
Rachil Meitina 
 Rachil Meitina is a short pretty woman. She is a very nice
person. 
She has quiet gentle manners, a clear mind and a bright
memory.
She speaks slowly due to her stuttering since childhood.
She is taciturn and not emotional.
She says she devoted her life to work.

Her husband Isaac Verkhovski died in 2002. She lives alone
in a three-bedroom apartment near the State University in
Moscow.
Her apartment is very clean and cozy. Her husband Isaac
Verkhovski was a stage designer.
He had a collection of folk craft items: brightly painted
Zhostovo trays.
 

[1]They are placed on the walls and there are also pictures and drawings by famous artists that
have been given to him.
Rachil Meitina has no problems with her day-to-day issues. She has a housemaid from ‘The Hand of
Help’, a Jewish Public Charity Fund’.
This woman cleans her apartment. Her son Gleb Verkhovski often visits her, too.
She willingly gave this interview. She enjoyed talking about her life and hopes the story of her life
will be remembered by her son and grandson.
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My family background

My paternal parents lived on Zadonovska Street in the suburb town of Vitebsk 2. My father’s
parents died before I was born. All I know about my paternal grandfather is that his name was
Moisey Meitin. My parents didn’t tell me anything about him. He probably died when my father was
just a child. 

In my childhood my parents often took me to Vitebsk in summer. Vitebsk is a lovely town on the
Dvina River, about 450 kilometers from Moscow. It is a very green town. There is a nice historical
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museum housed in the former town hall building. There was a Polish and a Belarus population in
Vitebsk, but the majority of the population was Jewish. There was no Jewish neighborhood or
district in the town: Jewish houses neighbored upon Belarus houses and this caused no problems
whatsoever. People respected the traditions of other nations. My husband, who was born in
Vitebsk, told me that his family lived in a communal apartment 3 and their neighbors were a
religious Russian family. Their neighbors prayed for them and brought them Easter bread on
holiday. They were friends. 

My father’s parents were middle class, as they would say nowadays. I guess, they were involved in
crafts and one of them had something to do with medicine. My father’s parents must have been
religious people. They attended the nearby synagogue in Vitebsk. 

I know very little about my paternal grandmother Gelia Meitina. I have her photograph. She had a
beautiful and intelligent face. She was born in 1852 and died in New York in 1919. She emigrated
to New York with her four children before 1915. My father didn’t want to go there since he was
actively involved in the revolutionary movement here in Russia. My father Tsala Meitin was a
member of the Bolshevik Party, propagated revolutionary ideas and was even exiled for this to the
town of Beryozov, about 2,000 kilometers from Moscow. [Beryozov: a town in Tobolsk region, exile
destination at the beginning of the 20thcentury]. Inmates in Beryozov called him Alexandr and
when he obtained his documents later he had this first name written in there. He was exiled in
1905 during the tsarist regime and served his term until 1917, the October Revolution [see Russian
Revolution of 1917] 4. My father finished cheder, but didn’t continue his studies in any institution
afterward. He was self-educated but an intelligent man.

My grandfather and grandmother had five children: three boys and two girls. Regretfully I can’t tell
you their names or dates of birth or death. I remember one of them well: Aunt Rosa. She had a son,
but I don’t remember his name or any details about him.My parents corresponded with him, but at
some point they stopped corresponding. My father had two brothers, Ruvim and Mosha, and
another sister, whose name I don’t remember. My father was born in 1878. He was the second
oldest brother in the family. Ruvim was older and Mosha or Moila – that’s how his family addressed
him ‑ was younger than my father. 5I remember that they sent dollars when Torgsin stores 5 were
opened6. These stores sold food products and other goods for dollars while other stores only
accepted Soviet money. I remember that our parents bought my sister a coat with a white
collar. My father corresponded with his brother until theearly 1930s when it was allowed. After
1937, when the political situation in the Soviet Union was strenuous [during the so-called Great
Terror] 6, correspondence with relatives living abroad was dangerous and my father stopped
writing to them[see keep in touch with relatives abroad] 7. He must have been afraid of being
arrested and destroyed their photographs. The only photograph I have is of my grandmother and
her grave. My father didn’t tell me anything about his mother, brothers or sisters. We lost track of
them.

My mother’s parents lived in the village of Kazarnovichi near Vitebsk. My mother was born there in
1883. Later her family moved to Vitebsk where they lived on Smolenskaya Street in the center of
town. I know very little about my maternal grandfather. He died before I was born. I think he died
during World War I. They told me he was very greedy. He literally starved to death on bags of food
stocks. His name was Morduch Kazarnovski. He was born in Kazarnovichi, but I don’t know the
dates of his birth or death. 
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My maternal grandmother’s name was Feiga Rokha Kazarnovskaya. I was named after her. She
died shortly before I was born. It probably happened in 1917.She was also born in
Kazarnovichi.near Vitebsk. I believe she was born in the late 1850s. My grandmother had a younger
sister, Esfir. She married Ruvim Okunev, a Jewish man. She died shortly before World War II. They
had four daughters. Her older daughter Sophia was my husband’s mother. She was born in 1891
and died in 1968. The second daughter’s name was Mary, born in 1892. The third daughter was
Anna, born in 1894. And there was another Sophia. Probably, one of the girl’s name was Seina in
Yiddish, but when they changed their names to Russian ones [see common name] 8 they both
happened to have the name of Sophia. She was born at the beginning of the 20thcentury and died
in 2001. 

All of them finished grammar school. Mary moved to Kaunas before World War II [see Great
Patriotic War] 9. When Germans occupied Lithuania she ended up in a ghetto. Mary had two sons.
One of them was a talented violinist. Both sons must have escaped from the ghetto, but they
perished somewhere since they never showed up again after the war. Mary survived. After the war
her sisters took her to Moscow where they moved to after evacuation. The sisters were
accommodated well there. Anna was the secretary for the Chief Prosecutor of the Soviet Union for
many years, Sophia junior was the secretary for the Chairman of the Moscow Council and Sophia
senior was a teacher of mathematics. 

My maternal grandparents were religious. I don’t know any details since it was only my parents
who told me about them. They had two daughters and a son: Frada, my mother,,born in 1883,
Dvoira, born in 1890, and Isaac, who died in infancy. 

My mother’s sister Dvoira Kazarnovskaya lived in Vitebsk. She married David Levitan, a Jewish
man. He was a well-known attorney in Vitebsk. During the period of collectivization 10 he saved
many people from dispossession [see Kulak] 11. I saw them bringing him food products to thank
him for his services. I remember once we spent our vacation in the house of a man that my uncle
had saved from dispossession. 

When she got married Dvoira Kazarnovskaya became Vera Levitan. They had a son named
Alexandr, born in 1908, and a daughter Sophia, born in 1910. Dvoira was a pharmacist. She worked
in a pharmacy in Vitebsk. Before the Germans occupied the town during World War II Dvoira and
her family evacuated.After the Great Patriotic War they didn’t return to Vitebsk, but stayed in
Sverdlovsk [present-day Ekaterinburg] where they had been in evacuation. We corresponded with
them occasionally: we sent greeting cards for holidays and birthdays. Dvoira died in 1990 at the
age of 100. 

Her son Alexandr was a promising surgeon. During World War II he was a surgeon in the army, but
since he was a weak person and had access to drugs he became a drug addict. He died in
Leningrad in 1950. Her daughter Sophia was a lawyer. She married Felix Kaminski, a Jewish man,
who was arrested and executed in 1937. Their son Edward Kaminski is a correspondent member of
the Academy of Natural Sciences. Sophia died in Moscow in 1985. 

My mother finished lower secondary school and the medical/obstetrical school in Vitebsk. She
entered a medical college in Petrograd, but quit after finishing her 2ndyear when I was born. My
mother was also interested in politics when she was young. She was a member of the party of
Mensheviks 12. She told me little about it, but I know that she even went to Geneva to a meeting
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with the Menshevik Party leaders: Plekhanov 13 and Martynov 14. She also went to meet Lenin in
Paris, but I don’t know any details, of course.

My mother and father met in Vitebsk, probably during some [revolutionary] activities,that they
were both involved in. They got married in Vitebsk in 1912. I don’t know whether they had a
wedding at the synagogue or just a civil ceremony at the registry office. I know that they were both
atheists. My parents’ mother tongue was Yiddish, but they always spoke Russian. They switched to
Yiddish when they didn’t want their children to understand the subject of their discussion. 

My parents moved to Petrograd in 1916. The name of this city changed to Leningrad in 1924 and
now it’s called St. Petersburg. I don’t know why my parents moved – probably because this city was
the center of revolutionary activities. My parents rented an apartment and my father went to work
as a typesetter in a printing house called Printing Yard. My mother was a medical nurse in a town
hospital.Around this time my parents changed their Jewish names to Russian ones: my father
became Alexandr and my mother became Fania Meitina. 

In 1917 my father was mobilized to the army. I know very little about this period of his life. I have a
photograph from the time when he was in the army before the Revolution of 1917. He served in the
tsarist army that didn’t exist any longer after the Revolution. My father returned home because of
the Revolution. 

Growing up

My sister Vera Meitina was born in Vitebsk in 1912. I was born in Petrograd in 1918. 

My parents received a very nice apartment in a very beautiful pre-revolutionary building in the
center of Petrograd. There were six rooms in the apartment. We used only three of them and our
housemaid lived in another room. Two rooms were locked. There was a toilet near the kitchen and
another one next to the bedroom. There was a wood stoked stove and also a Primus stove used for
cooking. There were beautiful stoves for heating the rooms. Our janitor Alyosha brought wood for
stoking the stoves. There was running water in the apartment. 

I had many toys. My father loved me a lot and always bought me toys. I remember my father
saying that I had 24 dolls. The other three rooms in our apartment were called ‘cold rooms’,since
they were not heated in order to save wood. My parents dressed me in warm clothes and we went
for a stroll there. Later some students rented those rooms. In 1927 this apartment was divided into
two. They made a kitchen in the hallway, a bathroom and a toilet and separated three rooms from
us. Another family lived in this apartment – they had their separate entrance. Our apartment
belonged to a scientist in the past. Before I was born his family left Russia for Prague. My older
sister told me that their son came to pick up some of their belongings. This ex-tenant left a huge
collection of books. I maintained a book log where I registered each book that members of our
family took from there. I was like a librarian. My parents, my sister and I read books from this
collection. There were Russian classics: Turgenev 15, Pushkin 16 and Dostoevskiy 17.

My parents had housemaids. When I was small I had a nanny. 

Her name was Kamilla and she was a Chukhon woman 18.
Another Chukhon woman brought us milk. She lived in the suburbs of Leningrad.
She perished during the blockade of Leningrad 19 during World War II.
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My father was very cheerful and witty. He was the heart and soul of all gatherings. He was very
sociable and easy-going. He was very intelligent and well read. It was amazing considering that he
actually only had elementary education. He wasn’t strict with the children. When we lived in
Petrograd he and I were called ‘Papa, buy’as a joke, since I was always asking him to buy a toy. He
never turned me down. I think he had an influence on us. My sister and I made our way in life. He
helped me a lot when I was working on my candidate’s dissertation. He typed the first draft. 

My mother obviously liked my sister more. She was never satisfied with me and constantly
reproached me with her ‘she can sew’, or ‘she is so handy while you aren’t’. The only time I heard
my mother praise me was when I defended my thesis. My mother called her friend and said ‘Rachel
has defended her thesis today’. This was the only time in my life that she complimented my
achievements. She was strict and greedy. Her father was greedy and she probably took after him,
as well as my sister and her son. My mother was prudent. She was a cold person. I was never as
close with my mother as I was with my father.

Our parents had many friends that often came for a cup of tea. They had a discussion and the
children played in another room. I remember Christmas trees that we decorated in Petrograd. We
celebrated Christmas and Easter. I remember a wooden bowl with the letters ‘CR’ [Christ is Risen]
engraved on it. We didn’t celebrate Jewish holidays, but I remember that gefilte fish was made
whenever our friends and relatives visited us on Soviet holidays, birthdays of family members and
even at Christmas. Most of my parents’ friends were Jewish. My friend from that time had a Jewish
father and a Russian mother. When another family moved into our apartment, after it had been
divided into two, we became friends with them. There was a boy of my age in this family and I
remember his mother taking the two of us to the Botanical Gardens. We were friends with our
neighbors, although the door separating our apartments was always locked. 

My mother and father spent their vacation with the children at the dacha[cottage]. When we lived
in Petrograd we rented a dacha on the bank of a lake somewhere in the suburb of Petrograd. We
had a boat and went rowing on the lake. We often went to visit our parents’ relatives in Vitebsk. In
summer 1934 we stayed in Shpili near Vitebsk. I think now it’s a suburb of Vitebsk. There were
many apple orchards there. It was a lovely spot. I remember the sound of apples hitting the terrace
of the house where we lived: sweet small Belarus apples. That summer the family of my future
husband Isaac Verkhoski lived there, too. He is my second cousin. His mother Sophia Verkhovskaya
and grandmother Esfir Okuneva were there, too. That was when I met him and we made friends,
but many years passed before we got married. There are no relatives of ours left in Vitebsk. 

Our family was rather well off. Although my parents took an active part in the revolutionary life of
the country when they were young they became rather neutral later. They didn’t discuss any
political subjects with me and didn’t share with me their attitudes about what was going on.
However, they were interested in the events. My father used to say, ‘When I die please come there
and tell me what is happening in the world’. Fortunately, Stalin’s terror didn’t impact my parents. 

I spent my early childhood in Petrograd. I recall this town as a fairy tale. I found it very beautiful.
There was a nice yard with a garden in it. We lived on a quiet street. There were stores and schools
on the nearby lanes. My sister studied in one of them. Matveyevskaya church was on our street. It
was demolished in 1930. We had already left for Moscow by then. There were synagogues in the
city that I never went to since it wasn’t a custom in the family. They were destroyed in the 1930s
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when the authorities struggled against religion 20. It was a clean town with numerous private
shops. I remember the period of the NEP 21 when stores were full. I remember delicious chocolate.
My mother gave me some change and I bought a chocolate teddy bear. 

At the age of five I went to a state budget kindergarten near our house. The director of this house
was a scientist in the field of pedagogy whose name I don’t remember. We learned music and
dancing and had other classes. It was a very good kindergarten. I went to a Russian school in
Petrograd and also attended a nearby music school where I learned to play the piano. I studied for
three or four years in the music school. 

Lenin died when I was six years old. I remember that my father and I went to Troitskiy [Trinity]
Bridge where we could hear gun shots from the fortress. There were crowds of people and the
traffic stopped. I was too small to grasp the importance of the event, but I understood that
something terrible had happened. 

In 1924 the printing house was closed and my father lost his job. He went to Moscow looking for
work and we stayed in Leningrad. My father met an acquaintance of his in Moscow. He offered him
a job as a corrector in the committee for standardization and development of state standards that
had just been established. Later my father became a technical editor. My father rented a room in a
house in the very center of Moscow. We moved to Moscow in 1930 and got accommodated on
Kropotkinskaya Street. We exchanged our huge apartment in Leningrad for a small two-bedroom
apartment, about 27 square meters, in Moscow. There was central heating and gas in this building,
which was very rare in Moscow in the 1930s. There was also a bathroom, a toilet and a small
kitchen in the apartment. In my class I was the only one living in an apartment with gas and
heating. My mother went to work as a medical nurse at the medical facility of the University of
Working People of the East and my sister entered Chemical Technological College. I was getting
acquainted with Moscow. I used to take a tram to tour the city. I got used to Moscow, but I always
liked Petrograd better. I still have warmer feelings for Leningrad than for Moscow. 

My mother couldn’t afford to pay for my musical education any longer. We were pressed for
money. My mother and father’s relationships also changed for the worse. My father must have met
somebody when he was alone in Moscow and didn’t terminate these relations. My sister told me
later that she asked our mother why they stayed together and my mother said that my father
didn’t want to leave his children. 

I studied in school 22, a former grammar school, in Moscow. A few years ago it celebrated its
75thanniversary. Many of our teachers used to teach in this former grammar school. I remember
Sergey Fyodorovich, our teacher of mathematics. He addressed all his students with the formal
‘You’. Our teacher of physics was the author of a textbook in physics and our German teacher
Albina Ivanovna was a teacher of the former grammar school. I had good marks at school. I was
good at biology, but didn’t have any favorite subject at school. I had many friends. There were
more boys than girls in our school. We kept in touch after we finished school and we are still in
touch. There were Russian and Jewish children, but we didn’t care about each other’s nationality
then. It was of no importance. We didn’t face any anti-Semitism, but I think there was some when
looking back. I had a friend, Dima Zotov, a Russian boy. Our friendship stopped all of a sudden
when we were in the 9thor 10thgrade. Now I understand that it must have been his strict mother
that forbade him to have a Jewish friend. 
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I became a pioneer at school. It was a routinely matter for me. I wasn’t an active pioneer. I
remember we went to parades on Soviet holidays. The Iskra newspaper printing house was a
patron organization supporting our school. Employees of the printing house went to parades with
us. We got together near the printing house and marched to the Red Square. It was fun. There was
a brass orchestra playing and we danced and sang.

After finishing school I decided to continue studying sciences related to chemistry and biology. I
could take a tram that turned left to university or another one that turned right to the College of
Fine Chemical Technology. Both institutions weren’t far from where I lived. The first tram that came
to the stop was the one turning left, so I entered the Faculty of Biology of Moscow State University
in 1936. I enjoyed studying there. There was no anti-Semitism. The dean and deputy dean at the
university were Jews. Jewish scientists were lectures at the university, but later the situation
changed. 

My specialty was the physiology of animals – biochemistry. My group was the best of the faculty
and university. We were awarded two red banners for our academic success at university. It was a
big honor. I studied well. I didn’t look my age when I was a 1st-year student. I remember my exam
on morphology of plants. I wore a plain polka-dot dress with a white collar. I noticed that our
teacher gave me a ‘5’ and a smile spread across my face. The teacher asked, ‘How old are you?’ I
said, ‘19’, although I hadn’t turned 19 yet. He looked at me and said, ‘Well, at your age it is all right
to be pleased with a mark. You won’t when you get older’. I wrote an interesting diploma thesis. My
tutor was a professor, a scientist of the institute of biochemistry. This thesis actually became a part
of the scientific work for which this institute received a ‘Lenin Award’ 23.

My friends were Mila Ginzburg, Ruth Berkman, Nina Gelmanand Shura Tseitlin, all Jewish girls. The
only Russian girl was Natasha Melitsyna, the daughter of a well-known professor of medicine. We
were always the first to take any initiative and we were called ‘presidium’. I joined the Komsomol
24 in university. I spent all my time studying and being involved in students’ scientific activities. I
didn’t take part in any public activities. 

1937 had its impact on the university. Some outstanding professors and students disappeared. I
remember a meeting where a student was expelled from university because his father had been
arrested. I felt awkward at this meeting. I knew that he wasn’t to blame for his father’s ‘sins’ and
that he was suffering already – so why add to his suffering? My father told me about the legal
persecution of leaders of the Party. He understood that not all of them could possibly be ‘enemies
of the people’ 25, but he never discussed this with me. 

My sister graduated in 1936  and got a [mandatory] job assignment 26 at the Scientific Research
Institute of Glass where she was involved in scientific development. She defended her candidate’s
dissertation in 1950. She met her future husband Pavel Prushak, a Russian man, when she was a
student. Upon graduation from college he was a teacher at school. They got married in 1940. They
had a civil ceremony, but no wedding party. It was the custom at the time. They lived in his room in
a communal apartment in the center of Moscow. In January 1941 their son Leonid Prushak was
born. My mother left her job to look after her grandson. She never went back to work. 

During the war
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In 1939 when I was a student at university a pact with Germany was executed [see Molotov-
Ribbentrop Pact] 27. I didn’t think that there was to be a war. On 22ndJune 1941 I passed my last
exams. The beginning of the war was quite a surprise for me. It was a warm day. My sister took her
baby son for a walk when she heard about the war on the radio. Shortly afterwards her husband
was mobilized to the front. He perished at the front in 1942. 

Upon graduation from university I was going to work at the biochemical laboratory in a children’s
hospital in Moscow where I had some training during exams. I went to this hospital, but it had
already been turned into a military hospital. Well, I had to think about my mother and sister and
her baby. We evacuated to Kineshma, about 350 kilometers from Moscow. My father stayed in
Moscow since the institute where he was working stayed there, too. He stayed there until
September 1942 when the Germans came close to Moscow and panic began in the town. He joined
us in Kineshma and stayed there until he was called back to Moscow. 

We decided for Kineshma since our friend from Leningrad was there. My friend’s father had been
arrested in 1937. Her father’s investigation officer had notified the family that they would be
ordered to leave Leningrad within 24 hours in a few days. He advised them to think about a town
where they wanted to go. They decided for Kineshma in Ivanovo region. My friend Galia Lifshytz
was a student then. There was a technical college in Ivanovo and a chemical and ceramic plant and
she thought that she would study and then go to work. This was in 1938. I visited them several
times there. It was a nice town. 

When we came to Kineshma I went to the military registry office and they issued an assignment to
me. I was to work in a hospital. There were many Jews in evacuation in Kineshma. The local
population didn’t demonstrate any ill-mannered attitude. I worked as a lab assistant in hospital for
two years. We worked from 8am till 8pm. We received a meal in the hospital and I even managed
to take a bowl of shchi [cabbage soup] to my relatives. The family was having a hard time. We
settled down in an empty house. Its owners had left. 

My mother and sister didn’t go to work. My sister had a baby son to take care of. She sold our
belongings at the market to get some money to buy food. Later my father, who worked in a
printing house, began to send us paper that my sister exchanged for food products in a kolkhoz 28
on the opposite bank of the Volga. My sister crossed the river by boat in summer and in winter she
walked on the ice. We survived and two years later my father sent us a document enabling us to
return to Moscow. We returned to Moscow in 1943. Moscow hadn’t been bombed, but there was
hardly any food available. My father was very thin and looked awful. I hadesome potatoes and a
three-liter jar of melted butter with me. I sat on the upper bench in the train the whole night
holding it in my hands. When I returned my father and I went to the canteen at his workplace
where we had nettle soup.  

We returned to our apartment in Kropotkinskaya Street. My sister went back to work at the
Institute of Glass and my mother looked after my little nephew. 

I went to work at the biochemical laboratory of the central skin and veneorology hospital in
Moscow. I worked there from 1943 till 1949. I defended my candidate’s thesis ‘Vitamin B and its
influence on carbohydrate metabolism’ in 1949. We injected this vitamin into the brain of animals
by the method of Lina Shtern 29 and watched how the skin was changing. This work also had
practical significance: we offered treatment to patients by my method. 
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After I had defended my thesis I got an invitation from the Academy of Sciences.
They said my thesis was very interesting,
but that there were too many references to Shtern and they wanted me to cross out this name. 

A professor, who used to be Shtern’s student and I sat down to do the corrections.
What else could we do? If we hadn’t done what we
were told the Higher Certification Commission wouldn’t have approved my dissertation.
A few days later it was approved. Shtern was a world-known scientist.
Employees of her institute were her followers and supporters. Later I attended a meeting
where an academician grabbed Shtern’s books yelling, 

‘On our Soviet money! On our money they’ve published these books!’ throwing them off the stand.
In 1949 Lina Shtern and members of the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee 30 were arrested.
Her institute was closed, employees fired and another institute was created on the basis of the
previous one.

The management of the institute where I worked was replaced.
The attitude towards Jews changed dramatically.
We were suppressed and abused.
There was such a hostile environment that we realized it was time to leave. 

I submitted my documents to the biochemical laboratory of Vishnevski Institute of Surgery where I
became a junior scientific employee. I was employed on 1stDecember 1949 and on 3rdJanuary
1950 I was fired due to reduction of staff; they explained to me that since I was a new employee it
was all right to fire me rather than somebody that had worked here for a long time. However, it
was crystal-clear that they fired me because I was a Jew. Other employees felt sorry for me. One of
them was acquainted with Bakulev, who was opening a laboratory at that time. He began to study
lungs and needed to learn about gaseous metabolism, blood gases. He needed employees. 

Alexandr Bakulev was a famous surgeon. He was chief surgeon in the Kremlin hospital for many
years and a full member of the Medical Academy of Sciences. He was the director of the surgical
clinic at the town hospital; a very decent and intelligent man. He was a multifaceted surgeon.
When I began to work with him he was organizing a lung department. In 1948 he performed the
first heart surgery. He employed me. There were several broken units in the room where I was to
work. They opened the door saying, ‘This is where you will be working’. I started work on
28thJanuary 1950. 

I actually set up the laboratory that lay the foundations for the Bakulev Institute of Cardiovascular
Surgery. I was one of its founders. I was head of the laboratory. I worked there from 1950 till 1989. 

I met Isaac Verkhovski, my future husband, in 1934. In 1943 his mother, two aunts, Anna and
Sophia junior, and he moved to Moscow. They lived in a room in a communal apartment. We met
again on his mother’s birthday in 1948. We dated until we decided to get married in October 1950.
We had a civil ceremony. Isaac was a designer and he was surprised at the dull interior design of
this registry office. There were only dusty palm plants decorating the room. At home we had a
small dinner. We settled down in my apartment on Kropotkinskaya Street. My mother, my father,
my sister Vera and her son also lived there. There wasn’t much space. 
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Isaac Verkhovski was born in Vitebsk in 1919. His father Samuel Verkhovski was an assistant
accountant before 1917 and after 1917 he worked in trade companies in Vitebsk. He died in 1935
and was buried in the Jewish section of the town cemetery in Vitebsk. His mother Sophia
Verkhovskaya, nee Okuneva, was a teacher. She finished a grammar school and was very good at
teaching. She lived in Vitebsk before World War II and during the war she evacuated to the Urals
with her relatives. 

After finishing lower secondary school in 1935 Isaac entered the art school in Vitebsk. He finished it
in 1939. Afterwards he got a job assignment with the Lepesh regional theater near Vitebsk where
he worked until the beginning of the war in June 1941. This was a traveling theater that was on tour
in Western Belarus in 1941. He was chief stage and costume designer. When the war began the
theater closed. They loaded all items on carts and walked beside the carts. My husband had a
winter coat made in Belarus. It was a hot summer and he got tired of dragging this coat along. He
threw it away. Since then he never had a winter coat made and did without. They got to Vitebsk
and in some time my husband managed to evacuate with his relatives. 

In December 1941 he was mobilized to the army. He was wounded in his right hand at the front
and was demobilized from the army in 1942. In November 1943 he began to work as art director in
the Moscow Jewish State Theater of Solomon Mikhoels31. My husband participated in making
arrangements for the Freilakh performance and many other performances produced by Mikhoels.
He did the stage sets and costumes for almost all performances staged by Mikhoelsin the theater.
My husband worked with a well-known artist called Alexandr Tyshler 32. They were friends. In 1948
Mikhoels was murdered in Minsk. My husband went to his funeral and helped his relatives to make
all necessary arrangements. Isaac was very sad about the death of Mikhoelsand the subsequent
closure of the Jewish theater. He stayed in the theater until the last day and helped to save the
stage sets. The Jewish theater operated until early 1950. In the same year Isaac began to work in
Maly Theater 33. He obtained an assignment by the Ministry of Culture. He worked there for over
30 years until he retired in 1989.

Our family didn’t have much to live on. I received a salary of 80 rubles when I was a lab assistant,
which wasn’t a lot of money. My husband received 60 rubles. We lived with my parents until my
son was born. We gave my mother 100 rubles of housekeeping money every month and had little
left. My mother wasn’t really fond of my husband and that was mutual. My mother believed that I
deserved better while my father was easy about it. In 1954 my husband mother’s sisters insisted
that my mother-in-law lived with us. She was living with her sisters in a room in a communal
apartment up until then. Living with my mother and mother-in-law under one roof wasn’t easy. 

After the war

Well, in 1950 I joined academician Bakulev’s group. I was senior lab assistant.
Senior lab assistant was a low position, the lowest one for a person with higher education and I was
already a candidate of medical sciences. Later,
when we had our laboratory equipped my boss introduced me as our senior lab assistant and head
of laboratory. I had a low position and a small salary because I was Jewish.
Once in early 1953, when the Doctors’ Plot’ 34 was at its height, I got a telephone call from the
academy.
They notified me that I was fired due to reduction of staff in Bakulev’s group. I and another woman
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were fired. She was Russian, but her husband, a well-known physicist, was a Jew. The next day my
manager went to see Bakulev. Bakulev had the habit of leaving town when something like this
happened. My boss returned and said that Bakulev told him there was nothing he could do at the
moment. My husband became the sole breadwinner in our family. 

In 1952 my father lost his job. He worked at the editorial office of a scientific research institute for
over 30 years. He was one of their best employees. He began to work for free at the library near
our house. My sister, who worked at the Institute of Glass and defended her thesis, was also fired.
Our family of six lived on my husband’s small salary. It was very difficult. We could hardly manage
to make ends meet. 

On 5thMarch 1953 Stalin died. We had idolized Stalin during and after the war, but at that moment
we already understood that he was to blame for the suppression of Jews. His death was a
liberation. On 6thMarch my boss called me and told me to come back to work immediately. My
colleagues told me that Bakulev adamantly demanded that I returned. I held the same position, but
soon I became a junior and then a senior scientific employee. Then I became head of the
laboratory. Some time later my sister also resumed her job. 

However, Stalin’s death didn’t put an end to the persecution of Jews. I had almost an analogous
story with my doctor’s dissertation that I defended at the Academy of Medical Sciences. I got all
votes ‘for’ it. I was approved by the first council of VAK certification commission: the highest body
of federal executive authority awarding titles, the Russian equivalentsof PhDs, MAs, etc]. Then
another council was conducted. Somebody told me that a professor didn’t like my surname and
demanded an additional reference for my work. Once an acquaintance of mine called me to say
that her neighbor, who was a well-known scientist, had got my dissertation to write a reference
letter. He said that he was unfamiliar with the subject and asked me to write a reference letter that
he would sign. My boss and I wrote the letter and he signed it. On the next day my dissertation was
approved. 

My father died a sudden death of infarction in 1958. The day he died his colleagues from the library
called to find out why he wasn’t at work.
After Stalin’s death he didn’t go back to work. They would have probably hired him, but he was
over 75 years of age then.
He had never been late or missed a day at work. He was buried in the town cemetery. 

My son Gleb was born in Moscow in 1958. Two months after he was born I went back to work. My
mother and mother-in-law looked after him. 

I worked a lot before and after my son was born. I specialized in pathological physiology. In the
laboratory I worked on the issues of breathing, gaseous metabolism and gaseous content of blood.
We examined hearts and often surveyed blood from various parts of the heart. I worked with
patients with heart and lung problems that were later operated. My dissertation was entitled
‘Gaseous exchange and gaseous content of blood in patients with congenital heart diseases’. ‘This
was the first dissertation on this subject in the Soviet Union. I’m satisfied with my scientific
accomplishments since we were the first to do it and I provided assistance in establishing similar
laboratories in a number of leading clinics of the country. 
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When I was promoted life became easier. A senior scientific employee received 400 rubles per
month. This was enough at that time. I couldn’t afford to buy expensive things, but we were doing
all right. We went to theaters, art exhibitions and concerts at the Conservatory. My husband was
fond of ballet and we attended all ballet contests. We often had guests over at birthdays and on
Soviet holidays. Isaac was a sociable man. His colleagues liked him. His friends were producers and
artists of the Maly Theater. We liked to spend our summer vacation at the seashore in Riga, Latvia. 

My sister married Valentin Estrovich, a Jewish man, in 1959. She bought a cooperative apartment
for my mother and her son and lived with her husband. My mother died of a stroke in 1967. We
buried her in the town cemetery where my father was also buried.

Recent years

In 1976 we moved to another apartment, which my husband received at work, and where I live to
this day. 

My son Gleb studied at secondary school. He studied well. He became a pioneer and a Komsomol
member at school. He didn’t take part in public activities. He had many friends and was the heart
and soul of any company. He probably took after his grandfather. We aren’t religious and never
observed Jewish traditions and our son wasn’t raised in the environment of Jewish traditions. 

Gleb failed to enter the College of Chemical Machine Building in Moscowthe first time. Perhaps, his
nationality played a role. The following year Gleb had private classes with a teacher ofmathematics
from that college. This teacher was also there during an exam. Gleb passed his exams, entered
Moscow College of Engineers of Railroad Transport in 1975 and graduated in 1980. He never
mentioned any problems regarding nationality in college. Upon graduation he got a job with the
Moscow metro. He has worked in the laboratory of corrosion for many years. At night, when there
is no traffic, they inspect the track for corrosion. He joined the Party at work for the sake of his
career. He wasn’t an active party member. All he did was attend meetings and pay his monthly
fees. His membership was over at the beginning of perestroika 35. By the way, my son was the
only member of our family, who became a party member. Neither my father, a former Bolshevik,
nor my mother, a former Menshevik, ever joined the Communist Party. 

My son got married in 1980. His wife Irina Charskaya is a Jew. He met her at school. Their son Vitali
Verkhovski was born in 1981. My son divorced his wife twelve years ago. She fell in love with
another man, who emigrated to Canada. She followed him there alone. So, my grandson stayed
here with his father. He finished 13 years of school and works in a bank. We never thought he
would go to live there [in Canada]. My daughter-in-law’s cousin went on a visit there and took my
grandson with her. When they arrived Vitali’s mother insisted that he stayed in Canada. It wasn’t
his wish. He studied here in a good school where they learned English. I believe he would have got
a higher education if he had stayed, but there in Canada it is very costly and besides, he isn’t
eager to get it. My grandson has lived in Canada with his mother for eleven years now.

Well, I think emigration is a positive thing, but not always. My relative,my husband’s niece Inga
Levit, followed her children and moved to Israel. She is better off there, but she regrets she had
agreed to move there. I think it’s a good thing there is Israel, but if you take European countries
Israel is like a backyard. A number of our acquaintances moved to other countries from there. I’ve
never traveled abroad. In 1980 I got an invitation to hold a speech at a conference in France. I
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obtained a passport and got tickets. But at the last minute I wasn’t allowed to travel there. Again,
the reason was my nationality.

I retired in 1989 at the age of 71. My boss had retired before I did and his replacement didn’t
respect my accomplishments and honors. My former boss even said once, ‘You need to understand
that Rachil and I were organizing things here, you just barged in’. I didn’t like working with him. It
happened so that my boss died on the day I left my job. Actually, nobody pushed me to quit, but I
couldn’t work with a person like my new boss.

I retired during perestroika. Perestroika didn’t bring anything good into our life. We lost all our
savings that we had made for old age. Our society divided into the classes of rich and poor. My
pension is too small to lead a decent life. It’s too bad that my husband and I have to rely on our
son’s support when we had worked hard all our life. When my husband fell ill he needed expensive
medications and medical care. If it hadn’t been for my son I wouldn’t have managed. 

My husband fell severely ill in 2000.
I had to take care of him. It was exhausting.
He died in 2001. We buried him in the town cemetery near the graves of our relatives. 

I think Isaac and I had a good life. We were different and had different professions.
However, we didn’t have major disagreements.
Although I earned more than my husband it didn’t disturb me.
My husband was an interesting individual. 

Now I don’t work any more. I receive a pension of 3129 rubles, approximately $100 USD. It’s not a
lot of money.
My son Gleb supports me. The Jewish Charity organization ‘Helping Hand’ provides medications for
a certain amount of money. 
They also send a cleaning woman once a week. I’m not a member of any Jewish organizations. 

I don’t know Jewish traditions, but I identify myself as a Jew: I’m a Russian Jew. My father and
mother are Jews and that is my nationality as well. I wouldn’t want things to be otherwise. I had
problems in this regard, but it was the political situation in the country that allowed it to happen. I
suffered a lot from having a Jewish surname, but I’m not ashamed of having it. I became a Doctor
of Sciences and a respected person in my sphere regardless of any obstacles.

Glossary:

1  Zhostovo trays
Russian folk craft, started in the village of Zhostovo, Moscow region in the early 19thcentury. It is
oil painting on lacquered metal trays: motifs of flowers or fruit on a colored or black background.

2  Vitebsk
Provincial town in the Russian Empire, near the Baltic Republics, with 66,000 inhabitants at the end
of the 19thcentury; birthplace of Russian Jewish painter Marc Chagall (1887-1985).
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3  Communal apartment
The Soviet power wanted to improve housing conditions by requisitioning ‘excess’ living space of
wealthy families after the Revolution of 1917. Apartments were shared by several families with
each family occupying one room and sharing the kitchen, toilet and bathroom with other tenants.
Because of the chronic shortage of dwelling space in towns communal or shared apartments
continued to exist for decades. Despite state programs for the construction of more houses and the
liquidation of communal apartments, which began in the 1960s, shared apartments still exist
today.

4  Russian Revolution of 1917
Revolution in which the tsarist regime was overthrown in the Russian Empire and, under Lenin, was
replaced by the Bolshevik rule. The two phases of the Revolution were: February Revolution, which
came about due to food and fuel shortages during World War I, and during which the tsar abdicated
and a provisional government took over. The second phase took place in the form of a coup led by
Lenin in October/November (October Revolution) and saw the seizure of power by the Bolsheviks.

5  Torgsin stores
Special retail stores, which were established in larger Russian cities in the 1920s with the purpose
of selling goods to foreigners. Torgsins sold commodities that were in short supply for hard
currency or exchanged them for gold and jewelry, accepting old coins as well. The real aim of this
economic experiment that lasted for two years was to swindle out all gold and valuables from the
population for the industrial development of the country.

6  Great Terror (1934-1938)
During the Great Terror, or Great Purges, which included the notorious show trials of Stalin's former
Bolshevik opponents in 1936-1938 and reached its peak in 1937 and 1938, millions of innocent
Soviet citizens were sent off to labor camps or killed in prison. The major targets of the Great
Terror were communists. Over half of the people who were arrested were members of the party at
the time of their arrest. The armed forces, the Communist Party, and the government in general
were purged of all allegedly dissident persons; the victims were generally sentenced to death or to
long terms of hard labor. Much of the purge was carried out in secret, and only a few cases were
tried in public ‘show trials’. By the time the terror subsided in 1939, Stalin had managed to bring
both the Party and the public to a state of complete submission to his rule. Soviet society was so
atomized and the people so fearful of reprisals that mass arrests were no longer necessary. Stalin
ruled as absolute dictator of the Soviet Union until his death in March 1953. 

7  Keep in touch with relatives abroad
The authorities could arrest an individual corresponding with his/her relatives abroad and charge
him/her with espionage, send them to concentration camp or even sentence them to death.

8  Common name
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Russified or Russian first names used by Jews in everyday life and adopted in official documents.
The Russification of first names was one of the manifestations of the assimilation of Russian Jews at
the turn of the 19thand 20thcentury. In some cases only the spelling and pronunciation of Jewish
names was russified (e.g. Isaac instead of Yitskhak; Boris instead of Borukh), while in other cases
traditional Jewish names were replaced by similarly sounding Russian names (e.g. Eugenia instead
of Ghita; Yury instead of Yuda). When state anti-Semitism intensified in the USSR at the end of the
1940s, most Jewish parents stopped giving their children traditional Jewish names to avoid
discrimination.

9  Great Patriotic War
On 22ndJune 1941 at 5 o’clock in the morning Nazi Germany attacked the Soviet Union without
declaring war. This was the beginning of the so-called Great Patriotic War. The German blitzkrieg,
known as Operation Barbarossa, nearly succeeded in breaking the Soviet Union in the months that
followed. Caught unprepared, the Soviet forces lost whole armies and vast quantities of equipment
to the German onslaught in the first weeks of the war. By November 1941 the German army had
seized the Ukrainian Republic, besieged Leningrad, the Soviet Union's second largest city, and
threatened Moscow itself. The war ended for the Soviet Union on 9thMay 1945.

10  Collectivization in the USSR
 In the late 1920s - early 1930s private farms were liquidated and collective farms established by
force on a mass scale in the USSR. Many peasants were arrested during this process. As a result of
the collectivization, the number of farmers and the amount of agricultural production was greatly
reduced and famine struck in the Ukraine, the Northern Caucasus, the Volga and other regions in
1932-33.

11  Kulaks
In the Soviet Union the majority of wealthy peasants that refused to join collective farms and give
their grain and property to Soviet power were called kulaks, declared enemies of the people and
exterminated in the 1930s.

12  Mensheviks
political trend in the Russian Social Democratic Party. The Menshevik Party was founded at the
2ndCongress of the Russian Social Democratic Party in 1903, when the Party split into the Party of
Bolsheviks and Mensheviks. The latter were in the minority when the issue of election to the party
leadership was discussed. Mensheviks were against giving full authority to the Central Committee
of Bolsheviks, although they admitted the inevitability of a socialist revolution and dictatorship of
the proletariat. The Mensheviks did not acknowledge the October Revolution. They believed Russia
was not mature enough for socialism. In 1924 the Mensheviks ceased to exist.

13  Plekhanov, Georgy (1856-1918)
Russian revolutionary and social philosopher. He was a leader in introducing Marxist theory to
Russia and is often called the ’Father of Russian Marxism’. He left Russia in 1880 as a political
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refugee and spent most of his exile in Geneva, Switzerland. Plekhanov took the view that
conditions in Russia would not be ripe for socialism until capitalism and industrialization had
progressed sufficiently. This opinion was the basis of Menshevik thought after the split in 1903 of
the Social Democratic Labor Party into the Bolshevik and Menshevik factions. After the outbreak of
the Revolution of 1917, he returned from exile. Following the triumph of Lenin he retired from
public life. 

14  Martynov (Pikker), Aleksandr Samoilovich (1865-1935)
a Russian Social Democrat, Menshevik since 1903, member of Martov’s group.
After theRevolution of 1917 Martynov became one of the editors of the journal Internationale. 

15  Turgenev, Ivan Sergeyevich (1818-1883)
Russian writer, correspondent member of the Saint Petersburg Academy of Sciences (1860).
Turgenev was a great master of the Russian language and psychological analysis and he had a
great influence on the development of Russian and world literature. 

16  Pushkin, Alexandr (1799-1837)
 Russian poet and prose writer, among the foremost figures in Russian literature. Pushkin
established the modern poetic language of Russia, using Russian history for the basis of many of
his works. His masterpiece is Eugene Onegin, a novel in verse about mutually rejected love. The
work also contains witty and perceptive descriptions of Russian society of the period. Pushkin died
in a duel.

17  Dostoevsky, Fyodor (1821-1881)
Russian novelist, journalist and short-story writer whose psychological penetration into the human
soul had a profound influence on the 20thcentury novel. His novels anticipated many of the ideas
of Nietzsche and Freud. Dostoevsky’s novels contain many autobiographical elements, but
ultimately they deal with moral and philosophical issues. He presented interacting characters with
contrasting views or ideas about freedom of choice, socialism, atheisms, good and evil, happiness
and so forth.

18  Chukhon people
an ancient name for Estonians and Karelian/Finnish residents in the areas near St. Petersburg,  if
used today, the term usually contains a derogatory connotation.

19  Blockade of Leningrad
On September 8, 1941 the Germans fully encircled Leningrad and its siege began. It lasted until
January 27, 1944. The blockade meant incredible hardships and privations for the population of the
town. Hundreds of thousands died from hunger, cold and diseases during the almost 900 days of
the blockade.
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20  Struggle against religion
The 1930s was a time of anti-religion struggle in the USSR. In those years it was not safe to go to
synagogue or to church. Places of worship, statues of saints, etc. were removed; rabbis, Orthodox
and Roman Catholic priests disappeared behind KGB walls.

21  NEP
The so-called New Economic Policy of the Soviet authorities was launched by Lenin in 1921. It
meant that private business was allowed on a small scale in order to save the country ruined by
the Revolution of 1917 and the Russian Civil War. They allowed priority development of private
capital and entrepreneurship. The NEP was gradually abandoned in the 1920s with the introduction
of the planned economy.

22  School #
Schools had numbers and not names. It was part of the policy of the state. They were all state
schools and were all supposed to be identical. 

23  Lenin Award
highest award in the USSR for accomplishments in the field of science, engineering, literature, art
and architecture. Established in 1925; was awarded before 1991.

24  Komsomol
Communist youth political organization created in 1918. The task of the Komsomol was to spread
of the ideas of communism and involve the worker and peasant youth in building the Soviet Union.
The Komsomol also aimed at giving a communist upbringing by involving the worker youth in the
political struggle, supplemented by theoretical education. The Komsomol was more popular than
the Communist Party because with its aim of education people could accept uninitiated young
proletarians, whereas party members had to have at least a minimal political qualification.

25  Enemy of the people
Soviet official term; euphemism used for real or assumed political opposition.

26  Mandatory job assignment in the USSR
Graduates of higher educational institutions had to complete a mandatory 2-year job assignment
issued by the institution from which they graduated. After finishing this assignment young people
were allowed to get employment at their discretion in any town or organization.

27  Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact
Non-aggression pact between Germany and the Soviet Union, which became known under the
name of Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact. Engaged in a border war with Japan in the Far East and fearing
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the German advance in the west, the Soviet government began secret negotiations for a non-
aggression pact with Germany in 1939. In August 1939 it suddenly announced the conclusion of a
Soviet-German agreement of friendship and non-aggression. The Pact contained a secret clause
providing for the partition of Poland and for Soviet and German spheres of influence in Eastern
Europe.

28  Kolkhoz
In the Soviet Union the policy of gradual and voluntary collectivization of agriculture was adopted
in 1927 to encourage food production while freeing labor and capital for industrial development. In
1929, with only 4% of farms in kolkhozes, Stalin ordered the confiscation of peasants' land, tools,
and animals; the kolkhoz replaced the family farm.

29  Shtern, Lina (1878 – 1968)
physiologist, professor, academician of the AS of the USSR and AMS of the USSR. Graduated from
Geneva University and worked there at the Department of Physiology and Chemistry. Shtern was
the first female professor at Geneva University. She lived in the USSR since 1925, was head of the
Department of Physiology of Moscow State University and director of the Institute of Physiology
that she organized. Shtern was the first female academician in the AS USSR. In 1941 she was
elected to the presidium of the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee. In 1949 she was arrested for
participation in the committee. She was rehabilitated in 1953.

30  Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee (JAC)

formed in Kuibyshev in April 1942, the organization was meant to serve the interests of Soviet
foreign policy and the Soviet military through media propaganda, as well as through personal
contacts with Jews abroad, especially in Britain and the United States. The chairman of the JAC was
Solomon Mikhoels, a famous actor and director of the Moscow Yiddish State Theater. A year after
its establishment, the JAC was moved to Moscow and became one of the most important centers of
Jewish culture and Yiddish literature until the German occupation. The JAC broadcast pro-Soviet
propaganda to foreign audiences several times a week, telling them of the absence of anti-
Semitism and of the great anti-Nazi efforts being made by the Soviet military. In 1948, Mikhoels
was assassinated by Stalin’s secret agents, and, as part of a newly-launched official anti-Semitic
campaign, the JAC was disbanded in November and most of its members arrested. 31 Mikhoels,
Solomon (1890-1948) (born Vovsi): Great Soviet actor, producer and pedagogue. He worked in the
Moscow State Jewish Theater (and was its art director from 1929). He directed philosophical, vivid
and monumental works. Mikhoels was murdered by order of the State Security Ministry 

32  Tyshler, Alexandr(1898–1980)
theatrical artist, who worked in theaters in Moscow and in the Jewish State Theater. 

33  Maly ('Small') Theater
a famous drama theater in Moscow, after,in 1804,the Moscow State Theater was formed. The
theater was named Maly ('Small') to distinguish it from the Bolshoi Theater ('Big'), used mostly for
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opera and ballet, and located across the Square. In the 1840s, the Maly Theater was called 'the
second Moscow University.’It was looked to as a seat of progressive thought and a civilizing force in
a society dominated by the repressive policies of Nicholas I. 

34  Doctors’ Plot
The Doctors’ Plot was an alleged conspiracy of a group of Moscow doctors to murder leading
government and party officials. In January 1953, the Soviet press reported that nine doctors, six of
whom were Jewish, had been arrested and confessed their guilt. As Stalin died in March 1953, the
trial never took place. The official paper of the Party, the Pravda, later announced that the charges
against the doctors were false and their confessions obtained by torture. This case was one of the
worst anti-Semitic incidents during Stalin’s reign. In his secret speech at the Twentieth Party
Congress in 1956 Khrushchev stated that Stalin wanted to use the Plot to purge the top Soviet
leadership.

35  Perestroika (Russian for restructuring)
Soviet economic and social policy of the late 1980s, associated with the name of Soviet politician
Mikhail Gorbachev. The term designated the attempts to transform the stagnant, inefficient
command economy of the Soviet Union into a decentralized, market-oriented economy. Industrial
managers and local government and party officials were granted greater autonomy, and open
elections were introduced in an attempt to democratize the Communist Party organization. By
1991, perestroika was declining and was soon eclipsed by the dissolution of the USSR.
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