was ordained a Greek Catholic 
bishop of the town of Munkacevo. 
Early literary encyclopedias highlight 

Garadna village cemetery, 2018.

András Bacinski, (1732—1809)
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his active participation in publishing the Holy Scripture 
in the Church Slavonic language. He was buried in 
Uzhgorod.

Agoston Bacinski (1830-1906), custodian at the 
Garadna cathedral, was the first one to be buried 
at the family sepulchre. His full title was the cathe-
dral canonic of the Eperjes57 Greek-Catholic bishop-
ric of the Byzantine rite, custodian, arch-presbyter of 
the Abaúj-Torna region, presbyter of the golden ser-
vice. He died at the age of 77. The wake was held at the 
Eperjes  church, after which Agoston Bacinski was bur-
ied in Garadna on the same day. His wife, their two 
daughters and their son Vladimir were also buried 
at the family sepulchre.

Vladimir Bacinski (1867—1931) was mentioned in Hungarian-language 
press of the Austro-Hungarian monarchy as early as in 1900 as a “plenipoten-
tiary ministry commissary”; he was a close staff member and an aid for Count 
István Tisza, Prime Minister of the Kingdom of Hungary before WWI.

During WWI, Vladimir Bacinski’s outstanding personal qualities allowed 
him to successfully manage the work of the Zagreb branch of the railway in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. After the war, he left Zagreb and returned to Budapest, 
where he actively participated in the reconstruction of the Hungarian state rail-
way (MAV) and was elected to be its president. He continued to be involved 
57 The town of Prešov (Hung. Eperjes), located to the North from Košice, entered the 
Hungarian Kingdom in the 12th century, after the fall of Great Moravia. It remained an im-
portant administrative, industrial and cultural center of the region all the way until the signing 
of the treaty of trianon, after which it was included in former Czechoslovakia.

Agoston Bacinski,  
(1830-1906)

Bacinski family sepulchre, Garadna, 2019.
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in both political and social lives and participated in the creation of the Club of 
National Unity and was running it until his last day.

As an important transport expert, in the middle of the 1920s, he was elect-
ed to the board of directors of BESKARt (now Budapest transport Privately 
Held Corporation) and died suddenly at the age of 64 after one of its meetings. 
The day after the burial service at the chapel of the Kerepes cemetery, the body 
was brought by train from Budapest to Garadna. Long-term residents recall 
how they all went out to meet the train with the coffin. In this big crowd, every 
woman’s head was covered with a white headscarf…

In 1929, another fairly famous Hungarian was born in Garadna, and buried 
there, too, at the age of 74; Gulyás Mihály, a writer and literary editor. Marianna 
Paulo gave me a gift “for the road” of a small book 
of this writer I didn’t know before. While waiting for 
my flight to toronto via Warsaw at the Košice airport, 
I took out this «1969 paperback edition» and started 
turning the pages… In a few minutes, I was so carried 
away by Gulyás Mihály’s «AZ IDŐ MEGFORDUL»58 
that I spent the entire 13 hours not only without tak-
ing a single nap but reading voraciously.

A talented author and a most exciting book! From 
the very beginning, the book showered me with bois-
terous Hungarian words and expressions that seemed 
to find certain pride in how non-dictionary they 
were… I had never seen them before, but the mean-
ing of the sentences was clear and kept engaging me 
with how illustrative and precise they were. Soon I realized that it was North-
Hungarian slang, the day-to-day speech of Garadna. It reminded me of the 
Bobruisk-Belorussian apt words and phrases from my childhood that I  had 
heard from the neighbours; clearly non-dictionary, but convenient, useful, prac-
tical, with expressiveness and precise meaning.

And the description of events in the book unfolded with the pace of a fir-
ing machine gun. Every sentence seemed to rush to say what it had to say and 
give place to the following one. The author’s rich language made you feel and 
understand that the long-suffering Hungarian village doesn’t even try to com-
pare itself to a city or town. All its life is suffering, everything is difficult, but 
everything is dear, experienced over and over again, and that makes it close to 
the heart…

A village boy from Garadna grew up to become an outstanding Hungarian 
writer. He paints pictures of his childhood and youth with the most vivid colors.

58 Gulyás Mihály, «AZ IDŐ MEGFORDUL»—Gulyás Mihály, «tHE tIME WILL tURN».

Gulyás Mihály,  
(1929—2003).
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I won’t compliment the author more, but will instead dare to offer my read-
ers my humble attempt at translation of a few pages of the book and let you get 
carried away by the plot:

(Pages 67—88). 

“…It was Good Friday, our father was 
polishing our boots so his sons were all 
fancy for the traditional evening “watering 
of the girls”59. We have already prepared 
cologne of scented soap, already poured 
the shaken mixture into a medicine vial 
(we had loads of those vials around home 
at the time), already tied a white cloth 
around the neck of the vial; through this 
cloth, we are going to spritz the scented 
water on girls, sparingly, so there is enough 
and maybe even some left. We were all ex-
cited and content. But the postman ru-
ined everything, ruined everything in the 
world. Replaced with sorrow our joy that 
we could earn a bit of money and stuff our 
bellies with painted eggs. He didn’t even 
enter our home, just stuck his head into 
the half-opened door and ran away. Our 
father flopped on the floor, hitting his head 
and wailing, “Erzsi, Erzsike dear, my dear-
est wife! So, you left, after all you left us…?!“

In less than a minute, I was already sit-
ting in a mirabelle plum bush. I was squat-
ting, as a bunch of rags, and crying very-
very much, as if beaten up. I wept several hours in a row and only stopped when I heard 
someone calling for me, what if I get discovered. No, I won’t set foot in that house again, 
I want to stay in the mirabelle, where nobody can see my pain, all my suffering. As if I was 
foreboding the disaster that would fall on our house. I was appalled by the mere thought 
that I wouldn’t see my own dear mother ever again.

It was the dead of night when they discovered me. They had to ransack the entire 
neighborhood because of me. My father was frightened to death. He ran to the well, 

59 “The Watering of the Girls” is an old Hungarian tradition happening on Easter Monday, 
when men join the party. Depending on the region and historical moment, it varied between 
regions from drenching girls with buckets of water or spritzing them with perfume.

Book cover (front).
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probed it with a boat hook. To the attic. Re-tossed the hay. No sign of Miklos anywhere. 
Did he really take his mother’s death so hard? But I hadn’t even kissed her when she’d 
called me… Kids, they are weird, aren’t they…? How many thoughts were chasing in-
side the poor head of the father. And then there is this ancient belief that the dead will 
take their dearest one with them, so they are not alone in the heavens. Troubles come in 
threes… “Woe, my poor little Miklos, my dear boy, where have you gone, where am I to 
search for you…?” I was woken by my brother yelling excitedly: “Found him! Daddy, he 
is here! Here he is!” I sprang to my feet, ready to run away. Maybe it will be possible to fix 
the breakdown, since I hit the tree with a wheel, and started bleeding from my nose im-
mediately. I was crying, stamping my feet, don’t touch me, leave me alone, and cried as a 
rabid puppy, “Mommy, mommy dear!” My father hugged me, covered my mouth with his 
hand and ran inside with me, but since I kept yelling, he slapped me with his hand, so that 
I stopped fussing. Early in spring I caught a cold. My face became as red as a beetroot with 
fever. I was thrashing in bed, calling only for my mother, all the time. My father saw that 
it wasn’t a joke, nor a tantrum. He sat next to me in bed, telling me kind words, putting a 
cold pack on my forehead. “Dear Lord,” he prayed, “make it so he doesn’t follow his mother, 
he is a grown boy already, we would feel so sorry for him…” From the storage, he brought 
a demizson60 with Holy Water, crossed it and sprayed it in my face. I stared at him with 
my eyes wide open, and asked, sniffing: “Why are you doing this to me, father? I haven’t 
done anything wrong.” This question took my father by surprise; he made a few cracking 
sounds, grasping for air, then suddenly sprang up to his feet and started running around 
the house back and forth, screaming: “Оh, God, did you punish me, you did punish me 
well…” My older brother cuddled up to me, and even though he never liked kids too much, 
started stroking me, praising, promising everything in the world just so as I wouldn’t die.

They didn’t even let me see my mother dead. Someone had to stay to look after the 
house, feed the animals, and aside from that, Miklos is just a moron, a loony, and also 
doesn’t really understand yet what is happening; and more importantly, the money for 
the trip was hard-earned. My father knocked on every door, asked every neighbour in 
the village, but nobody gave him money, even though they all knew what he needed the 
money for and that he wouldn’t just take it to the tavern. Alone he could probably just 
make the 30 kilometers to the hospital by foot, but with Jancsi, just fourteen years old, 
and Joshka, only ten, in tow, such a long walk would be impossible, unthinkable. At the 
end, the heart that had pity on him was that of a person of a different faith, uncle Vilmos 
Spielberger. Even though he had entered his store to buy something, not to ask to borrow 
money. The shop owner inquired about what was bothering him, and without having 
been asked, gave him the full amount he needed.

Two years passed. In the beginning of summer, when I returned from school, I found 
that the only room we had was arranged as I had never seen before. The table was cov-
ered with a tablecloth with four glasses and a crust of a plaited bread; it smelled like 

60 Demizson is a common Hungarian glass bottle with 4 to 8 liters capacity closed with a cork 
and used normally for keeping alcoholic beverages; cognate of “demijohn” in English.
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bitter wine. I was hungry as a wolf and ransacked the entire house to find the bread cor-
responding to the mysterious challah crust. As expected, I failed. Upset, I went out into 
the yard. Our uncle’s family lived next to us. His wife gestured me to get closer to the fence 
and asked if I knew what had happened that day. No, I don’t know anything. “Your father 
wed today…” She stretched her hand over the fence towards me, stroked my head and 
said she wouldn’t wish to be in my place. I was looking at her puzzled. She smeared a tear 
across her cheek as a sign of compassion towards me, and then revealed that I was going 
to have a stepmother, so the worst was yet to come…

No wonder I was waiting for my stepmother’s visit full of fears and prejudice.
I  was lucky to be wrong. She hunkered down next to me, pulled me towards her, 

kissed me, tapped lightly on my back and announced that not only would she replace 
my mother, but that she would become my mother.

“Wow, let’s see, as the blind said,” I thought. She was young, maybe she didn’t even 
understand what she had agreed to and threw all her anger—for how the damned fate 
had treated her– at me and at my brother. My younger sister, who was still an infant, 
was taken to an orphan house, and my oldest brother left home to become a servant in 
another house.

She became a real stepmother. A gloomy, severe, bitter fishwife. She never begrudged 
us food, but a kind word she did very much. Before a year passed, I had already strayed 
from my home and started wandering. I was normally whipped for that, but since I was 
whipped, I ran away even more often. When I got to leave the yard, that is, leave my step-
mother’s witch circle, I almost celebrated, went out of my way, jumped around like a foal. 
I was happy during those moments.

We are all humans, and I also inherited the nature of living people, I was partially 
quick-tempered like my extremes-prone father, and at the same time observant, reserved 
and silent, like my mother. And at home, they would expect me to behave like nothing 
but a wooden puppet that stays where it is put, doesn’t move on its own, doesn’t di-
vide, doesn’t multiply; simply put, I was supposed to exist without existing. Is there any-
thing more miserable in the world than a nine-year old child deprived of his right to be 
a child? The straight-jacket of harsh discipline, dispiriting even for an adult, turned me 
into a completely clumsy, seemingly club-footed and overall worthless kid. I was so often 
prohibited from doing something that I soon had trouble telling good from bad. If I was 
trusted with a task, I often failed at it. This way, pretty soon I learned to lie and decided 
it was better, since for telling the truth I would often get spanked; meanwhile, a lie on a 
lucky day could save me from having to face any consequences.

Yes, the fate of a poor man’s child is a harsh one, so why would mine be easier? Think, 
oh people willing to judge me, point your fingers at me: look, here comes a thief…

Under a stinky blanket, I was choking on tears, angrily thinking about my kindred 
spirit, Laci Šereš. May God not take it for a sin of mine, but because of the hard luck I had 
to endure, I was wishing, from the bottom of my heart, that Laci broke a leg when he de-
cided to exit to the pasture. Because what is a broken leg compared to my great sorrow? 
Barely anything, a flea’s bite. It’s better to break a leg ten times than go to jail even once…
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The closer I got to the decision that resulted in my life touching the bottom, represent-
ed by the holding cell, the more nervous I became. I was literally trembling, like someone 
with a fever from an infected wound. I tried hard to turn off the electric current of my 
memory, mumbling the magic spell, “Sleep! Sleep! Sleep!” My shattered nerves, with their 
insatiable hunger, demanded that I fed them with the living pain of the details I was reliv-
ing over and over again. There was no doubt: I was deep down in moral self-analysis, my 
soul was trying take into account all the extenuating circumstances, weigh my sins and 
confess. At the same time, along with the honorable intention to repent, I was tormented 
by thinking of the best steps to take for my defense. I was resenting my own lack of fore-
sight; I wanted to walk with arms akimbo along the main street of my village, boasting 
and showing off the new fancy clothes, while the real “cleanliness” of its origins would 
remain a secret for everyone but me.

When Laci came closer, his new clothes drew my attention. So, you must be doing re-
ally well if you are using festal dress on a weekday? He looked fresh and trotted effortless-
ly towards me, his face emanating pure satisfaction with the current state of his affairs.

—Why are you so fancy all of a sudden?—I asked spitefully, examining his new clothes.
—No reason,—he answered smiling.—My father bought new clothes, now I am try-

ing them on…
—Where did he buy it?—I caught him by his words.
He became shy, lowered his head and started picking a molehill with a stick. It was 

silent for a few moments except for the sound of the dry lumps. Suddenly, he raised his 
head, stared at me and answered in an irritated voice:

—What’s that got to do with you? At the buying place, that’s where!
I did not give him an opportunity to disturb my peace, and continued interrogating 

him, without a shade of doubt that he got the outfit the «decent way».
—At the fair?
Laci sighed, fear disappeared from his face; he grabbed this idea with iron grip. I was 

enjoying listening to his story, thinking, every once in a while about how long it was go-
ing to take for this sucker to walk right into the trap. He got so much into character that 
he came up with an entire story about how he had to go with his father to the fair be-
cause the calf they were going to sell didn’t want to go and someone had to goad it from 
the back. He did his best to persuade me that they reached Encs very soon, and quickly 
found the buyer for the calf…

Before he had a chance to “swallow his stew”, my growing suspicion lead to a new 
question:

—And when was that fair in Encs?
—Not a long time, like a week ago,—he rattled out without thinking.
Now it became clear to me that he was trying to hide something: he is obviously lying, 

and so badly, dear lord in heavens, so badly! If I was so empty-headed, they would knock 
the crap out of me long time ago. I normally pitch a tale in such an agile and calm way 
that the rolling pin my mother had in her hand, ready to hit me, often lowered. No sur-
prise then that my friend had not needed to master the fine art of lying.
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I told him that I didn’t believe a single word he said. With the exception of the war 
years, there was no fair in Encs after spring; who else if not me would know when and 
where the fair was; at the end, am I the shepherd, or what the hell…?

Laci broke, admitted that they got the costume with god’s help and some violence, 
that is to say, they stole it from a Jewish shop. My friend also suspected that I was up to 
date and because of that I was nitpicking such tiny details, so he found it more reason-
able to reveal his hand, even though he could keep lying, dodging stubbornly, and at the 
end we would fight…

While I was sound asleep in my dog-hole, the Germans broke into the shop in search 
of drinks (and found them, as they were in abundance), then peasants got into the build-
ing, and then they scattered like sparrows from a heap of horse dung, at the sight of a 
gendarme. That’s where the new clothes came from to Laci, too.

He made me swear by god that I wouldn’t reveal his secret to anybody and took our 
cow to graze somewhere at the end of the street. After the end of July, our pasture was 
used primarily for the cows to sunbathe and breathe some fresh air. Yes, he left, and left 
me face-to-face with Satan. He started tempting me by making me compare my old rags 
with Laci’s brand new outfit. “You are free to choose!” he scoffed, damn it, and after a 
short (why try to weasel my way out if it’s true) internal fight, I made a deal with myself: 
on the one side of the scale I put the new clothes (and maybe even boots, or, who knows, 
a shirt, or I might be able to sneak out something for my brothers and sisters, too—oh, 
man is weak, and greed is his biggest weakness,—on the other, a little something called 

“risk” was lying humbly and seemed minuscule when compared to that pile of stuff that 
seemed incredibly large.

To be honest, it didn’t even cross my mind that I could get caught; I did not account 
for only this, the most important fact. I just thought that at night everybody would go to 
bed, and I will be swimming in wealth. As you can see, I couldn’t call myself an old bird, 
I was just a greenhorn who stepped on the crime path, which, as they say, leads nowhere 
but to the scaffold.

I was looking forward to letting the herd go home. I spent some time standing next 
to the shop, on the bridge across the river, staring at the water while my gaze slipped to 
a lonely, silent house, and examining the surroundings. Behind the house, stocky apple 
trees were waiting for the day to end; sometimes you could hear a dull plop, as apples 
dropped to the ground. The apple trees reminded me of Uncle Spielberger. I was stand-
ing in this very place when they were taken away. His son Villy61 was a year younger than 
me. I was zealously trying to catch his eye as he stood behind the cart that was taking 
the elderly and the luggage to the train station. But he was looking over my head with 
bravery and hatred, as if it was because of me that they were expelled from their home 
and the village that grew dear to their hearts, as they did to mine. Two gendarmes lean-
ing against the parapet of the bridge were observing the small company around the cart 
with indifference and visible boredom. A slab-sided old lady walked up to Spielberger’s 

61 Uncle Vilmos Spielberger’s 14-year-old son was called Géza.—V.R.
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wife and mumbled something to her; it must have been words of compassion, because 
the tall and constantly silent woman stroked the old lady’s cheek in response.

Uncle Vilmos was performing something weird in the orchard: he walked from one 
tree to another, caressing the trunks with his hand, headbutting them and wailing loud-
ly. He had planted these trees himself when he was a young man, and it must have been 
very painful for him to leave them. As soon as the cart pulled away, its wheels making 
loud noises on the cobblestone of the bridge, he turned back and started waving relent-
lessly to the house, now sealed and locked, and the trees bending low under the weight 
of ripe fruits. His wife tried to console him and say that he couldn’t show his feelings so 
much, but her words didn’t have a lot of effect.

The peasants stood in the gateway and took their hats off, as if they were witnessing 
a funeral train. I imagine their hearts were not full of antipathy towards Jews (official at 
the time), they were genuinely sorry for them, but as soon as they had a chance to scav-
enge the abandoned property, they stole without thinking twice, and so did I, thief.

The sunset rays faded away, darkness and silence enveloped the village. A dog barked 
somewhere, but with so little enthusiasm that it, too, shut up very soon. The Main Street 
was empty.

A shadow silently sneaked through the courtyard of the store. Carefully pressed the 
handle of the entrance door and pulled it. The door moaned softly but didn’t open. The 
shadow pulled it again, stronger this time. Locked. Maybe the ventilation pane on top… 
Bare heels stuck to the wooden windowsill. A small push.

The ventilation pane wasn’t locked!
The big dark building became even darker, as the shadow disappeared inside it.
The first to come to mind was chocolate, divine chocolate, and the enchantingly 

sweet lollipop, those were never enough to have. I couldn’t even imagine how many of 
those I would have to eat to feel satisfied. Many, oh so many, to stuff myself so they would 
stick out of my nose and ears. I was still shifting my feet around the tavern, but my mouth 
was already so full of saliva that I had to swallow it a few times. My eyes got used to the 
darkness. The moon rose, and its light made its way inside here, too. The floor of the tav-
ern was covered with a chaos of flock beds and down pillows.

The door from the tavern to the shop was swung open. Chocolate, divine chocolate 
bars! No place for doubt, dreams coming true at once. He would stuff himself so much 
that he wouldn’t fit through the vent pane again to exit. Nonsense, what matters is that 
for the first time in his life he would finally eat sweets to his heart’s content. Here, here 
should be the chocolate shelf, he remembers well. How many times he looked with envy 
at the huge pile of chocolate bars; if he hadn’t been so shy, he could’ve asked. The fingers 
lurking in the dark came across the chocolate wrapping paper, which was immediately 
torn off, and the chocolate was shoved directly into the mouth. Tears the “tin-foil mon-
key suit” off another bar, even though his mouth is still full. It crunches. What a delight! 
That is what a Hungarian person needs… a nice chocolate with nuts! The next bar is not 
devoured but consumed with dignity. He even finds time for some reflection, but obvi-
ously not about the fact that right at that very moment he was committing a crime; it 
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didn’t even cross his mind, we could say it was too high for him… He stops to think that 
this chocolate could be a bit better, a bit tastier. As if they added some sawdust to it. Thin 
layer of chocolate crunches, and under it, there’s dry sawdust again. Well, there’s a war 
going on, in case you didn’t notice, and if artificial fibers are used in clothes, why wouldn’t 
they appear in chocolate, too…? He absolutely needs to take a look. He gets closer to the 
window. A thin ray of moonlight enters through a dirty window, exposing the chocolate. 
A loud sound of spitting. Fat white worms fall out of a bitten piece. Leaning against the 
stand, he makes big gulps: what already entered, let it stay inside, he doesn’t want to 
puke, not a good time for that. By the way, he would already like to be outside, it would 
be easier to breathe out there.

Now let’s see the hard candies, the worms couldn’t have reached them: they are 
stored in a glass jar with a polished glass stopper. He is already elbow-deep in one of the 
jars, he completely forgot about disgust, and just keeps bringing the silky tablets under 
his nose all the way into the mouth. These are his favourite ones. They only have one 
problem, they are not like nokedli dumplings, you can’t just swallow them; you need to 
chew them first, and then there is no time to suck it to the end. Later, later, when we’re 
out of here. Let’s stuff our pockets, and when we are out under the wide, open sky, we 
can suck them to our heart’s content. He filled one pocket. Had a thought. You can’t be 
so primitive, let’s consider the other kind, let’s be picky since we have a chance. It would 
be nice if an anise candy appeared. He is already feeling the next jar.

Good God, what’s that?! I haven’t even touched the next stopper, and it is already 
making a sound?! Let’s listen what it is! Lord! Savior! The sounds are coming from the 
door to the yard. Could it be that someone else is also up for a night-time adventure? The 
sound of a key. So, they have a key, which means they are not just somebody, but offi-
cials. It’s them, it’s them, Mother of God, and they are even talking! They are coming here, 
those… those… But who are they?! My chest is burning, my face starts blushing. What 
should I do, where should I run? There’s nowhere to hide here, I will run to the tavern and 
hide under the down bed, because there is no way to get to the bedrooms, the path is 
blocked, there are voices coming from the front room. The heat is killing me. They will kill 
me! Tear me into pieces! Eat me alive!

I held my breath and listened. What I heard was not the heavy panting of my friends, 
but precise gait in the front room; they are coming, coming here, talking calmly, and 
that suggests they are not after me, but they will find me unless I hide. And I am already 
under a bunch of down beds, lying with my head in the direction of the door and peek-
ing through a slot. A ray of dim light approaches my door to the tavern, crosses it with 
utmost self-confidence, crawls on, and it’s already swinging over my slot. Finally, a high 
boot. Would be good to know who’s in it. Another high boot, then a boot. So, they are 
three. They stopped a meter from me. They are talking between themselves. Now I know 
who the first pair of high boots belong to, it’s the sergeant.

Both high boots disappear in the direction of the shop, the boot stayed here at the 
doorstep. Oh, may the heavens fall upon him! Why couldn’t he move a bit more, free the 
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way! I would rush from under the down bed as if I was shot with a gun… But it’s impos-
sible, the stupid boot is covering the path, the path of hope. Alas, the chance, the damn 
game of chance. Of course, I would escape, sure I would, and I would lock them in; if 
only I could make it alive, then they would have to figure out how to exit; for sure they 
would make fun of themselves, everyone would hear the noise they would make exiting 
because a boy had locked them in. I assure you, that would be hilarious, you would fall 
out laughing. I thought for a second, what if I attacked the owner of the boots, hit him 
off his feet; the element of surprise would play to my advantage, but that is still very-very 
risky: I don’t know how high this chop is, and if he has a weapon (which I have no right 
to doubt), how he is holding it. At the end, I better stay here, maybe they will go without 
discovering me, and I will win. Otherwise, yes, it will be the end, then… then the sky will 
fall onto me, they will tear out my heart and throw it to dogs.

They are talking in the room. Searching for «Кolimazs» (axle grease), searching for 
the axle grease for carriages. A baggage train got stuck somewhere, and if they don’t find 
the grease, they won’t be able to move it. That giant train of carriages got stuck with the 
sole purpose for me to get caught. One star shot from the sky, and of all places picked my 
head to fall onto, as if there weren’t plenty of other, much better places around.

Of course, there is no axle grease here, why would there be? Hey, you, coincidences, 
are you plotting against me?! The sergeant giggles stupidly and consoles the lieutenant: 
there is no grease for the wheels, but that’s ok, at least there is some grease for the throat, 
and plenty of it! Dear God! He is walking towards the pile of down beds. Stay with my, the 
last bits of my common sense, don’t abandon me! He steps on my back.

I swallowed the last bits of my self-control. It can’t continue further, this is the end, this 
is the freaking end. I have nothing else left to do but to jump onto my feet with the down 
bed hanging on me like a neck-collar. If I  had watched this episode from the outside, 
through the window, I would find it extremely amusing and would be telling everyone 
how these heavily armed war dogs cramped into each other. They were forcing them-
selves through the door, pushing, pressing and kicking each other: the wilderness, the 
instinct unleashed turned humans into mere fools.

The sergeant’s voice sounded utterly surprised from the outside,
—What the hell was that?!
And if at that moment I  had still been standing at the window, I  would have now 

closed my eyes and made the sigh of the cross, the boy who, pale as a ghost and trem-
bling like a scared animal, was now waiting for fate to take him. Yes, I would bless him and 
mumble the Lord’s prayer to save his soul; after that, I would run as fast as I possibly could, 
until I reached home, without stopping a single time, just to not see or hear what follows. 
For the game is over. He should be punished twice, or who knows how many times, but 
twice at the very least. First, for burglary, and second, for the unusual assault of three adult 
people. The guy is already half past dead. Only his eyes are lively, his eyes are alive; their 
giant pupils are clenching the yellow circle of light creeping by the dirty floor in his direc-
tion. He heard a metal click from the outside. The sound is familiar, he is no stranger to 
firearms. A candlelight shines on the mirror-like surface of a bayonet. It continues to shine 
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on the boy, on his belly, on his legs, on every bit of him. A sharp blade moves towards him, 
right towards his chest. It even goes inside, next to his right nipple. Not too deep, a cen-
timeter, maybe — it will leave a crescent-shaped scar as a reminder: don’t do that again, 
son! The heat flows down to the belly, tickles his skin. Good god! It didn’t go there yet, so 
don’t scratch there, son! People might misinterpret this movement if they see you in this 
position, and people might assume something, might assume you have something on 
you. You see what they hold in their hands, and how they tremble, not from fear, but from 
anger, because they see now it was not a ghost who scared them, but a man of flesh and 
blood. Freeze, don’t move, let the blood flow over your belly, let it tickle you, don’t twitch! In 
the army, on guard duty, many times you needed to scratch that itch, you could go crazy 
how your nose itched, but you still didn’t touch it for fear of punishment. It’s a bigger deal 
now, so much bigger; if only you knew more about what happens in the world, you would 
say: it’s a dramatic situation and everything goes, from a slap to a death.

—Is that you?!—the sergeant asks in a nearly gentle voice.
He gave his rifle to the officer, who was shoving his pistol inside the holster.
—Hold that, mister first lieutenant.
The officer took it and asked with an overzealous politeness:
—What, is it an acquaintance of yours?
—Of course, he is,—the gendarme nodded and added, laughing.—We were lucky 

to meet.
He put his candle on the counter and started to look for something on the floor. Lifted 

a bed with his high boot, looked underneath. The two army men were waiting for what 
was cooking. The soldier seemed to be tired and drowsing. He leaned against the door-
post and was enjoying his ability to yawn. His officer and the sergeant turned their backs 
to him, and he wasn’t embarassed at all by the fact that the boy could see his mouth open 
wide. It was like there wasn’t a boy, a zero, he stood like a monument, with his limbs trem-
bling, yes, a monument that will go down, sure thing, in a minute.

The gendarme found what he was looking for: a meter of a thick rubber hose from 
under the bed. In peaceful times, it was used to pour wine from a barrel to a demizson, 
and circumstances turned it into a suitable tool.

The sergeant shook the hose, trying if it works for his plan. Works perfect, so good to 
thrash, so heavenly flexible.

—Turn!—he said to the boy with malicious finesse. His voice was as if trembling, as 
if he didn’t recover from his shock. The boy realized he had to turn his back to the “au-
dience”: they wouldn’t want the sergeant to crawl into the bed heap. He controlled his 
numb knees and feared they would bend on their own. Please start, mister sergeant, as 
your hand would please.

Didn’t even squeak when the hose hit him. That’s a peculiar thing, he feels no pain. 
He used to bear strong hits without crying, he didn’t even feel when the bayonet blade 
pierced his chest. It’s all because of the fear, a fear which was higher than the limits of the 
man. Reality and fantasy brought him to the homeless lands, where the level of suffering 
changes usual human relationships.
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Once, the gendarme landed a bad hit, the hose missed his shoulder and, with a loud 
clap, hit the boy in the ear. He was all buzzing and dinging, his ear went red, but he didn’t 
even squeak. His left arm twitched, as if he was trying to cover his ear, but stopped in 
mid-air.

—Didn’t hear him crying yet—the officer said, surprised by the unexpected outcome.
—What should I do, he’s not crying—the sergeant swore while heavily breathing.
—He’ll cry now—the officer spoke in anticipation.
The boy’s chest clenched. He felt as if a rope was tightened around his armpits, and a 

knot was twisted with a wooden stick as the air was going out. His arm moved towards 
his chest. Release, oh, release this knot, or he’ll be out of breath, release that damned 
knot. His finger caught a shirt button firmly, then pulled it just barely, then a bit more. The 
button went off from his chest and fell onto the bed.

The boy heard the soldier sigh, grunt and move towards the exit. He wondered so 
much why the soldier would suddenly want to exit — is he fed up with watching, or 
did he decide to go, and what was that damned officer getting ready to do?! He should 
glance at the officer, cross his eyes, and if he’s planning something he couldn’t bear with-
out crying, then cry already, let him get what his heart wanted. Oh, he can cry, don’t ever 
doubt that! Give it a try, try crying, mister officer wants you to cry, he wants to hear you 
crying, don’t wait for him to force this painful cry from you! For heaven’s sake, don’t be so 
stubborn, you are going to get a good dressing down. Look at what satan is scheming! 
Cry, you fool, cry! Cry in front of him, not later…

He sees by the shadows around him that the candle moved from its place. He has to 
cry before it’s too late, before the lieutenant can righteously utter, “I told you he would cry!”

Listen, it’s not a bowl of cherries for him, he could only get what he wants from you in 
such a cruel way. You are filthy boy, some day you’ll make him do things he could never 
forget, even after he goes back to his civil job.

You did cry, did you?! Was that what you needed?!
The boy was only staring as the officer was reeling some rope on his left fist, just a 

bit of rope, skin was showing under the rope here and there. Good god, what’s going 
to come out of this?! Bewildered, he was observing a man who sat next to him and was 
swathing his hands with yellow bark from a bundle in the shop. The sergeant with the 
candle stood next to them, giving some light. The boy thought they might want to hang 
him to the roof beam. That would be painful, no fun in hanging with one arm fixed to 
the ceiling, his arm would dislocate at once, and the pain would surely force his stubborn 
tongue — it would force him to cry and beg as he was supposed to. He was breathing fast, 
gasping for air, his legs were trembling with fear.

The officer let the boy’s arm go and grunted:
—Close your eyes!
He did. In this very moment, a heat burned his arm. He understood everything at 

once. The rope caught fire at once, and the more he was shaking, the more it was flaring 
up. He managed to break free, fell on the floor, covering the fire with his belly, and the fire 
went out fast. A black spot was left on the bed.
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It felt so good and quiet to lie there, not paying any attention to the high boots that 
kick him, to the swearing that demands he wake up, or else they rip out his guts. It doesn’t 
matter anymore, let them do what they want, they have no power over him, let them kill 
him, he wouldn’t mind, but he won’t get up even for the sake of god. He wants to die here, 
at this spot. Nothing in the whole world can scare him. He survived the tortures of hell, 
what else could happen next? Is there a way to bring him back to his feet? Whatever, they 
can get lost, the words lost any common sense.

He closed his eyes and froze. He decided not to show any vital signs, let them believe 
he’s done. The hose slapped his butt, whipped the lesions on his back and found his heel. 
Fine, fine, they’re looking for a sensitive spot. Go on, do me a favour…

One of them tickled his heel and he nearly burst into laughter. It was the only thing 
he wasn’t ready for, the only thing. It was tickling a lot, too bad — he sprang to his feet — 
they could kill him with this tickling. Damn, they did find a sensitive spot.

The officer was eager to see the results of his work, he looked at the boy’s arms. They 
were fiery red, small bubbles began to appear. He nodded, made a face and stated that 
he felt no regret, the boy got what he asked for. Something was stinging him, though, as 
on the way to the gendarmes’ barracks he was kicking the boy and bitching about those 
damned carriages that decided to stop at that very spot, oh, he never needed this en-
counter today, it was exactly as needed as a bellybutton on his back.

At the barracks, they were looking at my arm the entire time. They let me have a seat. 
I put my arms on the table in front of me and was blowing on them. They told me to put 
my claws away, as it won’t help. I hid my arms not to make them angry. A bit later, I asked 
if they had some sunflower oil. The sergeant looked at me, perplexed, made a face and 
went away to bring oil.

—Rub it—he whispered.
I  rubbed it, and it helped, the heat almost went away, and now my back and my 

chest kept the torch burning. I really wanted to see what happened with my chest. In a 
desperate fear, I only felt a stream of sticky blood on my itchy skin. With my head lowered, 
I looked at my coat, as if the pain was coming from that centimeter-wide hole. I had no 
courage, though, to look at my shirt after opening my coat.

The sergeant sat next to a typewriter and started interrogating me: at what hour did 
I break into the house and where did I come from? Certainly, I didn’t answer. He repeat-
ed his question, and since I was keeping silent, he told me he would bite me, chew and 
throw me down the drain. With my eyes wide open, I looked under the table and revised 
the pain signals coming from different parts of my body.

The gendarme dropped by. He was banging his palm against his forehead and com-
plained that he has high blood pressure. Suddenly, he was next to me with his legs astride 
and shouted:

—Are you going to speak or not?!
I didn’t answer. He hit. I dropped to the floor.
—Are you going to speak or not?!—he roared.
No answer.
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An illustration from the book by Gulyás Mihály.  
A drawing by Gyula Szőnyi.

He grabbed my leg at the heel, picked 
me up and started to hit my head against 
the floor. It helped my vital signs, or else 
he would realize I was losing my ability to 
speak the more he hit me. I can’t believe my 
stubbornness hindered this brave sergeant’s 
wishes. I was being stupid, and I think it was 
my silence that led us into suffering. Either 
one of us was milling on his own mill. The 
gendarme was convinced that a rotten, 
stubborn rascal like me was intentionally 
keeping silent to get on his nerves, and his 
nerves weren’t as steady as they used to be, 
so he was set on breaking my will. He lifted 
me by my leg and hit my head against the 
floor. Each hit echoed in my head with a glug.

The officer found the questioning ex-
cessive, told the gendarme to stop it and 
pass me on to him: he would make me 
speak.

—Have him!—the sergeant said 
through clenched teeth and pushed me 
away. I managed to soften my fall with a 
hand.

The officer told me to sit back at my 
place.

With my head buzzing, I  got back to my chair. Against the white walls, black 
rings were appearing in my eyes, lightning-like fires were burning in each of the rings 
and an alarm clock went off in my head. I  was trembling, barely managing to sit  
upright.

—Tell me, son—the officer leaned towards me,—what’s the price of your stub-
bornness?—I felt he was sorry.—You’re an unlucky guy, you keep silent because you 
believe that it will better your lot.—He raised his voice:—You’re so wrong, son! The 
trial will be in your favour if you addmit your guilt. Answer Mister Sergeant’s ques-
tions, and we will all be free sooner. We wanted to be resting already — there’s a new 
day tomorrow, you know.

The sergeant even got up and walked around the room, complaining that he prom-
ised his wife to be back home at ten, and here you go, it’s past eleven already.

—Well, ask—the officer told the gendarme –, he’ll talk now.
The sergeant sat at the typewriter, touched the paper, asked something.
Silence, a complete silence.
—I can’t believe it!—he moaned and let his hands fall.
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—So, is this how it goes, young man?!—the officer spoke with an incredible anger.—
Listen here, I’ll show you my hand, you won’t be buying a pig in the poke anymore. You 
might not know, young man,—his voice started to sound threatening,—that you have 
committed a serious crime. Ignorance of the law is not an excuse. The actions you com-
mitted after 7 pm were during the state of emergency, and you were caught two hours 
later. Look here!—he grabbed his pistol. Took out a magazine, pulled out cartridges, one 
by one, like plum stones, and lined them in a row.

I was looking at the weapon with curiosity: I had never seen a pistol this close. How 
I  wished the black rings wouldn’t interfere with my vision. Yellow cartridges sparkled 
beautifully in the electric light, and the clumsy, massive weapon lay next to them as a 
breeding sow. Those cartridges were her piglets… If only I could take her in my hand, I’d 
be the boss here, and those two would diminish, lose their courage and tone down, if the 
boy would take up arms.

—Tomorrow, these eight bullets will hit your head, unless you speak. It’s the death 
penalty, just in case you didn’t know. We—he gestured towards the sergeant and him-
self—can change the evidence, we could write that we caught you at six in the official 
record. You should realize that we have good intentions and speak up. Speak, start to 
speak! Come on!

I don’t know what hit me. I paid no mind to what the gendarme was speaking, moved 
my face towards the pistol and the cartridges and — I’ll be damned! — gave them a 
smile. Strange as it may be, I smiled. Both men were widening their eyes at me, perplexed. 
They looked at me for a long time, even though the smile had already disappeared, as a 
stone sinks in a lake, but my interrogators were still looking at me, surprised. The officer 
kept his eyes on me as he pushed the pistol into the holster, swept the cartridges into his 
palm, poured them into his pocket and glared at the sergeant.

—This one’s crazy—he said in a husky voice.
—Possibly—the sergeant nodded.
—Got too much of a beating—the officer was close to being sorry, but the gendarme 

exclaimed:
—Serves him right! Sixteen and a burglar. Too early, don’t you think, lieutenant?
The officer waved his hand, exhausted:
—Throw him out, I don’t want to see him.
—Out!—the sergeant told me.
It was hard to get up. I grasped at the table with my good arm, put the second one on 

the tabletop to help myself with an elbow. The left one was swollen, white bubbles filled 
on my skin. The officer leaned against the back of a chair and watched my arms anxious-
ly. I was closing the door behind me when the officer said with a sigh:

—You should have killed him or hugged him.
Me, I wished he would see me in his dreams, in a cold sweat, whenever he wanted to 

feel best.
Although there were other things I owed myself, I have dealt with most of it, and my 

memory of the trials settled down. A slumber quietly engulfed me.”
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(pages 224–227)

“I have not seen them again.
I looked for the latch that fell down, nailed it on and closed the door. If anyone comes, 

they’ll have no right to bang at the door, they’ll have to ask for permission to enter by 
knocking courteously. The front line passed through the village, cancelled some of tem-
porary local laws and reinstated the usual important military laws, at the same time.

They made a bed for me on a bench. In a moment, I plunged into a deep sleep.
By the morning, the world was white. The sky became clearer and blue. The clouds 

that covered the landscape with snow moved towards the north, far away, and became 
darker over some distant village, as a grim fear put behind bars. The red sunrise shined 
on the dark blue peaks of the Zemplén-Tokaj ridge, overlooking the village with curiosity, 
observing if something had changed overnight. Houses were left intact, no roof tiles were 
broken, although war parties had fired numerous bullets at each other, and local hills got 
heavier by several hundred kilos. Resourceful kids, who used to think about future peace-
ful days, gathered a lot of baskets with used casings on the cemetery hill.

I quickly set up my schedule and decided not to go home, so that I could visit all the 
places of interest where my mother would not let me go. I was convinced they were safe. 
The morning was as peaceful, joyous and optimistic as any other early winter morning.

I took to my heels and ran towards the village! No one was driving in the village cen-
ter. Running across the bridge, I met the notary: he was making his way towards the poor 
quarter, his head hunched — he was likely going to make friends with the future pillars 
of the new regime. When he was some three meters away from me, my hand shot up in a 
salute of its own; a result of many years of fine training, even though I had to render this 
salute as a sign of respect. I shouted loudly,

—Best future to you!
A stout, well-fed man had both feet on the ground. Two fearful eyes were looking at 

me, open wide, never blinking. Then, he looked at me from under his eyebrows, trying to 
be certain no one’s ears were around to catch this unpleasant occasion. In one leap, he 
jumped next to me, grabbed my collar and shook me with all his might.

—Damn you, you rascal!—he hissed with hatred.—If you salute me with these words 
one more time, I’ll rip you from the inside! Do you get it?—He shook me several times 
more and, returning to his previous state, went on. I got it, I got it at once, my fear disap-
peared in a blink, and some wild joy filled me instead. I pulled off my hat, threw it up in 
the air and cried “Hooray!”. Pigeons were squeezing together on a roof of a nearby house. 
My cry scared them, they flew up and started to circle above the roof. This fearless gentle-
man, a top-class sir! How afraid he was! How I tilted him out of his saddle with this salute!

Romanian soldiers were on guard next to the bell tower. They looked at my cap but 
said nothing. Chimneys of the gendarme barracks were peacefully smoking. They cov-
ered the windows of their building with brown paper. The “logotype” of the gendarmes 
on the wooden building attic was covered with the Red Cross sign, quite a considerable 
one.
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The bridge! How about the bridge?!
Well, nothing. Didn’t explode. When I came closer, I found piles of TNT blocks that 

looked like kilogram soap bars on both sides of the bridge, guarded by watchmen. A 
bit later, I  saw Romanian soldiers, armed with rifles, next to the gendarme barracks. 
I couldn’t resist talking to them, as I knew them well already.

—What are you looking for?—I wouldn’t display their answer in a shop window: they 
told me off and mentioned my family tree in an unfavourable light.

In half an hour, I knew everything about the bridge. Two giant soldiers cut the burn-
ing fuse. The German sabotage group were in a hurry, they didn’t check if everything was 
fine, they lit up one end of the fuse and set off in their cars, lacking courage to return. A 
major role in the safety of the bridge belonged to one woman, an army quartermaster. 
Her house was right next to the bridge, and she was sure that her house would go down 
with the bridge. She pleaded with the watchmen (and fed them with garden treats) so 
that they came to a decision: outgame the Germans, save the bridge, meet the landla-
dy’s request, and expect that they will not be taken prisoners of war, the Romanians will 
appreciate their heroic deeds. I don’t know if this last point checked out. Hopefully, the 
Romanians let them go when they were done.

There was an explosion, but a bit further down, in several hundred meters. The 
watchmen at the railway bridge followed their orders — if they wouldn’t, we would have 
one more bridge intact… and I would be left alone.

At the other end of the bridge, a derelict building of the «Hangya» cooperative soci-
ety stood with its doors wide open. I was still curious enough to go in. It was full of chil-
dren. They were wresting valuables from each other and quarreling. The shelves were 
empty, and impromptu burglars were crawling, knee-deep in garbage. Suddenly, a high-
ranked Romanian officer appeared at the doors. Angry at what he saw, he shouted loudly. 
Confused children ran around like mice in a trap, tried to run through the door, but the 
officer stood his ground, waving his baton threateningly. The children gathered in the far 
corner and waited until the officer moved away from the door. He did. A lot of children 
dashed towards the exit, the baton hitting their heads without remorse. I dashed as well, 
but did not escape my fate, the baton “seasoned” my neck.

Disappointed, I went home. I only wanted to take a look, not to steal. I was angry 
at the officer. I was at the center of the village when my gaze met the notary’s. A spiteful 
wish crossed my mind: I should roast this fellow, this no-account, this scoundrel. At worst, 
I’ll get a slap from him. No, mister notary, I’ll try not to get even a slap from you. With my 
right hand in my pocket, I stood in his way and said with unreasonable boldness,

—Where have we been to, mister notary?
He shivered, his fearful eyes examining my face with spite, and then saw my hand in 

the pocket. He was anxious and scared, his face skewed with fear.
—Why do you care?—he asked in a tired voice, looking at my pocket. “You might 

have heard all sort of things about me; you can expect to hear anything from those who 
have been to prison. In prison, people are easy to break, especially young people.”

—You’re a brown-noser for the poor, aren’t you?
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If he had any courage or self-respect, he would give me such a slap I would see a bull 
fiddle in the sky instead of stars. Still, he left my provocation unanswered, went on to a 
turn on the road and hurried away with his head lowered. I cried, in a disgusting accent:

—Best future to you, noble gentleman! Best future to you!
It’s a shame to run away, but that’s an option — I ran, taking to my heels. How he 

hated me! My father was so angry when I gave an account of this true example of class 
struggle. He demanded that I not tarnish the family reputation, since I was so young that 
my incivility would inevitably go to the family account. He blamed my villainy and irre-
sponsibility.

I was trying to keep him in the dark, not to cause extreme harm by my behaviour. 
Ashamed, I disappeared from the room. I don’t know why, but I expected some kind of 
approval. I knew my father couldn’t stand the notary. At the same time, he was a poor 
man, he always kept his opinion to himself, was never a herald. When your mouth is shut, 
your head does not hurt. Why make people angry, especially gentlemen? A gentleman is 
always a gentleman, and if the Germans return, the silence will be back…

Upset, I went to the courtyard, having no idea what to do. I wandered in the cool 
December sun and listened to a noise that was nothing like the usual village noon bustle. 
A hammering clank of horseshoes was heard from the main road, they were dragging 
cannons along the cobblestone road destroyed by war — I was looking at this village 
caravan.”

A couple of words about the author of this Garadna village variety. Gulyás 
Mihály died on November 17, 2003. He was the third child in a family of nine. 
In 1938, the birth of a fourth child had complications. The mother was brought 
to the town of Szikszó, 40 kilometers from Garadna. today, this town still has 
one of the largest hospitals of the region. Regretfully, they couldn’t save the pa-
tient. The family lacked money even to bring their mother back to Garadna, so 
she was buried in Szikszó.

The father remarried, and the large family had five more children, although 
Mihály kept an unyielding love for his mother, who had been gone since he was 
eight. He was suffering because his mother was buried far away, not in Garadna 
with her parents.

Mihály was a shepherd from his early childhood, helped his father to herd 
the village cattle. One day, as a 16-year-old boy, he was sitting in the garden, 
picking at a German grenade detonator with an iron fork. In a sudden explosion, 
he lost two fingers and got nine shrapnels in his left leg and 13 in his right, with 
one fragment in his knee. The poor family had no money to remove them, and 
the shrapnels remained in his body for all his life.

Mihály wrote a number of literary works, leaving behind vivid and truthful 
portraits of Northern Hungarian life. Some of his life achievements: in 1956, 
he graduated from ELtE university in Budapest as a journalist. From 1952 to 
1966 he worked in the «Eyszak Magyarorszag» (Northern Hungary) newspaper. 
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From 1962 until his retirement, he 
was founder and chief editor of the 
monthly «Napjaink» (today) maga-
zine. In 1972, Gulyás Mihály was one 
of the Miskolc writers to found tokaj 
summer camp for Hungarian writers, 
which continues to this day.

As his knee condition worsened and 
he wanted to take care of his ill father, 
Mihály retired at 46, in 1975. In the 
summer of 2003, a new road was being 
built at Szikszó, next to the old ceme-
tery. This encouraged Mihály, at 74, to 
fullfill his long-time intention. He ex-
humed his mother and brought her 
remains to Garadna by the end of day, 
November 16. Early the next day, he 
was found dead. He was buried togeth-
er with his mother, in the same grave.

Mihály’s younger sister, Ilona, 
courteously allowed me to reprint the 
above excerpt from his book, and not-
ed trustingly, “The gendarmes gave 
Mihály a good beating that day…”

In July 1875, another man who 
left an imprint on Hungarian cul-
ture was born in Garadna. He was 
Kemény György, a poet and a jour-
nalist. For financial reasons, his family 
emigrated to the USA in 1896, mov-
ing to Cleveland. György wrote arti-
cles for many newspapers published 
in Hungarian. From 1903 to 1933, he 
edited the «Dongo» comic magazine. 
In 1908, in Cleveland, he published a 
Hungarian poem collection, «Magyar 
énekek azidegenben» (Hungarian 
songs in a strange land). In 1909, he 

Center: Ilona Gulyás, Mihály’s sister, 2019.

founded and edited the «Képes Családi Lapok» (Colourful family notes) maga-
zine. In 1944, in Detroit, his well-known «Magyar Élet könyve, 1892-1942» book 
(The book of Hungarian life, 1892—1942) was published.
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György Kemény,  
1875 — 1952

My home village

My home village is not a pretentious city.
Its road is neither dusty or dirty.
My home village is a tiny one,
It has houses standing on their knees,
And no one cares about people who live in these crooked houses.
The small house roofs are covered with dull straw,
Few of them can boast costly wooden lathing.
The windows are not painted:
You won’t see green shutters here, it only has crane’s bills.
Thin blockheads, underground bugs,
people sit silently under old mulberries
and hurry to eat from their bowls.
When it gets dark, exhausted people
Lay slowly on the straw heaps on their beds.
And my village, my poor little village sleeps,
As an orphan child sleeps on the rocks.
She’s in trouble, but who cares,
They didn’t even mark her on the map.
Even if they mark its little-known name,
People open their eyes in surprise when they see it.
My little village, my white little village
Is a nameless orphan,
And the map of the country
takes no pride in it.
Never grieve, my little village,
My home little village,
You won’t always be an orphan.
Our names aren’t yet forgotten,
We’ll spell them in large letters, in a special font,
On the map of Hungary.
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Look at this photo, made in 1936 in Garadna. It was taken by Klema Endre 
a Catholic priest from Budapest, who once again returned to his home village 
of Garadna for his favourite hobby. Each time he comes, he takes photographs 
of peculiar village events. The house in the photo is his home, less than 100 m 
away from the Spielberger home. What are those peasants doing? How old are 
they? Why would they sit together? At the time, it was a typical pastime for 
many families in the village, since the fertile lands around grew rich harvests 
of poppy.

This large family is gathering poppy, that is, they take ripe poppy pods, most 
of which are already open, shake them and collect poppy seeds. The journal that 
published this photo adds a tint of sarcasm when it notes: these two advanced 
production methods are employed around the world, and the peasants are un-
aware of that.

One production step includes cutting a fresh poppy capsule with a sharp 
knife to extract a white liquid paste — poppy milk. Opium has been produced 
from this milk for more than a hundred years. Opium, in turn, has been used to 
produce morphine, one of the world’s most important medications.

Another step, as Garadna long-time residents recall, started in their home 
village in the years surrounding «our events».
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I have copied several pages from the «МАGYARORSZÁG kereskedelmi, ipari 
és mezögazdasági CIMTÁRA»62 handbook, dated 1924. From the Garadna sec-
tion we can learn that the population of the village was 700 people at the time. 
There’s an enterprise listed as SPIELBERGER HERMANN, so the store of my 
Granny had kept its name. It also lists—Apotheke: János Kabay…

When I say, «our event», I mean 1926, when Mother Regina left Garadna to 
marry Ferenz and move to Miskolc. Not long before that, in 1924, a young phar-
macist, János Kabay, graduated and moved to Garadna to run the only pharma-
cy («across-the-road pharmacy») in Garadna.

In 1915, a 19-year-old János Kabay started studying chemistry in the 
Budapest Polytechnical university. In six months, he was forced to stop his stud-
ies as he was drafted to the military. After World War I he began learning his 
trade at the pharmacy that belonged to his older brother, Peter, in Hajdúnánás. 
At the same time, he studied at Budapest university, where he received his phar-
macist diploma in 1923, and took the Hippocratic oath in 1924.

The infusion of knowledge and talent of the young, energetic specialist in-
creased trust from both the villagers of Garadna and also from strangers. People 
from nearby villages and settlements started coming to the pharmacy, but János 
Kabay wasn’t happy. He was gnawed by an ambitious idea: to harvest morphine 
directly from the poppy, without the traditional opium part of the process. After 
the flowers withered, poppy capsules were cut, chopped, and the substance was 
extracted.

János Kabay filed a patent in 1925, 
and by 1927 he had founded an al-
kaloid chemical plant in his home-
town of Bűdszentmihály (current 
tiszavasvári). Next, in 1931 he filed 
another patent, realizing morphine 
could also be extracted from poppy 
straw and leaves, which used to be 
discarded. 

Double win! The factories that 
produced morphine from dry poppy 
straw could work all year round.

János Kabay protected his inven-
tion with patents from many countries, 
and his method of production of mor-
phine, this unique painkiller, indis-
pensable in many cases, is being used 

62 HUNGARIAN DIRECtORY: a commercial, industrial, crafts and agricultural address 
book, RUDOLF MOSSE, Budapest, 1924.

János Kabay (1896—1936)
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nowadays all over the world. Industrial solutions for morphine production were 
devised by János Kabay jointly with his wife, Ilona Kelp, a chemical engineer.

The fate of the inventor proved to be tragic. Aged 39, he died of acute blood sep-
sis after a major surgery. If an early death hadn’t taken him, János Kabay would 
have competed for the Nobel Prize. The Swedish government was paying a lot of 
attention to Hungary, and the prime minister valued this accomplishment and 
was supportive.

“Ismerjük be, hogy csupán részei vagyunk e nagy münek, s bár fontos a 
szerepünk, cask a mi kis körünket látjuk, de egészében fel nem foghatjuk. Az 
nem von le a mi értékünkböl, hogy a mi véges agyunk elvész a végtelenben.”

(János Kabay Magyar feltaláló, alkaloid kutató)
translation:

“Let’s admit we are only a part of a larger phenomenon, and even though 
our participation is important, we only see a part in time, not the whole 
picture. This does not diminish our value, even though our limited brain is 
lost in infinity”.

(János Kabay, Hungarian inventor and researcher of alkaloids)

***
Árpád Juhász is now 85 and widely known in Hungary and internationally 

as a prominent scientist, educator and public figure. Not long ago, as long as his 
health permitted it, he used to visit Garadna cemetery. With his family, he used 

Ilona Kelp and János Kabay.
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Árpád Juhász, his two daughters and a grandson visit his grandfather’s grave in Garadna, 
summer 2019.

to come to the grave of his grandfather, Juhász János, who had been a choir teacher 
in the Greek Catholic church of Garadna, which is still open.

Árpád Juhász graduated as a geologist from the Eötvös Loránd University in 
1957 and promoted geology for several years after that. He’s an honorary member 
of the Hungarian geological society and holds several state orders. He has filmed a 
range of geological movies and ran scientific broadcasts. He’s known to the whole 
country, constantly shown on TV, radio and print. He has visited 108 countries 
and talked about them on TV.

This was a glimpse of the past of our beloved Garadna, and now let’s listen to 
the current mayor of the village, Marianna Paulo:

—I moved to Garadna immediately after getting married, on August 21, 1990. 
I spent about three years crying… Soon after, I had my first daughter, Nikolett. In 
the meantime, I continued to work as a lab technician and a pharmacist assistant 
at the Pharmacy Department in Miskolc but was soon laid-off due to downsizing. 
I became unemployed. After my second daughter, Krisztina, was born, I entered 
preparatory school. I started getting to know the old villagers, and through them, 
meeting their families, both adults and children. Since then I’ve known who lives 
in each and every house. It was around that time that I also started to get really 
interested in what was happening in the village, and even now I am still constant-
ly thinking, what else can be done for Garadna? This way, I became part of the 
village…
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I  graduated from secondary school in 2005; that same year, my uncle Laci 
Abkorovics, Garadna mayor at the time, reached out and told me that they want-
ed to organize an Elderly Club, asking if I wouldn’t agree to be the leader of this 
Club. I couldn’t wait until the morning to dash there and sign up… It is such a 
lifetime opportunity, being offered such a job! Soon I was elected as one of the four 
members of the village Assembly.

In the 1990-s, factories started to shut down… Until then, many people from 
Garadna went to Miskolc for work, and suddenly, one after another, three facto-
ries closed: construction ironworks, wire, cement… With the shift of the system, 
many people found themselves unemployed. As it happened in other countries, 
too, those who were laid-off couldn’t find new jobs, either because of age or inad-
equate professional experience. All these people were taken under the custody of 
the Assembly and were enlisted in its Program of employment and job placement. 
Many people immediately retired… Those who were conveniently quite close to the 
legal retirement age were lucky. We organized beautiful parties for them, making 
their farewells memorable… As for those who were left with a meager unemploy-
ment subsidy, their state was far from enviable.

I worked as a member of the Assembly for 4 years. We started working. We are 
still bringing lunches from Novajidrány, where they are cooked at a partially subsi-
dized community kitchen. For those elderly people who have difficulty walking, we 
bring their meals to their homes. The other ones pass by the Club to share a meal 
and watch TV. We talk to them and help them fill out their bureaucratic papers.

It was at that time that I met Annushka. She was my colleague from the Club. 
Long before the Club was established, Annushka and Olga (Keri Mihajne) deliv-
ered meals to old people by bicycle, in any weather, be it snow or rain… They rode 
to fetch them from the kitchen in Novajidrány themselves… At the Club, they were 
baptized as «senior nurses».

In September, 2010, I entered University, and in October I was elected mayor of 
Garadna. Very hard times started for me… With all the other concerns still there, 
Vladimir started coming more often… Bringing guests in big buses. He comple-
mented me all the time, “Marianna, you are so smart!”

From the very beginning, my work has been to constantly fight for something… 
Our school was small, the number of pupils declined over the years. The authori-
ties decided to close our school. “It is expensive, too much money… There is a big 
school in Novajidrány, with many teachers, children can go there.” But, it’s 10 ki-
lometers to get there… We were fighting for many years…! That’s why we still have 
our small school, four classes, two classrooms… Today, the pupils of our school are 
celebrating a holiday, Maslenitsa (Butter Week). My girl helpers used three kilos of 
flour to make doughnuts with peach jam and took them to the school for the chil-
dren to celebrate. Such events are also important for us. Unfortunately, I am not 
feeling very well today, so for the first time I couldn’t attend.
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And the Assembly building…! You should go see, last year it was renovated and 
now looks very nice. They wanted to close it down as well, “Why don’t they come 
to Novajidrány? There’s a big department!” But here we have old people coming 
in every day from Monday to Friday, with their problems and requests, asking for 
help… And we need to help everyone… It is hard work, very exhausting!!! More 
often than not we manage, but it takes time and effort…

Now I have new unemployed people. Nowadays, younger people often man-
age to find a new job, but there are older ones, those in their 50s, 60s, who are 
looking at retirement. I have 30 of them. We clean the streets all year round, 
sweep the ground, keeping the village clean. I always find one little job or another, 
but many of them are not in the best state of health, it is hard for them… There 
are also alcoholics among them… We renovate buildings, clean drain pipes… 
Plant vegetables, harvest them… Buy and renovate abandoned houses. Then 
someone would rent them… Garadna has repeatedly received certificates of ap-
preciation from the Ministry of Internal Affairs for our Employment programs; 
we were awarded cash prizes and use them to buy real estate… Two houses we 
renovated are now rented by two couples, they are paying rent and saving to 
eventually buy them out. And we like that, we would like to see Garadna get-
ting younger.

Right now, we don’t have a single empty house. Either they are rented imme-
diately by our own young people, or young couples from Slovakia buy them. The 
number of old people grows, but so does the number of young people. We are glad 
to see it happen. It proves that Garadna has a future. The most important thing 
is that the young couple that stay here to live, love our village, it is beautiful here 
and people hold on to their roots. And wherever in Hungary we meet our fellow 
countrymen, they are always proud to 
be from Garadna! It’s wonderful!

I always have helpers. We don’t have 
a lot of people, and everybody is busy, 
with a lot of things to do, but they al-
ways agree to help. My biggest helper is 
Annushka (That is—Klema Anna, and 
after marriage—Mincsik Gaborne—V. 
R.) She is very ingenious. Without any 
special education, 30 years ago she 
founded and still voluntarily main-
tains Garadna’s library. First it occu-
pied a small room in the house of the 
Assembly, but now it is in a big room 
in the Club building, which was just re-
cently wonderfully renovated with the 
grant money. 

Annushka Klema, after marriage— 
Mincsik Gaborne.
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Annushka is never short on advice, a good idea. For a few years now, she 
has been collecting items, and we have been organizing thematic exhibitions of 
Garadna history: “Old Photographs”, “Lace by Our Craftswomen”, “Ancient wed-
ding dresses”, “Photographs of Children”, “traditional Kitchen-Wall Decoration 
Lace”.

«REGINA SPIELBERGER’s Lace» is the title of our most recent exhibition, 
prepared for the inauguration of the “SPIELBERGER-35 Memorial”. Two doz-
en laceworks by Vladimir Rott’s mother are on display at the Village House. She 
made them when she was young, in the 1920s, when she lived in Garadna, and he 
brought them here from Canada. The preparation of this exhibition (washing the 
lace, starching, ironing and placing them on the tables) was all accomplished by 
our Annushka Mincsik.

I will use this opportunity to express my great gratitude to Anna’s children, the 
equally talented, Veronika and Gabor. Veronika Mincsik is a teacher at the tech-
nical school; she shared with us some materials from her dissertation containing 
interesting historical facts and photographs of Garadna. Gabor Mincsik teaches 
at a parish school in Miskolc, he is studying the history of Rusyns and the Greek 
Catholic Church in Transkarpathia. Annushka, I will tell you as a secret, likes 
Vladimir a lot, and always make some trinkets in crochet for him and his family, 
awaiting their visit. She has a very kind heart and is always ready to help.
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Nowadays, when Annushka is busy helping her daughter to raise her grand-
children, she is replaced by tania (Retlai Istvanne), a girl from Ukraine who is 
married to one of our lads. She works in our employment program, but if I tell 
Tania we need her to go to work on a Sunday, that someone is coming, and we 
need to bake something or prepare to receive the guests, she will leave all her house 
work and will be ready to help! She is still struggling with Hungarian to master it.

I graduated from University as a social worker. This specialization is not very 
sought after here, in Budapest there is much more demand, and it’s paid pretty 
well. In Germany and the United States these professionals are in great demand.

I was very grateful and proud to have been elected to the National Council of 
Mayors of Small Communities of Hungary, where I am trying to contribute with 
my ideas and energy as a social counselor. Thanks to this organization I went to 
Norway, where we met their institutions and apartments for the elderly, as well as 
schools; social programs and their beneficiaries.

Right now, in our country, especially in our regions of Borsod and Abaúj, small 
communities are struggling to survive, to preserve themselves. The State took this 
into account and launched a grant program called «Modern Village». (Yet, truth 
be told, we have already applied for it three times, but haven’t won it yet due to 
the low number of residents…) This program is very important for our country. 
We don’t all need to live in big cities, and what can be sweeter than coming back 
to your roots, visiting parents, bringing children and passing vacations, if there 
are decent roads, restaurants, some halls, places or grounds for family leisure. Not 
to mention the unique taste of fruits and vegetables in the countryside! «Modern 
Village» is a wonderful idea!

The «SPIELBERGER—35 Memorial», whose inauguration ceremony last 
summer gathered several dozens of guests from different countries made us 
very proud and inspired us to stay worthy of our honorable village. More and 
more often, people driving to Košice via the highway notice the structure of 
white stone and stop to take a look.

Now we are trying to get a decent road to the Memorial built. Why do we need 
this road? Many would say, what’s the big deal, it’s just a small memorable place, 
people create them and then move on… How many people in the whole world try 
to get a decent road built to their houses? And this road, you think Vladimir wants 
it for himself? Was it for himself that he built the Memorial?! For children and 
grandchildren! I lost count of the number of times that he came to Hungary, made 
presentations here and for schoolchildren in Miskolc, preparatory school students 
in Encs and Budapest… Vladimir doesn’t want the road to walk it himself, but for 
their children and grandchildren… The family cherishes the memories of their 35 
beloved ones who were killed in Auschwitz. And we, here in Garadna, must al-
ways remember that house No. 6 on Fő (Main) Street was home to the 13 children 
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whose descendants, the descendants of the Spielberger family (Spielberg), now live 
around Hungary, the USA, Canada and in other countries…

Marianna’s passionate speech touched me so much that I couldn’t help adding,
—Our dream is to make Garadna, a small town, a visit worth adding to the 

route «Košice-Warsaw-Krakow-Auschwitz», which already attracts numerous 
tourists willing to see and feel the treacherous road of death, by which Hungarian 
and Slovakian Jews were taken to Auschwitz in 1944, including Garadna’s own 
kind and much-needed Jews.

The road to the Spielberger’s Memorial for 35 family members martyred in Auschwitz  
is desperately required.
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If we build a road to the Memorial, I am sure that our children, and first 
of all our daughter Ilona who is already a Hungarian citizen, won’t hesitate 
to organize some regular event: «Memory Day», «Friends’ and Relatives’ 
Gathering», «Celebration of Life». Let’s say, every five years on a certain day 
of June or July, we could get together for a few days in Garadna, come up 
with some interesting program and afterwards go see Hungary or one of the 
European countries. Most importantly, if a family has the place of its own 
exodus, their own human cradle, the family should start any trip with their 
children and friends from this place. It is always easier to build your future if 
you see your roots.

Show your past to your friends! Want to see Europe? Let’s go! Starting from 
Garadna!”

My example of interrupting the conversation was suddenly followed by tibor 
Paulo—Mariana’s husband, who was sitting with us the entire time. He said,

—Kemeny Gyorgy was not the only one convinced that one day our Garadna 
would appear on the map… Dorottya Klema told me that they saw a 16th-century 
map in Italy, where Garadna was proudly showing!

In concluding her speech, our respected Ms. Mayor, Marianna Paulo, shared,
—I feel, no, I am certain that villages like our Garadna have a future! Although 

I have been wishing for some time for some young enthusiast willing to replace me 
as the Mayor of Garadna. I would be happy to hand on the baton to somebody… 
I believe in the young, very much so. Nowadays, whatever it is we are doing, we 
need to do everything so that the younger generation likes it.

Marianna and Tibor Paulo’s family. Garadna, 2020.
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I want to finish this chapter with just one 
note: tibor Paulo in his comment mentioned 
the name of Dorottya Klema, I also had the 
honor to meet this humble, highly educat-
ed and very nice woman. Firstly, she is the 
younger sister of Annushka Klema who you 
already know well; she grew up in Garadna, 
lives in Miskolc and has two children. 
Secondly, Dorottya Klema is an English teach-
er and deputy principal of a primary school.

A surprising coincidence: this prima-
ry school in Miskolc is located next to the 
house (No.2, Sholtes—Nagy Kalman Street), 
where my parents, Regina and Ferenc, and 
my brother Joseph rented an apartment until 
1931… and from where, unfortunately, they 
were taken to their «Hell in the East»…

According to Dorottya, the map which shows Garadna that she mentioned 
was issued in 1575 as a map of «Central and Northern Europe» and exhibited at 
the museum of ancient maps (Hall of Geographical Maps) in Palazzo Vecchio 
in Florence.

Thank you, Dorottya, for yet another joyful encounter!

LIFE GOES ON!

toronto 
February 18, 2020.

Dorottya Klema.
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today, March 24, 2019, this book was already being prepared for publication. 
Natalia Ovchinnikova was finishing the last chapter of the translation. Katalin 
Mezey cleaned up the «Epilogue». Gyorgy Zoltan Jozsa was already rejoycing 
at the respite at the end of this project, and the graphic designer Istvan Bacsi 
had already sent me the PDFs of the first three chapters of the Russian text 
to check. When suddenly, out broke this WORLDWIDE CAtAStROPHE of 
COVID-19!!! (And no one today can yet imagine how this will all end…) The 
countries of the World were under the terrible coronavirus disease (COVID-19 
acute respiratory disease). All citizens were ordered to self-isolate in their 
homes… Among the millions of new concerns that arose was the matter of 
providing an unlimited source of entertainment for people in quarantine. In 
response to this problem, in each country the Internet, television, concert halls, 
theaters, museums and other media valuntarily opened free access to their pro-
grams and archives. The archives of Hungary were also on the list.

I just introduced readers to my new friend, born in the village of Garadna, a 
teacher from Miskolc, Dorottya Klema. Just the other day, obeying the general 
quarantine, she was at home on her computer studying the newly available archi-
val material … A big fan of history and the past, Dorottya searched for: “Garadna, 
Paulovics.” Paulovics is the surname of her grandfather, who once served as a 
judge in Garadna. Suddenly, an inscription appeared on the computer screen:

Gulyás-Mihály-cikke-Kabayról-EszakMagyarorszag_1989_10__pages49-49 (2).pdf

Words cannot express this incredible luck! The 
Internet informed Dorottya about an article pre-
viously unknown to us that was already familiar 
to the reader, Mihaly Gulyás, published by the au-
thor in 1989 in the journal «Northern Hungary». 
The article is dedicated to his fellow countryman 
from Garadna, the honored chemist—János Kabay. 
Dorothea immediately posted this material on 
her Facebook to share with her friends and col-
leagues. The next day, this Facebook post was seen 
in Garadna by Marian and tibor Paulo, and they 
immediately sent me!… What a substantial addi-
tion to all that we had already learned about this 
great chemist of Hungary.

Dear reader, after such a flood of information, one can only proclaim:

GARADNA, LIVE!!
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Some may be surprised by the number of photos I have included in this 
book. Of course, there are many of them, but these are the living faces of the he-
roes of my books and related events, whose memory I want to preserve. I write 
books for our grandchildren and their peers, who will be able to look to the or-
igins and realities of the events of the mad age we lived through.

The three years that gave me this my fourth book flew by. Getting older, 
one comes to understand that life not only goes on, but rushes with a meteoric 
speed, leaving you to only notice and admire it. I am grateful to fate for giving 
me the joy to see this, my new “baby”. And I was lucky to have so many won-
derful helpers!

First of all, my dear wife Iya, we are together for 59 years now, both retired. 
My electrical repair company calls me to the rescue less and less often, giving me 
the possibility to deal with the tasks and events that I described here. If I have 
the opportunity, I can spend many days in a row at the computer or on the 
phone writing, calling and organizing, reading and checking the translations. 
For many years now, we haven’t been going out much for cultural events much. 
Iya spends hours sitting in silence in another room. Most of all she likes playing 
videogames on her iPad and, almost as much, she likes to watch and listen to 
countless concerts of classical music and operas on the screen of her big com-
puter. Many of these she has known by heart for a long time.

And on Thursdays we go grocery shopping. And it’s not the usual “bread, 
milk and butter…”, but really dozens of kilos of provisions, which Iya then uses 
to spend all of Friday cooking for Saturday lunch for our dear, talkative, close-
knit family of children and grandchildren, who not only can’t stop compli-
menting “the best restaurant in the world…”, but also continue appreciating this 
unique opportunity to gather, spend time with each other and learn what’s go-
ing on with everyone’s lives. Of course, we are all deeply and sincerely thankful 
to “Granma Iya” for her “kitchen shift for 16 people”, this “solo concert” of hers, 
where the main percussion instrument is a 14-litre pot with chicken soup…

All these “diners” are also my helpers in bearing the books. After finishing 
a new chapter, I give it to Iya to read. She fills in the missing letters, gives ad-
vice, celebrates verbal delights, provides support. Sandor always suggests inter-
esting literary solutions. His daughter Audrey Rott is the designer of the cover 
and overall graphic design of this book and the previous one. Ilona’s daughter, 
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David Turk .

Serena Posner, helps me with editing images and has uploaded all my books 
to the Web on the site www.vladimirrott.com. Our youngest son, Edwin Rott, 
is the editor of the English text of this book. I want to separately thank all the 
members of the younger generation of our family who immediately answer the 
call and rush to help their grandfather if for some reason my computer is «fro-
zenhanged».

I also think it is the right moment to once again thank Lyudmila Shakova, 
who was a true gift of fate to me. She was the talented, scrupulous and pa-
tient editor of my first three books, but unfortunately the severe illness that 
came her way won’t allow her to read these lines. A former Muscovite, when 
we met Lyudmila Shakova had already spent 30 years as the editor of the old-
est newspaper in Russian (outside the Russian-speaking territories), “NOVOYE 
RUSSKOYE SLOVO” (“NEW RUSSIAN WORD”), which has been published in 
New York since 1910.

It is hard to overstate the importance of the arduous work of translators 
Cathy Young (New York), Natalia Ovchinnikova (Porto, Portugal), Zsuzsa Kiraly 
(Budapest) and Doctor of Philology (in Russian literature) Gyorgy Zoltan Yozsa 
(Budapest), all who made this book accessible for my English and Hungarian-
speaking readers. Thank you very much, my dears!

My books got the opportunity to be published in Hungary, and in three lan-
guages at that, thanks to one fateful encounter. Mezey Katalin, the director of 
the «Széphalom Könyvmühey» printing house in Budapest, talented poetess and 
recipient of the Kossuth Prize, as well as an experienced publisher with a big 
heart, exerted all her powers so that these books had great quality and reached 
readers as soon as possible. Mezey Katalin is also the editor of the Hungarian 
editions of my books. All the members of our family deeply respect her and are 
proud of our long-lasting friendship.

Katalin Bod, a kind, talented and very humble woman who lives in Budapest, 
became my friend when Mezey Katalin gave her the English text of my first 
book to proofread. Since then, Kati Bod at any hour patiently finds professional 

answers to my literary questions, sincerely encourages me 
and is always happy for the achievements of our family.

Celebrating the release of this, my fourth book, 
I  can’t miss naming yet another vital helper and 
friend of ours. It’s David Turk, my old acquaintance; 
I’ve known him since his multiple visits to our com-
pany “Ferrum Metal Mfg Co” as a 20-year-old man, 
curious about the peculiarities of metal treatment 
processes. today David Turk is the owner of “Gallery 

Specialty Hardware Ltd.”, a successful company with 
state-of-the-art equipment and regional offices in oth-

er countries. For me he is a reliable helper for whatever 
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Еvа Оrоsz.

my technical needs may be, be it making some spe-
cial order on his equipment, giving me a piece of 
material with specific qualities or of a specific 
size, but most importantly, David Turk is one 
of the most attentive and generous sponsors 
of our projects.

I  also couldn’t possibly do all this with-
out saying once again words of gratitude to 
our old friend and helper Eva Orosz. Highly 
cultured and educated, with a great love and 
knowledge of music, she is always ready to re-
solve my infinitely arising doubts with the most 
patient and serious attitude, be it finding some 
author, commenting on historical or current political events in a certain coun-
try, suggesting cultural programs for our trips, booking tickets… She is truly the 

“Ambassador” of our family in Budapest. Еvа, thank you so much!
The life of our family was enriched with many new remarkable events after 

we met and became friends with Madame Stefánia Szabó, who was appointed 
as Hungarian Consul General in toronto. The Hungarian-speaking population 
of Canada’s biggest city began to get involved in a series of thematic lectures, 
exhibitions, screenings of Hungarian movies, evening gatherings to celebrate 
national holidays and graduation of new engineers, and interested in products 
of Hungarian porcelain factories, as well as tours by Hungarian performers and 
music bands. The University of toronto witnessed a rise in the number of stu-
dents interested in studying Hungarian. to our content, after the end of her 
overseas duty, Stefánia Szabó opted to stay and live in toronto.

In December, 2019, something happened which was very interesting for me. 
“Yated Ne’eman”, a large US newspaper, printed a story about our family in its is-
sue dedicated to the Jewish New Year. The five-page article with photographs by 
Baruch Weiss was titled “The AMAZING StORY of VLADIMIR (ZEV) ROtt”. 
It talks about the milestones of our family history, the episodes of fighting for 
survival and our contribution to the restoration of Jewish cemeteries. This arti-
cle received a lot of response from the US, Canada and Israel.

Dear mother Regina! (Thank God, lived nearly to 100!). From deepest pov-
erty and misery you heroically, rigorously and dedicatedly raised and guided 
me to become an engineer.

My dear father Ferenc! They didn’t let you live to 52… As millions of other 
doomed ones, you—a kind, eager parent—were denied the possibility to raise 
me, but the Lord saw your’s and mother’s sufferings and gave me and my family 
the opportunity to enjoy life.
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I am 85 already, and I still want to smile and live. And how can I not smile?! 
Even now, I still have my «guardian angels» blessing my journey:

Evgeny Artemovich Bashinjaghyan (may God give him health, will be 96 in 
August!), former leading engineer of the “VAZ” (now AvtoVAZ—translator’s 
note) car factory in togliatti, who chose me in 1966 as the head of equipment 
installation and the repair shop.

Kurt Rothschild (may God give him health, will be 100 in December!), 
Honorary President of the World “MIZRACHI”, one of the creators of several 
foundations for the creation of new settlements in the Sinai desert, my old men-
tor and friend from the Jewish community in toronto.
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Nikolay Nikolaevich Vdovin (may God give him health, will be 105 in 
December!), former Physics teacher at the Bobruysk (Belarus) secondary school, 
who, at my mother’s request, pulled me in from the streets in 1949 and made me 
study to become an engineer.

We are all getting old, that’s certain, and we are all going to die, but until 
then, we live!

Life goes on!

Addition: In the meantime, life hints to me that I can’t finish this book with-
out this small additional comment:

Just now radio CВС radio (Canadian Broadcasting Corporation) presents 
the news that Canadian Indigenous people are not planning to end their sit-
down strike on the country’s railroads from Halifax to Vancouver, a strike which 
already has kept the entire transport system paralyzed for a week…; so, follow-
ing this, news arrived that the UN (the United Nations Organization that has 
long forgotten why it still exists) decided to remove the Canadian army from 

“Peacekeeping operations” because the Armed Forces of Canada have a ratio of 
females “far below the acceptable minimum” of 30 percent…
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And last week, television viewers saw a news story about a meeting in the 
Kremlin of Russian and Palestinian leaders, where the President of Palestine 
was awarded the Order of Russia. An old anecdote, which has been popular 
since our student years, came to mind. (Even then, the Soviet propaganda dis-
cussed the possibility of “peace talks” between Israel and Egypt…)

Question:
—How do you equate President Gamal Abdel Nasser and General Moshe 

Dayan63

Answer:
—Award the Order of Lenin to one, …and knock out the eye of the other…!

The History keeps rolling along…

63 The future Israeli general Moshe Dayan lost one eye in 1941 in a military operation in Syria, 
where he fought on the side of British troops in the anti-Hitler coalition.


