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“History is written by the victors,” claimed Winston Churchill.

While humanity as a whole lost tragically in the blood-

bath of World War II, in the military and political sense there were 

many victors - and thus many histories to recount.

These different versions of the war may be seen as conflicting or 

contradictory. But a close look reveals that rather than being alter-

native histories, they are more often than not parallel narratives. 

How could it really be otherwise? 

Pearl Harbor, Anzio, Omaha Beach, Iwo Jima, the Ardennes -these 

and many other place names symbolize the American memory of 

the war.  The Battle of Moscow, Stalingrad, Kursk, Siege of Sevas-

topol, Brest Fortress – these are the places that matter for a Rus-

sian.

How Americans and Russians have recounted “their” wars, though 

fought against a common enemy, come inevitably and necessarily 

from different perspectives. 

As David Miller explains in the first text in this brochure, com-

memorations and celebrations of the victory of the Allied powers 

over Nazi Germany took on an importance in the Soviet Union and 

still, too, in today’s Russia that is far in excess and scale than any-

thing seen in any of the other victorious nations.

Why?  Perhaps, beyond political demands, because of the sheer, 

horrific magnitude of Soviet losses, which brought the tragedy into 

almost every Russian home and family for generations to come.

With the extraordinary modern rise of communications and en-

tertainment media, history may still be written by the victors, but 

rather more by their film producers and popular writers than their 

politicians and scholars. The text in the center of this booklet, by 

Stephen Norris, recounts how American and Soviet movies indeed 

largely established the respective war narratives of our peoples: 

yesterday’s partners, yesterday’s ‘Brothers in Arms’ turned Cold 

War enemies.

In this publication, RBTH hopes to help bridge the divide between 

the war narratives of our two great nations, by showing that we 

have also many common but little told World War II stories.  How, 

for example, advancing Russian and American troops met in the 

middle of Germany and literally rebuilt a bridge over the Elbe riv-

er, proclaiming it precisely ‘a bridge of friendship’; how a New York 

archive has helped to uncover the untold story of Jewish Soviet 

soldies who fought in the war; or the incredible story of how an 

American paratrooper, an escapee from a German camp, ended up 

joining the Red Army and fighting alongside his new Soviet com-

rades.

We hope that these and many other stories will interest and inspire 

you. 

To quote the late, great popular U.S. filmmaker Michael Crichton: 

“If you don’t know history, then you don’t know anything.  You are 

a leaf that doesn’t know it is part of a tree.”
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by the Soviet Union has led many average 

Russians today to feel as if their country paid 

the lion’s share of the cost for defeating Nazi 

Germany. 

At odds with the West 
The original victory parade was held in June 

1945, after many Soviet troops had returned 

from the front. After that, parades were held 

on May 9, 1965, for the 20th anniversary, and 

then in 1975 and 1985. Since the May 9, 1995 

parade celebrating the 50th anniversary of 

the victory, parades have been held every year.  

The Soviet Union and now the Russian Fed-

eration marks Victory Day on May 9 because 

although Germany surrendered on May 8, due 

to the time change, the surrender was signed 

after midnight in Moscow. 

Today it is both a chance to honor Russia’s 

past sacrifices and achievements and to show 

off the country’s latest military hardware. 

For the past 20 years, Russia’s leadership has 

pulled out all the stops every year and typi-

cally hosts dozens of heads of state in mark-

ing the occasion. 

This year, however, the celebration comes at 

a time when Russia is at bitter odds with the 

West over the armed conflict in Ukraine, and 

as economic sanctions threaten to force aver-

age Russians into making sacrifices due to the 

standoff. 

During a recent meeting of the committee 

organizing the 70th anniversary celebration, 

Russian President Vladimir Putin lashed out 

at unnamed critics he accused of attempting 

to downplay Russia’s role in the war — which 

is known as the Great Patriotic War in Russia.  

“Unfortunately, today we see not only at-

tempts at distorting the events of that war, 

but also unmasked cynical lies and impudent 

defamation of an entire generation of people 

who gave up everything for this victory, who 

defended peace on earth,” Putin said. “We 

should constantly, firmly, persistently and 

with reason assert the truth about the war, 

about the colossal contribution of the Soviet 

people to the victory.” 

In late March, Russian Foreign Minister Ser-

gei Lavrov said leaders of 26 countries plan 

to attend the Victory Day celebrations in Mos-

cow in 2015, including Chinese President Xi 

Jinping and North Korean leader Kim Jong 

Un. None of the leaders of major Western 

countries, including the leaders of the former 

allied powers U.S. President Barack Obama, 

British Prime Minister David Cameron and 

French President Francois Hollande plan to 

attend. German Chancellor Angela Merkel 

will also not attend the parade, although she 

will join Putin in laying a wreath at the Tomb 

of the Unknown Soldier beneath the the 

Kremlin Wall on May 10. 

In contrast, NATO troops joined Russian sol-

diers in marching across Red Square in 2010, 

while former U.S. President George W. Bush 

traveled to Moscow in 2005 to sit next to Pu-

tin for the 65th anniversary of Victory Day.

Sept. 1, 1939 - June 21, 1941

June 22, 1941 - mid-Nov. 1942

Mid-Nov. 1942 - Dec. 1, 1943

Dec. 1943 - May 9, 1945

May 10 - Sept. 2, 1945

U.S. military personnel 

march along Red Square 

during the Victory Day 

parade on May 9,

2010 in Moscow.

When invading Nazi forces reached the 

outskirts of Moscow in late 1941, the 

stakes couldn’t have been higher for the Sovi-

et Union. Hitler considered Slavs an inferior 

ethnic race. Nazi records suggest that if Ger-

many had been successful, tens of millions of 

Russians would have faced a genocidal re-

gime of enslavement and forced exile. 

The statistics around the Battle of Moscow 

defy belief. Estimates of Soviet casualties 

alone range as high as 1.2 million people for 

that single battle — almost double the num-

ber that the United States lost in all of World 

War I, World War II, the Vietnam War and the 

Korean War combined. Nearly every family in 

Russia has a direct connection to the war.

Comparisons like these help demonstrate why 

the Second World War still looms so large in 

the minds of Russians — in a way that West-

ern visitors to Russia often find surprising. 

“World War II is an event very different in the 

minds of Russians than in the minds of Amer-

icans and Europeans,” Paul Goble, a political 

analyst who once advised former U.S. Secre-

tary of State James Baker, wrote in a recent 

analysis for the Russia Direct website. “For 

Russians, World War II is and remains the 

central act of their history during 

the last century…. For Americans 

and Europeans, that conflict is in-

creasingly a matter of history.”

Every May 9, Russia commemorates 

victory over the Nazi Germany with a 

zeal that is almost surely unequaled any-

where else in the world. Government offices 

and financial markets close; Moscow’s main 

thoroughfare becomes a pedestrian prom-

enade bedecked with flags and black-and-or-

ange St. George’s ribbons, the Russian symbol 

of military valor. 

The holiday is celebrated not just in Moscow. 

Practically every city in Russia has a monu-

ment to the war and an eternal 

flame where ceremonies are 

held. During the Soviet era, 13 

cities that suffered particularly 

intense fighting were given the 

title of “hero city,” (города-

герои), although only half of these are in 

modern Russia.

Indeed, the Soviet Union endured the high-

est casualties of any country in the war, with 

estimates ranging from around 20 million to 

28 million. The colossal human sacrifice made 

is the approximate 

number of people the 

Soviet Union lost in 

the Second World War, 

known in Russia as the 

Great Patriotic War.

27MLN

The Second World War has a central 
place in Russia’s national consciousness. 
Now, the country is gearing up for a 
blockbuster celebration of the 70th 
anniversary amid new tensions with its 
former allies.
David Miller, special to RBTH

The first Victory 

parade was held on 

June 24, 1945. Since 

1995, parades have been 

held every year.

Hitler’s armies roll through Europe in the 

“blitzkrieg” phase of the war. 

Nazi Germany launches Operation Bar-

barossa, the invasion of the Soviet Union. 

Siege of Leningrad begins on Sept. 8.

Battle of Stalingrad ends Feb. 22, 1943. 

The tide of the war begins to turn. Dur-

ing the Tehran conference from Nov. 28-

Dec. 1, 1943, Joseph Stalin, Franklin D. 

Roosevelt and Winston Churchill agree 

to open a second front. 

Second front is opened with the invasion 

of Normandy on D-Day. On, April 25, 1945, 

the meeting on the Elbe takes place; Soviet 

troops arrive in Berlin May 2, 1945.

The war in the Pacific continues until Japan 

surrenders on Sept. 2, after atomic bombs 

are dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. 

The tomb of the unknown solder just outside the 

Kremlin walls is a symbol of Russia’s sacrifice.
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For years, Soviet troops had been inching 

slowly westward, pushing Nazi troops 

back all along the Eastern Front. On June 6, 

1944, D-Day, American and British troops 

opened a second front in Europe and began 

fighting the Nazis on the ground from the 

West. Finally, on April 25, 1945, Soviet and 

American troops cut through the Wehrmacht 

divisions and met in the middle of Germany 

near the town of Torgau, 85 miles from Berlin, 

on the Elbe River. The allied forces had effec-

tively cut Germany in two. 

That Soviet and American troops would meet 

in this general area was known, and signals 

had even been worked out between the allied 

leaders at Yalta to indicate to the troops on ei-

ther side that they were friendly. But the actu-

al meeting itself was decided by fate. The mo-

ment, which came to be known as the Meeting 

on the Elbe, portended the end of the war in 

Europe, which came less than two short weeks 

later, when the Red Army stormed Berlin.

Lt. Bill Robertson of the 273th Regiment of the 

69th Infantry Division, driving on the morning 

of April 25  into the town of Torgau, knew that 

he might encounter Soviet troops, and knew he 

should greet them as friends and allies – Gen. 

Courtney Hodges, Commander of the First U.S. 

Army, had told his men to “Treat them nicely.” 

But Robertson was not prepared to carry out 

the protocol that U.S. President Franklin Roo-

sevelt, Soviet Leader Joseph Stalin and British 

Prime Minister Winston Churchill had worked 

out several months before in Yalta. The first 

American soldiers to make contact were to fire 

a green-colored star shell – the Soviets, a red 

one. Robertson and the three men in his pa-

trol decided the best way to show they were 

Americans was to present an American flag. 

As they didn’t have a flag, they found a white 

sheet and painted it as best they could to look 

like the stars-and-stripes.

Soviet Lt. Alexander Sylvashko was skepti-

cal at first that Robertson and his men were 

Americans. He thought the four men waving a 

colored sheet were Germans playing a trick on 

the Soviet troops. He fired a red star shell, but 

did not receive a green one in return. 

Sylvashko sent one of his soldiers, a man 

named Andreev, to meet Robertson, in the cen-

ter of a bridge crossing the Elbe. The two men 

awkwardly embraced and made the hand sig-

nal of “V for Victory.”

The following day, a huge ceremony was held 

on the spot with dozens of soldiers from both 

sides. They swore an oath, in memory of those 

who had not made it so far: 

 “In the name of those who have fallen on the 

battlefields, those who have left this life and in 

the name of their descendants, the way to war 

must be blocked!”

On this partially destroyed bridge over the 

Elbe, the Soviet and American soldiers built 

a new one, between countries — a bridge of 

friendship.

That day, the soldiers met as comrades-in-

arms, embraced each other, and exchanged 

buttons, stars and patches from each other’s 

uniforms. Later, this exchange of “souvenirs” 

was carried out at the highest levels. Officers 

American-Russian
CULTURAL COOPERATION FOUNDATION

Alexander Potemkin, 
special to RBTH

exchanged their service weapons. Soviet Mar-

shal Ivan Konev presented U.S. General Omar 

Bradley with his war horse, a magnificent Don 

stallion; Bradley presented Konev with the Le-

gion of Merit – and also gave him a jeep.  Mar-

shal Georgy Zhukov, the top Soviet general, 

awarded Supreme Allied Commander Dwight 

D. Eisenhower the highest honor of the Soviet 

Union, the Order of Victory.  Eisenhower gave 

Zhukov the Legion of Honor.  Eisenhower, who 

loved Coca-Cola, shared a drink with Zhukov. 

The Soviet commander liked it so much a spe-

cial version of Coca-Cola, White Coke, was 

made for him. The drink was colorless so that 

it would look like Zhukov was drinking vodka. 

This exchange of culture and customs was 

indicative of the spirit of the Meeting on the 

Elbe. 

In 1988, a book called Yankees Meet the Reds 

American and Soviet soldiers both fought against 
Hitler’s armies, but mostly from different front lines. 
One man, however, embodied the Allies’ united front 
against the Nazi threat.  
Joseph Beyrle (1923-2004) is the only American 
known to have served in the Red Army. A para-
trooper who carried out several missions in occupied 
France before the Allied invasion, Beyrle lost contact 
with his unit on D-Day and was captured by Ger-

came out in both English and Russian, com-

memorating the meeting on the Elbe River. 

In it American Lieutenant Colonel 

Buck Kotzebue made an interesting 

observation: “I think that all soldiers 

definitely have something in com-

mon. They understand the mean-

ing of war. And if we could let them 

choose, there would be no war. Yes, 

you can doubt the spirit of Elbe. You 

can say that these are just dreams 

about the impossible. But I think 

that it is necessary to dream about 

the impossible. Only then will it be-

come possible.” 

Also in 1988, the first monument to the Meet-

ing on the Elbe was dedicated – a plaque was 

mounted on the spot in Torgau where the 

meeting took place.

man forces a few days later.  He spent six months 
in German P.O.W. camps before being transferred to 
the Stalag 3-C camp in what is now Poland. Beyrle 
escaped from the camp, headed east,  and found his 
way to part of the Second Belarussian Front, which 
was making its way westward towards Berlin. He 
convinced the soldiers he met to take him on, and 
he fought for several weeks with a Soviet tank bat-
talion before being seriously wounded in a German 
bomber attack.
Beyrle returned home to Michigan and — like many 
combat veterans — didn’t speak much about the 
war, according to his son, John Beyrle, a career 
diplomat who served as U.S. Ambassador to Russia 
from 2008-2012. But eventually his unique story 
came out. Today Beyrle is considered one of the very 
few American soldiers to have fought in both the U.S 
and Soviet Armies against Germany in WWII.
Beyrle received medals from both U.S. President Bill 
Clinton and Russian President Boris Yeltsin at a Rose 

A memorial in Arlington Cemetery in Wash-

ington also commemorates the spirit of Elbe. 

It is a bronze plaque, immortalizing the his-

toric handshake between Soviet and American 

soldiers with an optimistic sign reading: “The 

spirit of Elbe lives on and conquers.” Wreath 

laying ceremonies take place at the cemetery  

each year on April 25 with military bands 

playing the national anthems of Russia and the 

United States.

With time, the memory of that powerful mo-

ment on the Elbe has faded, but it is necessary 

to preserve the recollections of that profound 

meeting.

In Moscow, the Spirit of the Elbe organiza-

tion in partnership with the Veteran’s Union, 

carries out educational activities and confer-

ences dedicated to the anniversary of the allies’ 

meeting.

The 1949 film “Meeting on Elbe” is still popular 

in Russia. It begins with the “Song of 

Peace,” composed by Dmitri Shosta-

kovich. The film ends with the words 

of the two protagonists, a Soviet 

and an American: “The friendship 

between the people of Russia and 

America is the most important is-

sue that mankind now faces.” With 

Shostakovich’s soulful music playing 

in the background, these words still 

have a significant impact, especially 

today.

Alexander Potemkin is the execu-

tive director of the American-Russian Cultural 

Cooperation Foundation in Washington, D.C., 

and was a cultural attaché both to the Soviet 

Union and the Russian Federation.

Garden ceremony on June 6, 1994, marking the 
50th anniversary of D-Day.
John Beyrle told RBTH that his father’s experience 
with the Russian troops was transformative.
“The way they [the Soviet soldiers] treated him, gave 
him food, believed his story and even trusted him 
with weapons left a stong impression on him for the 
rest of his life,” John Beyrle said.
At the opening of an exhibit in Moscow honoring his 
father on May 8, 2010, John Beyrle said that his fa-
ther’s experience taught him what the war meant to 
Russians.
“Having been through Poland and Eastern Europe, 
my father — and through him my entire family —
understood what the cost of the war was to the Rus-
sians,” his son said. “I’d say we knew more about 
their role in World War II than most Americans. And 
Americans should know more about Russia’s role in 
the war, just as, I would say, Russians should know 
more about America’s contribution.”

Elbe Day, April 25, 1945, 

is the day Soviet and 

American troops met 

at the River Elbe, near 

Torgau in Germany. 

This contact between 

the Soviets, advancing 

from the East, and the 

Americans, advancing 

from the West, meant 

that the two powers had 

effectively cut Germany 

in two. Elbe Day has 

never been an official 

holiday in any country.

WATCH A VIDEO 
about private 
collections of 
Lend-Lease relics 
in Moscow at 
rbth.com/31339
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Today, as many American politicians ex-

press concerns about Russian military 

patrol flights possibly stretching to the East 

Coast of the United States, it seems impos-

sible to imagine that there was a time when 

19 percent of Russian military aircraft were 

U.S.-built. 

In October 1941, the Lend-Lease Act, which 

provided U.S. military aid to the 

UK and China, was extended to 

the Soviet Union. From Octo-

ber 1, 1941 to May 31, 1945 

the U.S. provided the 

Soviet Union nearly 

half a million ve-

hicles, 2 million tons of gas and oil and nearly 

4.5 million tons of food, along with more than 

8,000 aircraft.  

There were several paths by which American 

goods reached Soviet territory, but the most 

direct was the Alaska to Siberia air route 

(ALSIB), which reached from the Ladd Army 

Airfield in Fairbanks, Alaska to Soviet pilot 

training facilities in Krasnoyarsk – a distance 

of nearly 4,000 miles. This year, the Bravo369 

Flight Foundation with the support of Rus-

sian aviation company, Rusavia, plans to trace 

the entirety of the ALSIB route, starting not 

in Alaska, but at Great Falls, Montana, which 

was a staging area for many of the planes 

eventually shipped across Siberia.

An American foundation and its Russian 
partners are hoping to retrace the historic 
Lend-Lease route from Alaska to Siberia.
Alexander Bratersky, special to RBTH

ALSIB reached from 

the Ladd Army Airfield 

in Fairbanks, Alaska to  

Krasnoyarsk, Siberia — a 

distance of nearly 4,000 

miles. 

David Lowrance, Sergei 

Baranov and Alan Anders 

are hoping to recreate 

the historic ALSIB flights 

a reality this summer. 

   Rusavia head  

Sergei Baranov, 

a known aviation 

enthusiast, said he 

was inspired to partici-

pate in the project because 

of what the ALSIB flights 

represented — the coopera-

tion of two superpowers. 

He also recognizes that 

the celebrations of the 

70th anniversary of Vic-

tory Day will be the last for 

many World War II veterans. “It 

is our chance to say goodbye and pay 

honor to the last of those brave men 

and women,” Baranov said, speaking 

about the project.

As part of the Lend-Lease program, 

the U.S. supplied the Soviet army 

with the Douglas C-47 Skytrain, the 

Douglas A-20 Boston/Havoc and the 

legendary Bell P-39 Aircobra, the 

principal American fighter aircraft 

of the time.

The plane was popular among many 

Soviet pilots, including World War II hero  

Alexander Pokryshkin who shot down 48 

German planes while flying one: “I liked Air-

cobra, because of it’s appearance and power-

ful weapons,” Pokryshkin wrote in his 1986 

autobiography “Know Yourself in Combat.” 

During the war, the Soviet air force scored 

more kills per pilot with the Aircobra than pi-

lots using any other type of U.S. fighter plane.

An memorial to ALSIB 

in Fairbanks, Alaska was 

erected in 2006. From 

Fairbanks, Soviet pilots 

took the Lend-Lease 

planes into Siberia.

Jeff Greer, the president and executive 

director of Bravo369, told RBTH that his 

team didn’t originally plan to recreate the 

ALSIB route, but discovered it while pre-

paring a different flight from Washington 

state, where the foundation is based, via 

Nome, Alaska to Russia. 

The first flight on the route took place on 

Sept. 29, 1942. Over the next 21 months, 

nearly 8,000 planes were flown to Russia 

via the ALSIB route. Only 133 of them 

were lost. The flights took approximately 

33 days, with frequent stops between Fair-

banks and Krasnoyarsk.

The pilots of the BRAVO369 Flight Foun-

dation have already done significant 

preparation for the mission. In 2013, they 

flew the first part of the route from Great 

Falls to Fairbanks in a World War II train-

ing aircraft known as the AT-6 Texan. Two 

Douglas planes and one Mitchell have 

been purchased by Rusavia for the mis-

sion. The B-25 Mitchell was used as a sup-

port ship on the ALSIB missions because 

it had space for a co-pilot and navigator as 

well as advanced navigational equipment.

Greer said that he believes that both the 

flight and the documentary about 

the flight, “Warplanes to Siberia,” 

will open up new possibilities for 

promoting “friendship, coopera-

tion and goodwill between our 

two countries.”  

“We have found that very few 

people including historians, gov-

ernment officials, military per-

sonnel, students or the general 

public have ever heard of ALSIB 

or know of its importance during 

World War II,” Greer said.

The project has backing from 

Russia’s Ministry of Foreign Af-

fairs as well as the Defense Min-

istry, said Dmitri Litovkin, who 

handles public relations for the 

project. A source close to the 

Presidential Administration said 

that senior administration officials might 

pay a visit to planes when they are on dis-

play at the MAKS air show, which will 

take place in Moscow in August. 

Bravo369 is hoping to start the flight in 

July, but is still raising money for the proj-

ect. Those who would like to contribute 

can donate on the project website www.

bravo369.net.

The Lend-Lease policy was a program under 

which the United States supplied Free France, 

the UK, China, and later the Soviet Union 

and other Allied nations with food, oil and 

materiel between 1941 and August 1945. It was 

signed into law on March 11, 1941 and ended in 

September 1945. In general the aid was free, 

although some hardware (such as ships) were 

returned after the war. In return, the U.S. was 

given leases on bases in Allied territory during 

the war.

Delivery was via the Arctic Convoys, the Persian 

Corridor, and the Pacific Route.

There were two air Lend-Lease routes: over the 

South Atlantic, Africa and Persian Gulf; and the 

ALSIB.
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While the tragedy suffered by European 

Jewry in the period from 1933 to 1945 

has been the focus of extensive study, the pa-

triotism and sacrifice of Soviet Jews in the 

war against Nazi Germany remains mostly 

unknown. Recognizing this important and 

overlooked chapter of Jewish history, indus-

trialist and philanthropist Leonard Blavat-

nik, Founder and Chairman of Access Indus-

tries, launched  a long-term project to 

record the oral testimonies of 

Jewish soldiers who fought in the 

Soviet Red Army during WWII. 

Half a million Soviet Jews fought 

in the armed forces and partisan de-

tachments of the Soviet Union. More 

than 200,000 perished on the battle-

ROMAN DAVIDOVICH YAGEL 
Interviewed in Tel-Aviv, Israel. 2008. 

Roman Yagel saved his life by admitting he 

was a Jew to his commanding officer.

Our mission was to get through the front 

line and destroy the [enemy’s] division head-

quarters. And the Regiment Commander 

and his deputy were looking for volunteers 

again. No one raised their hand. I raised 

mine. After I raised mine others started rais-

ing theirs. 

So 70 or 80 people gathered who said, “We 

are going on this mission.” On the second day 

the regiment commander calls me and says 

“You’re not going on this mission, you are 

fields. Between 2 and 2.5 million Jews from 

Soviet territories were murdered in the Ho-

locaust, comprising half of the Soviet Union’s 

total Jewish population on the eve of the war.

The goal of the Blavatnik Archive 

is to preserve the stories of 

Jews in the war 

through 

a spy.” I said, why am I a spy? He said, “you 

raised your hand first.” I said, yes, I raised my 

hand because no one else raised their hand 

and after me all those others raised their 

hands. I was first. And for that I’m a spy? 

“Yes, you were captured and you were prob-

ably in captivity and you are probably go-

ing to report back to the Germans.”  I barely 

survived, and it’s already the second time 

that he’s telling me I’m a spy. I didn’t know 

what to do. I could tell that they were going 

to shoot me here. And that’s when I decided 

to tell him who I was. I said, Comrade Major, 

I want to tell you something but please don’t 

tell anyone else. “What is it?” “I’m a Jew. How 

can I be a spy? A Jew is going to go report to 

the Germans? What are you talking about?” 

He looks at me and says “Do you know how 

to pray?” I said, “Yes, I know how to pray.” 

He said, “So say something.” I said “Shma 

Yisrael, Adonay Aloheynu, Adonay Echad.” 

He said “Amen” and we both started crying. 

He was a Jew. He said to me “Everything’s 

OK, you are under my command, nothing’s 

going to happen to you.” 

the remembrances of those who fought. Since 

2006, the Archive has conducted video inter-

views with more than 1,100 Jewish 

Red Army veterans in 11 coun-

tries around the world.  More-

over, thousands of archival 

photographs, documents, and 

letters have been digitized. In 

video recordings the veter-

ans share their individual 

stories; about their youth, 

about the humanitar-

ian disaster that fol-

lowed the Nazi inva-

sion, about wounds 

and death, about 

friendship on the 

SIMEON GRIGORYEVICH SHPIEGEL
Interviewed in New York, NY. 2007. 

Simeon Shpiegel recalls fighting in Stalin-

grad.

“We slept in the basements of these houses, 

destroyed houses, but you could sleep in the 

basement. Once, my commander, Fyeodr Po-

disemoff, told us that in one basement the 

people left and there were blankets and pil-

lows and we could spend the night there. 

We slept and in the morning we discovered 

that there were corpses under the blankets. 

Those were the conditions we lived in.  

Many say that it wasn’t frightening at the 

front. I repeat: It was frightening”.

front forged by blood, about grieving the dead 

and longing for family.

“I am certain that the materials preserved 

in the Archive can help illuminate a mostly 

unknown chapter of Russian Jewish his-

tory,” said Blavatnik. “Tens of thousands of 

Jews fighting in the Red Army were awarded 

with orders and medals of the Soviet Union. 

We should always remember the heroism of 

all who fought in the war, and express our 

gratitude to the generation, which with un-

precedented courage and self-sacrifice, rose 

to defend the future of humanity.”

The Archive, based in New York, partici-

pates in joint projects  with museums and 

educational institutions in Russia, Canada 

and Israel. Oleg Budnitskii, Head of the In-

ternational Center of History and Sociology 

of World War II at the Higher School of Eco-

nomics in Moscow has been a member of the 

Archive’s academic council for several years. 

BORIS IOSIFOVICH RABINER
Interviewed in New York, NY. 2007. 

Boris Rabiner explains the significance  

of WWII for the veterans in their lives today.

Probably for every front-line soldier partici-

pation in the war remained with them forev-

er. If not a point of pride, then at least a basis 

of self-respect.  The fact is that there are mo-

ments in life  when a man has to behave like 

a man should. When we were going off to war, 

either voluntarily, like many,  or via draft, we 

understood that we were at war to save our 

country. To save our people.  And this war 

was a war in the name truth. For the triumph 

of good over evil. And so I want to repeat 

again and again: our participation in the 

war is not just our past, it’s with us forever. 

We don’t revisit these memories often. Usu-

ally on the eve of Victory Day or day of, when 

“The Jews who, especially in the West, are of-

ten viewed exclusively as victims of the Holo-

caust, are presented in the Archive as soldiers 

fighting the Nazis, defending themselves and 

avenging their relatives,” Budnitskii said.

Budnitskii pointed out that it was only in the 

Soviet armed forces that Jews could demon-

strate a massive and active resistance to Na-

zism. In addition, Budnitskii noted that the 

Archive project is unique because the subject 

of the Holocaust was not widely discussed in 

the Soviet Union. Since all nationalities were 

considered equal citizens of the Soviet state, 

emphasizing the suffering of Jewish people 

during the war was not considered patriotic. 

“In places where mass murders of Jews took 

place, there were signs commemorating the 

death of Soviet citizens killed by the Nazis, 

even when they were killed only because they 

were Jewish,” Budnitskii said. 

Archive Director Julia Chervinsky said that 

we feel our moods especially elevated.  

I want to wish to our veteran friends 

Health, happy long years. Happiness in 

their children and grandchildren. To abso-

lutely everyone, I wish for there to be such  

a devastating, difficult, terrifying war. For 

there to be peace on Earth. 

EVGENIYA GRIGORYEVNA ALUF
Interviewed in Moscow in 2006. 

Evgeniya Aluf recalls Leningrad’s White 

Nights and the beginning of the war.

Leningrad was covered with barrage bal-

loons. It was the season of “White Nights”, 

and we had been sitting outside on a bench, 

playing a guitar, singing, having fun. Beau-

tiful “White Nights” and suddenly war was 

announced. We were transported in trucks 

to the Leningrad Vitebsk train station, where 

the project’s objective is “to preserve a picture 

of daily life on the front and to contribute to 

a better understanding of World War II. After 

all,” Chervinsky added, “there was not one 

family in the entire territory of the former So-

viet Union that was not affected by the tragic 

events of 1941-1945.”

Some material in the Blavatnik Archive, in-

cluding interviews with veterans, can be 

found online. The Archive has also recently 

published the first in a multi-volume, bilin-

gual series about Soviet Jews in the war. It 

hosts exhibitions and makes its materials 

available to researchers upon request.

More information about the Blavatnik Archive 
can be found on its website: 
Blavatnikarchive.org.

freight trains called “teplushki”  were already 

waiting for us. My sister and my cousin came 

with flowers to see me off. I wore a light blue 

cotton dress, thin heels and a necklace. We 

thought we’d be like the girls who went to the 

Finnish war and then quickly returned. We 

thought the same thing would happen to us. 

Off we went. Off to the front. Where? What? 

We knew nothing.

VIEW MORE 
video interviews at 
rbth.com/multimedia/94475
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Alexey Timofeychev, RBTH
Leonid Reines, co-author, 
Blavatnik Archive
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The 70th anniversary of the victory over 

Nazi Germany in World War II will be 

celebrated by an increasingly dwindling 

number of those who helped make that victo-

ry happen. In Russia, there are some 220,000 

people still alive who fought in World War II 

or were left disabled by it. Worldwide, there 

are approximately 2.5 million veterans and 

survivors of the war.

According to the Russian Embassy in the 

United States, there are approximately 5,000 

former Soviet citizens who are veterans, 

home front workers or survivors of the Siege 

of Leningrad, concentration camps or POW 

camps. 

In honor of the 70th anniversary of the vic-

tory, the Russian Embassy in the U.S. has 

prepared some 5,000 medals commemorating 

the event to be presented to these veterans 

on behalf of Russian President Vladimir Pu-

tin. Ceremonies to present the medals began 

well in advance of the big day. Special events 

at veterans associations in New York, Boston 

and Philadelphia started in February and 

March. More than 3,000 of the veterans live in 

the northeastern part of the U.S.

Diplomats also delivered the medals to sev-

eral social support centers for senior citizens 

in order to present the medals to those who 

could not attend the official ceremonies.

“Some veterans, in order to attend the cer-

emony, asked for permission to leave the hos-

pital, and the doctors granted it. Some, who 

could not attend in person, sent their children 

to receive the medals on their behalf,” said 

Anatoly Kargapolov, senior consul at the Rus-

sian Consulate in New York.

Did you know? Soviet Marshal Georgy Zhukov 
presented Supreme Allied Commander Dwight D. 
Eisenhower with the Soviet Order of Victory, while 
Eisenhower gave Zhukov the Legion of Honor.

HEIRS UNCOVER FORGOTTEN 
MEDALS THANKS TO PROJECT
Igor Rozin, RBTH
Soviet schoolteacher Vasily Maslenkov managed to send 150 letters from the front, 
but he himself never returned home to his wife and daughter — he was killed in 
August 1943 at Smolensk. But in 2015, his daughter Tamara Maslenkova, a teacher 
just as her father had been, learned that he was posthumously awarded the Order 
of the Patriotic War, 2nd Class. The discovery was made possible thanks to a special 
Internet database called Stars of Victory (Zvyezdy Pobedy). The database, which 
is available only in Russian, is published on the website of the Rossiyskaya Gazeta 
newspaper with support of the Russian Ministry of Defense. 
During the nearly four years the Soviet Union fought World War II, soldiers of the 
Red Army were awarded over 38 million various orders and medals. Unfortunately, 
in many cases the award never made it to the person who earned the honor. Now 
the families of veterans and in some cases the veterans themselves, can check on-
line to see if there are awards that belong to them.
In the 70 years that have passed since the end of the war, its survivors and their de-
scendants have scattered all over the world. The goal of the Stars of Victory Internet 
project is to provide a way for these far-flung former Soviet citizens to receive their 
honors. There are more than 8,200 names listed in the database, which can be read 
in Russian at rg.ru/zvezdy_pobedy. With the help of readers, RBTH editors have 
already found the families of five women listed in the database. 
Unfortunately, any honor or award issued during World War II can be legally given 
only to the person who actually won the award. If the person was killed or lost in the 
war, or has since died, the heirs of the person have the right to receive a certificate 
noting the honor won by their loved one upon presentation of the relevant docu-
ments.

THE UNKNOWN HEROES HAVE TO BE FOUND!
CHECK IF SOMEONE YOU KNOW IS AMONG THE FORGOTTEN  

AWARD WINNERS AT UNKNOWNWAR.RBTH.COM

Olga Maximova, special to RBTH

5000 
Soviet veterans, home 
front workers or 
survivors of the Siege of 
Leningrad, concentration 
camps or POW camps 
live today in the United 
States, according to 
statistics from the 
Russian Embassy. 

LIVES AT WAR: THE UNTOLD STORIES

Every person who lived through World War II has a story to 
tell, whether it be a story of suffering, great strength, love, ha-
tred or liberation. This time was perceived differently by every 
person, and it was one of the world’s greatest tragedies. We 
must remember the war, so that such a conflict can never hap-
pen again.  

We want to make sure that each story from this time gets 
told. Send the war stories and photos of your family and 
friends and help build our archive. 

Email our editorial team at info@rbth.com and be part of this project, preserv-
ing this important part of history.

The commemorative medals were also presented to U.S. servicemen 

who took part in D-Day and in guarding the Arctic and Pacific con-

voys.

For the majority of veterans, the 70th Anniversary Medal has become 

an addition to an already impressive collection of commemorative 

awards. Odessa-born Yakov Markovich Elner, 93, who heads the Mas-

sachusetts Association of World War II Veterans of Soviet Descent, 

remembers receiving a commemorative medal marking the 45th an-

niversary of Allied victory. At an official ceremony in Boston in March, 

the Russian Consul-General in New York Igor Golubovsky presented 

over 100 medals to veterans. Yakov Markovich recalls that back in 

1998, when he first headed the veteran association, it consisted of 700 

members. “Over the past 17 years, many of those people whom I got so 

used to, have passed away. I made the list [of association members] and 

now I just cross out the names of those who are no longer with us. I pay 

my last respects to each of them,” he said.

New York resident Nikolai Zaitsev, 91, a native of the Altai Region, 

traditionally devotes Victory Day celebrations to raising awareness of 

the war among the younger generations. On 

May 8, together with U.S. veterans, he will be 

visiting a school in Brooklyn, while on May 

9, he will be addressing the students of the 

school run by the Russian mission at the UN.

“People in America do not know the truth 

about the war; they do not know us. I am 

ashamed to hear it when pupils in U.S. 

schools say ‘America won the Second World 

War,’” Zaitsev said. “I shook hands with a 

U.S. lieutenant in Czechoslovakia, when our 

reconnaissance team came across their tanks. 

So how is it that he won the war and I didn’t?”

All the veterans have their own story of how 

they ended up in the United States. Life led 

them through the war years and destined 

them to set up home far away from the place 

they were born. But no matter what country 

they call home today, May 9 remains the most 

important holiday in their life. 

As part of this year’s  Victory Day celebra-

tions, the organization Russian Youth of 

America will organize a “Besmertny Polk,” or 

Immortal Regiment parade in New York. Bes-

mertny Polk dates from 2012, when people in 

the Siberian city of Tomsk were debating how 

to keep the memory of World War II heroes 

alive even as the veterans themselves passed 

on. They asked people to create large posters 

with photos of their relatives who had served 

in the war, and carry them in Victory Day 

parades. This year, more than 800 cities will 

have a “Besmertny Polk” parade.
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5 MOVIES TO SEE 
American:

5 MOVIES TO SEE 
Russian/Soviet:

1. “The Best Years of Our Lives” (1946) by William Wyler

  Wyler’s Academy 
Award-winning film 
for Best Picture of 
1946 centers on the 
plight of three service-
men who meet while 
flying home after the 
war. Wyler’s direc-
tion and Robert Sher-
wood’s screenplay ex-
plore the difficulties 
all three men have in their attempts to return to civilian life and 
how the war may have taken away their best years. 

2. “The Sands of Iwo Jima” (1949) by Allan Dwan

Dwan’s film — par-
ticularly John Wayne’s 
performance as Ser-
geant John Stryker — 
is in many ways the 
quintessential Ameri-
can film about the war.  
Stryker’s methods 
initially anger the sol-
diers under his com-
mand, but when they 
arrive in the Pacific Theater, they come to appreciate the lessons 
he has taught.

3. “The Dirty Dozen” (1967) by Robert Aldrich

There are a host of 
films from the 1960s 
that capture the way 
Hollywood turned the 
war into an action-
adventure escapade.  
One colleague of mine 
suggested that J. Lee 
Thompson’s The Guns 
of Navarone (1961) 
was the best of the 
bunch; my wife preferred John Sturges’s The Great Escape (1963); 
my father-in-law picked Brian Hutton’s Kelly’s Heroes (1970). 
All have something to recommend them, but I’ll choose Aldrich’s 
film, which stars Ernest Borgnine, Charles Bronson, Jim Brown, 
John Cassavetes, Telly Savalas and Robert Webber in a tale of how 
a small number of officers recruit a group of the army’s nastiest 
convicts for a mission to infiltrate a French chateau that houses 
Nazi officers. The Dirty Dozen, along with the others listed above, 
is a quintessential American war film of the period: action and ad-
venture trump historical veracity. A Soviet review of the film and 
others like it said it represented some kind of American psycho-
sis brought about by Vietnam. Bosley Crowther of The New York 
Times declared it to be a “raw and preposterous glorification of a 
group of criminal soldiers.” 

After the end of World War II, the two superpowers produced two 

different narratives about the conflict, how it was fought, and 

how it was won.  In 1949, Allan Dwan’s “The Sands of Iwo Jima,” star-

ring John Wayne, established the paradigmatic version of America’s 

war in the Pacific.  Wayne’s Sergeant Stryker is an authoritarian leader 

of his squad and initially hated by his men.  As they fight for Iwo Jima, 

however, they come together as a unit and appreciate Stryker’s meth-

ods.  Stryker is shot by a Japanese sniper and dies just as his men take 

the hill and raise the American flag over it.  His sacrifice allows his 

men to continue the fight and to win the war.  

“The Sands of Iwo Jima” premiered just four days before Joseph 

Stalin’s 70th birthday in 1949. Mikhail Chiaureli’s present to the 

Soviet leader, “The Fall of Berlin,” was released in two parts in early 

1950.  The film follows Alyosha, a Stakhanovite steel worker who is 

in love with a teacher named Natasha. When the Nazis invade, Alyo-

sha is knocked unconscious in an air raid and falls into a coma.  He 

recovers, fights his way through the Soviet Union and then to Berlin, 

where he helps to raise the Soviet flag above the Reichstag.  The hero 

of the film, however, is Stalin:  the Soviet leader guides his people 

to victory and even arrives in Berlin to help Alyosha find Natasha 

again.  While “The Sands of Iwo Jima” established certain param-

eters of American movies about the war, culminating in the onscreen 

flag-raising over Iwo Jima, “The Fall of Berlin” did the same for So-

viet cinematic narratives, culminating in the flag-raising over the 

Reichstag.    

After Stalin’s death, Soviet films stripped away his wartime signifi-

cance, and continued to focus on the sacrifices Red Army soldiers 

made to defend their motherland.  In the late 1950s and early 1960s, 

a series of Soviet movies, including Mikhail Kalatozov’s 1957 “The 

Cranes are Flying” and Sergei Bondarchuk’s 1959 “Fate of a Man,” 

captured the humanistic elements of the war even while reaffirming 

that the defense of the motherland, culminating with the victory 

at Stalingrad, served as its turning point.  While these films were 

With a host of new films set during 
World War II about to hit Russian 
screens, Stephen Norris takes a look 
at how American and Soviet movies 
established particular narratives 
during the Cold War and how they 
continue to inform contemporary 
films.

well received by American critics, they were frequently interpreted 

through Cold War lenses: the New York Times would say of “The 

Cranes are Flying” that “the Russians have finally found romance” 

and even “with each other, not with a tractor or the Soviet state.”   

At the same time, American movies were dominated by action-

adventure vehicles — often co-produced with British companies 

— such as J. Lee Thompson’s “The Guns of Navarone” (1961), Don 

Siegel’s “Hell is for Heroes” (1962), Robert Sturges’s “The Great Es-

cape” (1963), Robert Aldrich’s “The Dirty Dozen” (1967), and Brian 

Hutton’s “Kelly’s Heroes” (1970).  Most of these films, along with 

epics such as “The Longest Day”, established D-Day as the turning 

point in the war.  They all tended to tell the war as an action story 

involving a group of rag-tag soldiers coming together to accomplish 

a mission that contributes to the overall victory.  These Hollywood 

interpretations of the war did not sit well with Soviet critics:  In 

a 1963 Iskusstvo Kino review of “The Longest Day”, Lev Ginzburg 

concluded that it was an attempt to use the Second World war in 

order to legitimize NATO’s Cold War policies.  

The Cold War, in short, provided the context for the two film indus-

tries to construct two distinct memories of World War II and to un-

derstand the other’s movies.  By and large, American movies focused 

on the Pacific Theater or on D-Day and the liberation of France or 

Italy. Soviet movies almost exclusively focused on the reaction to the 

Nazi invasion, the heroic defense of the motherland, and the victory 

won at Stalingrad that led to Berlin.  These narratives should come 

as no great surprise,  yet the unintended consequence was that mov-

ies about World War II had the effect of justifying the Cold War.  The 

war could no longer be imagined as a shared experience.

Steven Spielberg’s 1998 global blockbuster, “Saving Private Ryan,” 

would help to bring about a renewed dialogue between American 

and Russian films.  In addition to the acclaim it received, Spielberg’s 

movie generated a lot of discussion in Russia.  Karen Shakhnazarov, 

the head of Mosfilm Studio, criticized “the American films with their 

own evaluation of the war constantly thrust upon us” and called for 

renewed Russian movies about the war.  

The subsequent return of the war to Russian screens — both large 

and small — has had some notable moments, particularly in films 

that explore subjects deemed taboo during the Soviet era. Nikolai 

Dostal’s acclaimed 2004 TV serial “Penal Battalion”, brings to light 

the neglected story of Soviet citizens forced to fight as cannon fodder, 

but does so by reaffirming that “ordinary” men and women defended 

their motherland.  This timeless value, combined with a willingness 

to sacrifice oneself for the victory, is also at the heart of Fedor Bon-

darchuk’s 2013 blockbuster, “Stalingrad,” which became the highest-

grossing movie in Russian history.  American films, from the critically 

lambasted blockbuster “Pearl Harbor” (2001) to the hugely success-

ful HBO series “Band of Brothers” (2001) and “The Pacific” (2010),  

1. “The Cranes Are Flying” (1957) by Mikhail Kalatozov

Soviet cinema’s criti-
cal engagement with 
the war began in 
many ways with Ka-
latozov’s film, which 
was voted by Russian 
critics in 2008 as the 
best film of the first 
50 years of Russian 
cinema.  Kalatozov’s 
film was the first 
among many classics from the Thaw era that dealt with the war’s 
significance, preceding Grigorii Chukhrai’s Ballad of a Soldier 
(1959), Fedor Bondarchuk’s Fate of a Man (1959), Chukhrai’s Clear 
Skies (1961), and Andrei Tarkovsky’s Ivan’s Childhood (1962). The 
Cranes are Flying focuses on Veronika, who has seen her boyfriend 
Boris off to the front and who deals with the hardships the war 
causes at home.  Tatiana Samoilova’s nuanced performance is one 
for the ages.  

2. “Trial on the Road” (1971/1986) by Alexei German

Banned for 15 years, 
German’s first film 
tells the story of a 
Soviet soldier who 
defects to the Nazis, 
then switches sides 
again to fight with 
Soviet partisans.  
Based on his father’s 
novel and adapted by 
Eduard Volodarskii 
(who has written a number of important films dealing with the 
war), Trial on the Road’s examination of concepts such as “patrio-
tism,” “hero,” and “traitor” remain profound.  German also direct-
ed another classic about the war, Twenty Days Without War (1976).

3. “They Fought For the Motherland” (1975) 

 by Sergei Bondarchuk

  Bondarchuk, a vet-
eran of the war, first 
turned to it onscreen 
with his 1959 classic, 
Fate of a Man. Af-
ter making the six-
hour epic adaptation 
of War and Peace, 
which won the Acad-
emy Award, he re-
turned to World War 
II in They Fought for the Motherland.  Set in July 1942, as the Red 
Army begins to battle at Stalingrad, the “they” in the movie are 
broken, wounded, weary, older, complex individuals. Bondarchuk 
decided to have this collection of soldiers defend a small, rela-
tively unimportant plot of land. In the end, after defending some 
far-flung locales, the regiment, which has lost all of its officers, is 
told they will head to Stalingrad.
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5 MOVIES TO SEE
American: have also continued to operate within the frameworks established 

during the Cold War. Even films that introduce new elements — John 

Woo’s “Windtalkers” (2002), which focuses on the role of Navajo code 

talkers in the Pacific and Spike Lee’s “Miracle at St. Anna” (2008), 

which narrates African-American contributions to the war in Italy 

— do so by sticking to established paradigms.  

Perhaps the clearest sign that war movies have established fixed 

narratives in both countries can be detected in two recent films, 

one from each country. Quentin Tarantino’s “Inglorious Basterds” 

(2008) is not meant to be a historical film at all. Tarantino’s tongue-

in-cheek take on the war, as the director noted, was meant to be 

“my Dirty Dozen or Where Eagles Dare or Guns of Navarone kind 

of thing.” The same year Tarantino’s film debuted, Marius Veisberg 

At the Yalta Conference, which took place from Feb. 4-11, 1945, 

Soviet leader Joseph Stalin, U.S. President Franklin Roosevelt 

and British Prime Minister Winston Churchill took on the ambitious 

challenge of creating a geopolitical system that would prevent major 

global conflicts.

For nearly a week, the three leaders met at the Livadia Palace in 

Crimea and hammered out plans for the United Nations, as well 

as the division of Europe into the spheres of influence that defined 

the post-World War II era. In remembering the conference during 

a 70th anniversary event this past February, entitled “Yalta-1945: 

The Past, Present and Future,” several Russian historians expressed 

their opinion that the kind of openness and leadership shown at 

Yalta could be useful for resolving the geopolitical conflicts facing 

Europe today.

Miroslav Morozov, Chief Researcher of the Institute of Military His-

tory of the Academy of the General Staff of the Russian Armed Forc-

es, said that while Stalin, Churchill and Roosevelt had their own 

agendas going into the Yalta meeting, they were open to compromise, 

which made the success of the conference possible.

Morozov called compromise the “decisive factor” in the discussions. 

“The ability to find a compromise allowed the leaders of countries 

that were part of the anti-Hitler coalition, to make important deci-

sions, which became the basis for a lasting peace,” Morozov said, 

according to Russian news agency TASS.

Another military historian, Vitaly Bogdanov, agreed that compro-

mise was key to the meeting, and that the need for cooperation was 

70 YEARS ON, DOES 
THE WORLD NEED 
ANOTHER YALTA?
Alexey Timofeychev, RBTH

Experts reflect on the conference 
that created the post-World War II 
order.

4. “Saving Private Ryan” (1998) by Steven Spielberg

Yes, you have prob-
ably already seen 
Spielberg’s master-
piece, but it’s worth 
watching again to 
see how the direc-
tor delves into the 
mythology of the 
war created by other 
American movies.  
It follows a basic 
plot established in numerous other films — an older officer tries 
to bring a group of younger soldiers together on a mission — and 
subtly subverts this plot.  In the end, we are not sure that the mis-
sion has been worth it or that the losses of Americans rescuing one 
of their own were noble ones.

5    . “Flags of Our Fathers and Letters from Iwo Jima” (2006) 

 by Clint Eastwood

Two films, but best 
watched together, 
for they engage in a 
cinematic dialogue 
across the decades 
with The Best Years 
of Our Lives and The 
Sands of Iwo Jima.  
The first narrates the 
story of three ser-
vicemen who raised 
the flag over Iwo Jima, who are subsequently flown back home to 
take part in morale-boosting events, and who all struggle to reinte-
grate back to normal life.   The second movie narrates the Battle for 
Iwo Jima from the Japanese perspective, focusing on a general and 
a private and their experiences on the island.  The highlight of both 
movies is the battle scene filmed from two different perspectives.

5 MOVIES TO SEE
Russian/Soviet:

4. “Come and See” (1985) by Elem Klimov
 

Klimov’s masterpiece, 
set in occupied Be-
larus, is the story of 
Flyora, a young boy 
who gets caught up in 
the conflict and who 
stumbles through the 
hellish landscape that 
was the Eastern Front.  
Klimov’s film has con-
sistently been cited as 
one of the best, if not the best, film about the war ever made.  When 
it appeared in the U.S., Walter Goodman declared that its “history 
is harrowing and the presentation is graphic” while its director was 
“a master of a sort of unreal realism that seeks to get at events 
terrible beyond comprehension.”  Come and See is violent, brutal, 
horrific, and profound.  

5. “The Cuckoo” (2002) by Alexander Rogozhkin

Among the more re-
cent Russian mov-
ies about World War 
II, Rogozhkin’s The 
Cuckoo may be the 
most satisfying (Dmi-
trii Meskhiev’s 2004 
Our Own is also worth 
a watch).  In it, a Finn-
ish soldier who was 
conscripted to fight 
for the Nazis and then chained to a rock after being labeled a paci-
fist, makes his way to the house of a Sami woman whose husband 
has also left to fight in the war.  She is nursing an injured Soviet 
soldier who was sentenced to death for anti-Soviet activities but 
who managed to escape his execution.  Rogozhkin’s film explores 
the way misperceptions and differences in language affect the way 
the three view each other, often with comedic effect.

clear before the discussions began. Soviet officials carefully pre-

pared their proposals for the conference in a way that would not 

alienate the West, while Roosevelt was betting on the influence of 

the strong U.S. economy to open up the Soviet Union after the war, 

Bogdanov said.

One of the major compromises reached at Yalta was on the design 

of the UN Security Council. At Yalta, the decision was made to al-

low members of the Security Council to veto actions by the council. 

Roosevelt had proposed that issues before the Council be resolved 

by a majority of votes, but Stalin argued that this was unreasonable 

because the majority of the Security Council members were capital-

ist countries.

YALTA 2.0 ?
According to Mikhail Myakhkov, a professor at the Moscow State 

Institute of International Relations (MGIMO), in order to solve the 

current problems facing the global community, a “new Yalta” is 

needed to set the “rules of the game” in international relations and 

to reassert the importance of the UN.

Speaking at the conference, British political scientist Richard 

Sakwa said that the lesson of Yalta for today is that we need to move 

beyond Yalta and establish a truly plural world order.

“We must find a more secure system of world order and European 

stability,” Sakwa said, according to RIA Novosti. “We are obligated 

to use diplomacy to find the best way forward”.

released his parody of Soviet war films, “Hitler Kaput!”  A graduate 

of USC Film School and a fan of 1980s screwball comedies such as 

“The Naked Gun,” Veisberg particularly pokes fun at the mythic ver-

sion of the war created on Soviet screens.  Veisberg argued that he 

wanted “not to make light of World War II, but rather of how the war 

was actually sold by the communists to the masses.” Even in these 

films, however, Americans are still liberating France and Soviets are 

still headed to Berlin. 

Stephen M. Norris, 

Professor of History and Assistant Director of the Havighurst Center for Russian and 
Post-Soviet Studies at Miami University (OH)
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THE RUSSIAN CULTURAL CENTER IN WASHINGTON,DC is 
launching a series of film shows to give general public a 
glimps as to how the Russians perceive the history and 
facts of WWII. WWII feature films in Russian (with English 
subtitles) made in the former USSR as well as in modern 
Russia will be shown every Wednesdays in April – mid June.
“The Russian Center welcomes compatriots, students as well 
as Russian language learners interested in Russian history and 
culture” – said Oleg Zhiganov, the Representative of Rossotrud-
nichestvo in Washington,DC.

APRIL 23  “ALLIES. WITH GOOD FAITH AND FIDELITY” (2010), Sergey Zaitsev
APRIL 29  “BALLAD OF A SOLDIER” (1959), Grigory Chukhrai
MAY 6  “THE CRANES ARE FLYING” (1957), Mikhail Kalatozov
MAY 13  “…THE DAWNS HERE ARE QUIET” (1972), Stanislav Rostotsky
MAY 20  “NORMANDIE – NIEMEN” (1960), Jean Dreville
MAY 27  “THE HOT SNOW” (1973), Gavriil Yegizarov
JUNE 3  “THE STORY ABOUT A REAL MAN” (1948), Aleksandr Stolper

Of the 258 Soviet war camera-
men active during WWII, only 
two of them are still alive.

AND ONLY ONE STILL 
LIVES IN RUSSIA: 
95-YEAR-OLD 
BORIS SOKOLOV.

14 15

WATCH A VIDEO about him at
rbth.com/multimedia/94491
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Vasily Grossman. 
‘Life and Fate’

The novel “Life and Fate” was 

written after Vasily Grossman 

spent more than 1,000 days on 

the front, and is considered to 

be one of the greatest novels of 

the war. A war correspondent, 

Grossman vividly observed and 

recorded the tragedy of a people who were 

living in a totalitarian society and were at 

war. And like so many of his peers, Grossman 

didn’t live to see his own great work pub-

lished. The novel was considered anti-Soviet, 

and the book was smuggled out of the coun-

try.

As a special correspondent for the Red Star 

newspaper, Grossman accompanied army 

units all the way through the end of the war. 

He became famous for his war essays and 

reports, but after “Life and Fate,” was con-

fiscated, the Soviet authorities blocked his 

work. Grossman’s war essays are also avail-

able in English in the collection “A Writer At 

War: A Soviet Journalist With The Red Army, 

1941-1945” (Vintage 2007).

Alexander Fadeev. 
‘The Young Guard’

“The Young Guard,” set in occu-

pied Ukraine in 1942, is among 

the best-known Soviet novels 

about the War.

Fadeev’s novel portrays the bold 

battle of about 100 youth in the 

underground Soviet resistance 

against the Nazis in the city of Krasnodon. 

The end of the Young Guard was tragic. The 

teenage partisans were betrayed, tortured 

and killed by the Germans.

The captivating and heroic book, viewed as 

historically accurate although it was a fic-

tional account, was included in literature 

textbooks in Soviet schools — but only after 

Fadeev promised to rewrite portions of the 

book to satisfy the Communist Party in 1948. 

Mikhail Sholokhov. 
‘The Fate of A Man’

This gripping story begins with 

a simple man, a car driver, who 

fought in the war and escaped 

from a German prison camp. 

He survived what he thought 

was the worst — only to find his 

entire family had been killed. 

The man encounters an orphan boy and 

pretends to be his father. Author Sholokhov 

ends this novel where he begins, with hope. 

Shokolov escaped the fate of many Soviet-

era writers. He won the Nobel Prize in 1965 

for his novel  “And Quiet Flows the Don” and 

escaped persecution by the authorities.

The novel “Fate of a Man” was adapted for 

the cinema and became the first film by di-

rector Sergei Bondarchuk.

Daniil Granin, Ales Adamovich.
‘Leningrad Under Siege: First-hand Ac-
counts of the Ordeal’

Written by Russian writer 

Daniil Granin together with 

Belorussian author Ales Ad-

amovich, “Leningrad Under 

Siege” offers vivid and detailed 

accounts of the 900 terrible 

days of the blockade.

Its individual portraits of lives held hostage 

and neighborhoods under attack are impos-

sible to forget. The authors, both prominent 

writers, collected the stories of about 200 sur-

vivors to produce a book that is alternately 

stunning and terrifying in its truth-telling.

The work chronicles the life and death strug-

gle of a city and its people, who, condemned 

to living in hell on earth, never surrendered.

Boris Polevoi. 
‘A Story About A Real Man’

In 1943, Soviet ace Alexey 

Maresyev wanted to continue 

fighting — despite spending 

almost a year of convalescence 

after he was shot down by the 

Nazis. Both his legs were am-

putated below the knees, but 

it did not stop Maresyev from carrying out 

more missions.

Many journalists visited his regiment to meet 

the hero. One of them was Boris Polevoi, who 

then wrote a book that became a symbol of 

Soviet post-war literature.

Many Soviet writers experienced the brutal battles on the 
Eastern front either as soldiers in the Red Army or as war 
correspondents; others collected the accounts of everyday 
citizens. Alena Tveritina reviews five books available in 
English that capture the war experience. 

Arch Tait, who translated Vinogradova’s 

book from Russian, has captured her slightly 

breathless style as she details the lives of 

these diverse and courageous women.

But Vinogranova’s book is not a simple tale 

of idealism, heroism and survival. Marina 

Raskova, whose record-breaking adventures 

as an aviatrix inspired “millions of Soviet 

women,” is soon revealed as a secret officer of 

the NKVD, the KGB’s murderous precursor.

 Legendary pilot Valentina Grizodubova lat-

er said bitterly of Raskova: “I have no doubt 

that people suffered because of her.”  Vino-

gradova’s awareness of context and com-

plexity show how one generation’s idols can 

become uneasy ghosts. In the cold, retrospec-

tive light of history the image of young Ras-

kova skywriting “Glory to Stalin!” at the an-

nual Soviet air show Tushino Aviation Day, is 

more chilling than heartwarming.

 There is plenty of real heroism in “Defending 

the Motherand,” which includes first person 

accounts from survivors. The feared “Night 

Witches” brigade switched off their engines 

to glide silently, but hitting an unexpected 

snowstorm in March 1942 was like “flying 

though milk;” four women died in the dis-

orientating whiteness, where “lights on the 

ground … began 

to seem like dis-

tant stars.”

Lilya Litvyak, 

the “White Lily 

of Stalingrad” 

was the first 

woman who 

came to Vinogra-

dova’s attention 

and her story 

forms a narrative 

thread through-

out the book. A beautiful, formidable fighter 

pilot, she was killed in her early twenties. 

Her sudden disappearance led to conflict-

ing rumors: that she was captured alive or 

that she had crashed, leaving only scraps 

of parachute-silk underwear and bleached 

blonde hair. In her last letter to her mother 

she wrote: “I have a burning desire to drive 

those German reptiles out of our land…” 

During World War II, nearly a million wom-

en served in the Soviet forces and Vinogra-

dova, whose next book will cover female Red 

Army snipers, has unearthed a rich seam of 

historical detail in charting their relatively 

unknown stories.

On the first page of Lyuba Vinogradova’s 

fine book about Soviet women pilots, she 

compares Hitler’s attempted invasion of Mos-

cow in 1941 to Napoleon’s in 1812. Vinogra-

dova centers her comparison on the neo-goth-

ic Petrovsky Palace, built on the road to St. 

Petersburg in the late 18th-century as a rest 

house for traveling royalty. Napoleon shel-

tered here as Moscow burned and the palace 

later became an aeronautical academy, whose 

alumni included cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin. 

By World War II, when Vinogradova takes up 

the tale, the palace’s rooms are noisy with 

“a more motley assembly than they had ever 

witnessed,” directed by women in uniform.

 Vinogradova’s skill as a writer is to see both 

the larger, historical picture and the vivid, 

individual detail. 

Born in Moscow, Vinogradova describes her-

self as “not an historian,” but she has worked 

in many Russian archives. She helped re-

search Antony Beevor’s skillful patchwork 

of human stories in “Stalingrad” and many 

other books. Introducing Vinogradova’s new 

book, Beevor calls her theme “a unique phe-

nomenon in the history of modern conflict,” 

which also tells us a great deal “about Soviet 

society under Stalin.” 

Lyuba Vinogradova 

Defending the 

Motherland: The Soviet 

Women who Fought 

Hitler’s Aces (Maclehose 

Press, April 2015)

Phoebe Taplin, special to RBTH

Soviet women played a large role 
in defending their country during 

World War II.

World War II is among the most tragic chapters 
in the compilation of 20th century Russian 
history. Many Soviet writers fought with the 
Red Army or followed the troops as war cor-
respondents. The stories these writers brought 

back from the trenches, whether their own 
memoirs or fictional accounts, have the abil-
ity to inspire courage and compassion. Many 
speak on behalf of those who never returned 
and share the memories of those who survived.

16 17

How Soviet women  
overcame military challenges.  
VIEW THE SLIDESHOW at  
rbth.com/multimedia/94523
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James Hill has worked as a photographer 

for the New York Times in Russia for 

more than 20 years. Of the many photos he 

has taken, his portraits of veterans stand out. 

For four years, he photographed veterans at 

Gorky Park on Victory Day. In 2010, he fin-

ished his project and published a book of the 

portraits, which was presented at the Mos-

cow Museum of Modern Art. 

How did your Victory Day project start? Did 

the New York Times commission this work?

It was my own initiative, but back in 2006, 

the New York Times paid for the first step of 

the project and for the film processing and 

scanning. But the rest of the time, I was do-

ing it for myself.

There were two particular reasons for my 

project: I was very interested in the women 

who fought in World War II because this was 

the greatest mobilization during wartime 

– over 500,000 women in the Soviet Union. 

They served as nurses, radio operators, pilots 

and even snipers. In 2006, I only took photos 

of women. But then I saw very handsome old 

sailors and pilots and felt that I need to come 

back and work more. 

The second reason that motivated me: I 

came to the Soviet Union for the first time 

in 1991 and as I lived on and off here, I felt 

that veterans weren’t seen as individuals. 

They were more like icons in the Soviet and 

post-Soviet mentality. When I saw portraits 

of them, I always saw heroes. Of course they 

were not glamorized, but somehow polished. 

Because every Russian felt such respect to-

wards them, it was hard for Russian photog-

raphers to work on this issue. There was no 

room for subjectivity. And 

if somebody would do it 

differently, it could be 

seen as a lack of respect.  

As a foreigner, I felt I 

could add something 

to the way veterans 

are seen in Russia. 

How did the process work? 

Besides two photo assistants, I had t w o 

assistants who were trying to grab people 

from the crowd. They came up and asked vet-

erans if they would like to participate. The 

main attraction for them was the fact I was 

giving away Polaroid photos immediately. In 

the end, I had about 500 shots of veterans in 

total.

Some of them were coming every year and 

participated again. I recall a very precise 

moment when one woman whom I photo-

graphed in 2006 didn’t show up for three 

years, but then she came in 2009. It was quite 

emotional to see her again, because I was 

afraid she had died.

What do World War II and Victory Day mean 

to you personally?

For me it’s a very moving spectacle. I used to 

be a war photographer [ed. – Hill worked in 

Iraq, Afghanistan, Gaza, Georgia, Chechnya, 

Nagorno-Karabakh, Kosovo] and it’s one 

thing to be an observer and another to be a 

participant. It’s very difficult to live with. I 

think it’s very important not to forget human 

life alongside the entirely political issues in-

volved with the war. 

On a personal level, these people went 

through tremendous experiences. It’s very 

painful to watch your friends die; it was 

painful to be asked to kill people. Later 

they had to live with big moral questions. 

And just to thank them for that is very im-

portant.

James Hill 

How did the project, “The Link of Times,” 

come about?

My grandmothers survived the Siege of Len-

ingrad, now St. Petersburg, while my grand-

fathers fought within the ring of the block-

ade. Much of what I know about the time I 

heard from them in my childhood.

When I asked my daughters about what they 

learn about the war in school, I came to a 

disappointing conclusion: I realized that the 

connection with that time gets broken with 

the departure of the old people. 

Having thought about how I can fill this gap, 

I decided to show my daughters what the 

places they walk every day looked like during 

the war. In 2009, I took archival photographs, 

photographed the city from the same points 

and put photographs of the siege of Lenin-

grad on the modern photos of St. Petersburg. 

The result amazed me. I was so fascinated 

with it that I wanted to continue to penetrate 

into the past with my camera.

How do you decide what to photograph? Do 

you choose the places that you know and look 

for them in the archives, or do you find archi-

val photos and start looking for this location 

in reality?

If I’m going to visit this or that city, I prepare 

for this very carefully in advance. First of all, 

I study in detail the history of what happened 

there, study the geography of the city.

I select photographs and try to determine 

with a certain probability where they were 

shot, when I am still at home. In many cities, 

where I try to “penetrate into the past,” I get 

help from the local guys who are interested in 

history, with whom I prepare materials for the 

expedition in advance.

Where do you find the old photos for your col-

lages?

I took my first images from open sources on 

the web. Later, I took a more professional ap-

proach and started working with archives. 

Assistance is provided by the Russian State 

Archive of Film and Photo Documents in the 

town of Krasnogorsk near Moscow. Many of 

the photos were contributed to the project by 

local historians and museums.

In 2010, you took photographs of Berlin, 

Prague and Vienna – what prompted you to 

do this?

Having processed a huge num-

ber of photo and video materi-

als, having made a lot of photo 

reconstructions and the film 

“Blockade Album,” I felt that I 

had lived through the war my-

self. In addition, I could not re-

shoot many images of the block-

ade for ethical reasons.

I realized that after the horrors 

of the siege, I also need to see the 

victory. So I went on an expedi-

tion to Europe of 1945.

Where are you currently working, and what 

are your future plans? 

In 2009-2010, I did a project in Moscow. This 

was followed by Europe – Vienna, Prague, 

Berlin, Paris, Normandy. Then came Kiev, 

Odessa, Sevastopol, Kerch and many others. 

In 2014, I managed to extend the project to 

include Dresden, Novorossiysk and Murman-

sk. The entire project, “The Link of Times,” 

includes more than 1,000 works.

In addition to World War II, I have projects on 

the First World War and the Russo-Finnish 

War [ed. Winter War]. It’s incredibly interest-

ing for me to touch the history, to show the 

scale of the past wars and their aftermath, to 

pay tribute to the heroic deeds of our people. 

There are still a lot of places that I would like 

to take photos of: the Caucasus and the Bal-

tic States, Poland, Hungary, Serbia. I would 

especially like to visit Port Arthur.

You have had many exhibitions and pub-

lished a number of albums. Is photography 

still only a hobby for you?

I am an amateur photographer, but I would 

not call it a “hobby.” This is the other side of 

my life, which makes it more meaningful.

Interviews prepared by Elena Bobrova

Sergey 
Larenkov

VIEW MORE photos online at  
rbth.com/multimedia/94515

In the hands of marine pilot Sergei Larenkov, a camera turns into a time machine. For six years, 
Larenkov has spent his spare time making photo collages, creating mash-ups of archival wartime 

photos of Russian and European cities with photographs of the 
same places today.

New York Times photographer aimed to show the 
humanity of those who fought in a war with a long-
term photo project.

Why do you think World War 

II is so important for Rus-

sians?

Obviously the scale. If 

you take the Vietnam War 

for instance, at the height 

of the war there were 

around 700,000-750,000 

U. S. troops in Vietnam 

and about 55,000 died. 

That’s a lot of people, but if 

you compare these numbers to 

World War II, it’s not so significant.  

The Great Patriotic War touched everybody 

in the Soviet Union. You go to any village, any 

city in western Russia, Ukraine, Belarus and 

you see the list of the dead. Even 70 years later, 

it plays a very deep role. 

The fact of the invasion is also very powerful. 

Everyone in the post-Soviet space still feels 

the brutality of that. Britain was bombed, but 

not invaded, the U.S. had Pearl Harbor, but 

it wasn’t an invasion, it was something dif-

ferent.
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VOLGOGRAD: 
the Motherland Calls sculpture and the memorial complex in 
Mamayev Kurgan
Volgograd (560 miles south of Moscow), which in Soviet 
times was called Stalingrad, is the location of the bloodiest 
battle in world history in which almost 1,5 million peo-
ple perished. In July 1942 the Red Army defeated Hitler’s 
troops at Mamayev Kurgan, in a battle that changed the 
course of the war. Most of the monuments devoted to World 
War II are concentrated in three areas relatively close to-
gether: Heroes’ Alley, which leads from the Embankment 
to the Square of the Fallen Fighters, around the Battle of 
Stalingrad Museum-Panorama and in Mamayev Kurgan. 
The best way to get from one place to the other is by the 
Metrotram: a tram that goes both overground and under-
ground. 

KURSK: 
the Kursk Arch memorial complex 
The Battle of Stalingrad marked a turning point in the 

course of World War II, but allied victory success may not 
have been been assured if not for the July 1943 Battle 

of Kursk. The Battle of Kursk was the biggest tank 
battle ever: approximately two million people, 
6,000 tanks and 4,000 airplanes took part in it. 

The monumental Battle of Kursk memorial park is located 
in the northern outskirts of the city, and is set up in the 
form of an alley about half a mile long and features a Tri-
umphal Arch, a monument to Red Army Marshal Georgy 
Zhukov, the Church of St. George and the Tomb of the Un-
known Soldier from Kursk, lit with an eternal flame. The 
complex also includes also an exhibition of military equip-
ment such as a T-34 tank and the famous “Katyushas.”

ST. PETERSBURG: 
Victory Square and the Museum of the Defense and Blockade 
While the inhabitants and defenders of Stalingrad were 
dying in battle, Leningraders were suffering the 872-day 
siege of their city. The  monument to the heroic defenders 
of Leningrad is located in St. Petersburg’s Victory Square. 
You can get a more personal perspective of the events at 
the Museum of the Defense and Siege of Leningrad, which 
features a replica of a typical apartment at the time of the 
siege.

MOSCOW: 
Statue of Marshal Zhukov and Victory Park 
Marshal Georgy Zhukov’s first major task was to save 
Moscow, so it’s only appropriate that his statue appears 
there, just outside Red Square. It is only one of many war 
memorials in the Russian capital. Most of Moscow’s monu-
ments to the war are located at Park Pobedy. The memorial 
complex, which opened in 1995, includes a massive monu-
ment and a museum. The approach to the museum features 
an alley of 225 fountains, the number of weeks the Soviet 
Union was at war.

Julia Shandurenko, RBTH
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To discover more routes  
for travel in Russia, VISIT  
travel.rbth.com

RUSSIA’S MOST NOTABLE WWII TRAVEL DESTINATIONS
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of the brochure.

We are also grateful to our partner  
Russian Cultural Center in Washington, DC



S TO R I E S  O F  R E A L  P E O P L E  A N D  L I T T L E - K N OW N  FAC T S

In Russia and other former Soviet states, World War II is known as the Great Patriotic War 
because for them it was a battle for the freedom of their motherland – a struggle for their 
very survival and a war for their existence.

Russia Beyond the Headlines has prepared a special project in honor of the  
70th anniversary of the allied victory in World War II. Called “Unknown War,” 
this project has collected many previously hidden facts about the war and 
personal stories, including the remembrances of veterans and their families.  

FOLLOW THE PROJECT AT U N K N OW N WA R . R BT H .CO M
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